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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      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?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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      “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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      The sunlit forest was quiet and still. A rabbit dashed across the open space nearby before crouching in the leafy haven of a large overhanging branch. After a moment, it cautiously hopped away, disappearing into the undergrowth. The sun was warm on Alyx’s skin and her eyes slipped closed of their own accord.

      Dread and horror seethed around her mind, battering at her, demanding entrance. She fought it with everything she had, but was helpless to stop the dark power as it wormed through her weaknesses and spread through her body and magic.

      Her eyes snapped open and she shook her head, trying to dispel the sleepiness the warm sun and temporary break had brought on. Sleeping wouldn’t give her rest, only memories of the nightmare that had woken her before dawn. And the horrifying realisation it had brought with it.

      “No time for naps!”

      Dashan’s loud voice grated against her growing headache. He was crossing in front of her, heading for where the other Bluecoats that formed her protective detail were already mounting up. It seemed their short break was over.

      “Alyx!”

      Still half caught in the memories, she hadn’t responded quickly enough and now he was staring at her, a questioning frown on his face. The last thing she wanted was him pestering her about what was wrong—admitting out loud what she’d realised would somehow make it more real. Maybe she was wrong. It had been a nightmare, after all, and one so awful it hadn’t exactly left her clear-minded.

      “I’m coming,” she muttered, rising to brush leaves and soil from her robe. As she did so, she tried not to notice how dirty and scuffed the expensive cloth was already becoming. Tingo greeted her with an affectionate snuffling, and she stroked his nose before swinging up into the saddle.

      “Are you all right?” Dashan asked, gaze lingering on her face, no doubt noticing the pale tinge to her skin.

      “I’m fine.”

      Hoofbeats sounded and Casta rode out of the trees, thankfully drawing Dashan’s attention from her. “They haven’t crossed the border yet, Lieutenant, but they’re still shadowing us.”

      Dashan cocked his head, considering. “Roland, Tijer, ride on ahead to find a suitable place to camp for the night. The rest of you keep moving. I want to take a closer look, see how many of them there are.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Alyx said instantly.

      “Alyx—”

      “Do we really have to have this argument again? You command my protection detail, not me.”

      “Yes, we do have to have it again. It doesn’t seem to be sinking in that you have no training in tracking or scouting, and are therefore a liability if you come along. Do you want to get both of us killed?”

      Alyx’s hand curled tighter around the reins, the leather cutting into her skin. The nightmare had left her afraid and unsettled, and she lacked the strength to push the issue.

      “Fine.”

      He took off without another word, hoofbeats fading into the distance before disappearing altogether. Silence hung over the rest of them—the Bluecoats too watchful for conversation. In an attempt to stop her thoughts drifting back to her earlier nightmare, Alyx focused on the Shiven patrol tracking them.

      Their motives were anyone’s guess. Before she’d left Alistriem, Shiven warriors had staged a surprise attack on the Rionnan king’s palace, breaking a fragile truce that had been in place between Rionn and neighbouring Shivasa for decades. Now everything was uncertain. The warriors tracking them could just be making sure the Bluecoats weren’t up to anything. Or they could be planning to attack.

      Nineteen hands dropped to sword hilts as hoofbeats sounded in the distance, but none drew swords as it became clear it was a single horse. Dashan appeared a short time later, and by tacit agreement the Bluecoats gathered their horses in a cluster to hear his report.

      “They’ve got three forward scouts. I slipped by them and counted about twenty more in the rest of the patrol. There were no signs of them setting up an ambush. Instinct tells me they’re just shadowing us for now. If we keep away from the border I doubt they’ll attack.”

      Alyx watched him as he spoke, taking in his dark brown eyes, three-day stubble and short but messy brown hair. He looked like a grown man far older than his mere twenty years of age. At least he looks capable, she thought to herself. Unlike her.

      She closed her eyes, the dream coming back unbidden. Utterly helpless as dark power wormed through her weaknesses and spread through her body and magic...and then the whisper of sound. A voice. Two words spoken into the crushing darkness.

      “Alyx Egalion.”

      A voice. His voice. That was when she’d realised: the dark power haunting her nightmares was a man.

      “Alyx!” Dashan’s words were tight with worry. He’d brought his horse up beside hers, one hand reaching out to shake her arm. The movement broke her from the trance she’d fallen into, and her eyes snapped open to find all of them watching her in concern. An embarrassed flush heated her skin, and she looked away from Dashan, trying to hide the fear that still throbbed through her.

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine. What’s going on?”

      She nudged Tingo away, breaking his hold on her arm. “I’m just tired, that’s all. We shouldn’t linger here.”

      He looked reluctant to let it go, but she was right. With a final searching look, he turned back to the Bluecoats and ordered them on with a sharp word. They obeyed without hesitation, Alyx’s shoulders sagging as their attention on her vanished.

      As Tingo fell in with the column of riders, a tendril of despair worked its way through her chest. This wasn’t where she was supposed to be! If only she could go back two years and just be sixteen-year-old Alyx, dreamily in love with her best friend since childhood, Prince Cayr Llancarvan. Now she was half-mage Alyx, her love for her best friend complicated and shaken by his betrayal and her decision to leave him again.

      Roland returned to the main column a short time later to lead them to the place he and Tijer had chosen to make camp. Alyx dismounted and lingered to unsaddle Tingo herself. Her hopes of a moment alone were dashed when all the Bluecoats but Dashan dispersed to set up camp, and she heaved an internal sigh.

      “We’re pretty close to Widow Falls. In fact, I’m surprised Lord Mirren’s fighters haven’t made an appearance yet,” Dashan said casually, unbuckling his horse’s girth strap. “They must be otherwise occupied.”

      “Like with that group of Shiven that’s been trailing us all week?” Alyx said.

      Dashan chuckled. “Or with another one very much like them, yeah.”

      Alyx’s head dropped forward to rest on Tingo’s neck. Her grimy skin itched and her muscles ached with exhaustion. The nightmare pushed on the periphery of her thoughts, trying to make her remember. All her noble reasons for returning to DarkSkull Hall had lost any power they had to make her feel better. Even the thought of seeing Dawn and her friends again was little comfort.

      “You going to tell me what happened back there?”

      Her fingers curled against Tingo’s warm hide. Dashan was stubborn at the best of times, and she could tell from his voice he wasn’t going to let this go. “I had a bad dream last night, that’s all.”

      Two words. Whispered into the darkness. “Alyx Egalion.”

      “Seems like it was more than just a bad dream.”

      She turned away from him. “I don’t know why I’m doing this.”

      “You’re doing this because your magic helped save not only your father’s life but your king’s when the palace was attacked. And you’re doing it because Cayr broke your heart, and you’re running away from the pain.”

      “And why are you here, Dash?” Her voice was sharp, needled by how accurate his words had been. When had he become so perceptive?

      “Me?” The rakish grin returned. “Because I love nothing better than traipsing through endless miles of forest being hunted by ruthless killers who’d like to skin me and then roast me for dinner.”

      “Roasted and eaten for dinner?” She raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t know you Shiven were cannibals. Explains a lot.”

      “Does it?” Dashan’s face hardened, as it always did when someone referred to his half-Shiven blood. The fact his mother had been Shiven, a mistress of his Rionnan lord father, had dogged him all his life. Alyx’s remark had been calculated to counter his cheerful needling of her, and even though it had worked, guilt instead of satisfaction washed through her. The things that annoyed her about Dashan had nothing to do with his parentage.

      “On second thought, no,” she said airily. “The deliberately dishevelled appearance, the love of drinking to excess, the womanizing, that’s all you, Dashan.”

      “I had no idea you thought such wonderful things about me,” he snapped. “I suppose you learned all those big words in between your embroidery lessons and classes on being a snotty rich girl.”

      She snorted. “I’m going to go and find something to eat, then try and get some sleep.”

      His voice followed her as she stalked off. “Princess needs her beauty sleep.”

      “I am not a princess,” she muttered.

      She was halfway to the campfire when she finally realised what he’d said and stopped dead, turning to jog back over to him. “Dash!”

      “What?” Rummaging through his saddlebags, he didn’t look at her.

      “Listen, will you? This is important.” Alyx stopped beside him.

      “Is it?” He closed the strap of one bag and began undoing the buckle on the next. “I don’t have patience for more of your caustic observations about my character right now.”

      “How did you know?”

      “How did I know what?” He stopped finally, turning to look at her with an exasperated expression.

      “That I used magic on the night of the attack.” She lowered her voice, glancing around to make sure they were still alone. “Nobody but the twins and Tarrick know that.”

      “I was there, remember?”

      “Nobody else noticed.” She deliberately kept her voice low, hoping he would follow suit. Despite their differences, Dashan was one of her oldest friends and he would never betray her, but even so, it was uncomfortable to realise someone else knew the extent of her magic. The masters at DarkSkull had been frighteningly clear on the dangers that faced a mage like her.

      “Oh, your pride is injured, is it? Nobody saw you be the hero.”

      “Dammit, will you stop flapping your big mouth for once!” Alyx said in exasperation. “It has nothing to do with my pride. I don’t want people to know. You can’t say anything, okay?”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a long story. Suffice to say, the less anyone knows about my magic, the better.”

      “Fine,” he said, curiosity flickering over his face. “How does it work, anyway? Your magic steals other mage’s abilities?”

      “I don’t steal anything,” she huffed. “But I have the ability to absorb—copy in a way—the abilities of mages I spend a lot of time around. What I do doesn’t affect their power.”

      “Hmm. Interesting.”

      “And my decision to go back to DarkSkull, it’s not just about running away from Cayr,” she felt compelled to add. “Or using magic to help in the attack on the palace... well, at least not completely.”

      “Whatever you say.” He reached deep into the second bag and then grinned in triumph. “Found it!” He waved a silver flask in front of her, still grinning. “This will go down nicely with dinner.”

      “I loathe you,” she grumbled and turned away.

      The bastard laughed, making her even madder as she stomped back down to the camp to get something to eat. The Bluecoats—a nickname given to members of the king’s elite cavalry guard—manning the campfire were trying but failing to hide grins of amusement as she returned.

      “Hungry, Lady Egalion?” Casta asked, eyes dancing.

      “Ravenous. What delights have you cooked up for us today?”

      “I’m roasting some gourmet rabbit.” He flashed a smile. “It’s just as delicious as yesterday’s, I promise.”

      “Nothing could beat the roasted rabbit from four days ago, though.” She returned the smile.

      Tijer snorted. “Indeed.”

      Some of Alyx’s dark mood lifted at her interaction with the two Bluecoats. Both were familiar to her from her harrowing first journey to DarkSkull Hall—those terrifying days had formed a bond of mutual respect despite the difference in their ages and social standing. Apart from Dashan, only four Bluecoats of twenty had survived that journey, and the fact all four had volunteered to return with her warmed her each time she thought of it.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, Roland and Jenka appeared from the trees, laughing—likely at something Roland had said. Both had a quick smile for Alyx as they joined Casta and Tijer by the fire. Listening to their banter over the quality of Casta’s cooking dispelled almost all her remaining bad mood.

      Dashan appeared then, strolling into the clearing and tossing his flask at Casta. “Make sure everyone gets a swig with dinner. I’m going to take first watch.”

      “Yes, sir.” Casta nodded.

      Her shoulders sagged in relief as Dashan disappeared into the surrounding trees. As much as she appreciated having a Bluecoat escort, she sometimes wished Dashan wasn’t the one leading it, and was grateful for the temporary break from his company. Cayr’s intentions in sending Dashan along with her had been good, but she and Dashan didn’t share the same type of friendship as they each did respectively with the prince. Cayr was a dreamer. He saw the best in everyone and was often blinded to their flaws. It was one of the things she loved about him, but it was a dangerous quality for a future king, and she hoped he would learn to temper his optimism.

      Thinking of Cayr made her miss him with a sharp ache, followed by a twinge of pain. That he’d kissed Jenna, of all people... stunningly beautiful, popular Jenna Casovar. Worse, he’d lied to her about it. Their whole lives, they’d never lied to each other. A sigh escaped her—she had to stop dwelling on it. Cayr had made a mistake, an awful one, but he loved her. She didn’t doubt that. And she loved him. Now she just had to do what she’d set out to do and they could have the future they’d always wanted. With a sigh, she rubbed at her tired eyes—that future seemed a long way in the distance.

      As the evening progressed, clouds gathered overhead and a light rain started falling, tapping on the tarpaulin the Bluecoats had erected. Dashan re-appeared as twilight turned into full night, joining the Bluecoats at their fire for a brief chat. Nario and Josha appeared out of the dimness to be replaced by Tijer and Roland on watch. Dashan rose to speak briefly with the two new sentries.

      “We’re well inside Rionnan territory, Lieutenant,” Tijer said. “We shouldn’t have any issue with the Shiven. The patrol shadowing us hasn’t made any move to cross the border.”

      “No, but now we watch out for the Madman’s warriors,” Dashan remarked. “Just as likely to spit us with an arrow as the Shiven.”

      Irritation flickered, despite knowing Dashan was ignorant of Alyx’s true relationship to the lord of Widow Falls. “His name is Ladan,” she called out.

      Dashan turned towards her, eyebrows raised. “On a first-name basis are you? That certainly doesn’t fill me with warmth. He’s a hardened warrior who doesn’t take kindly to people trespassing on his lands, Rionnan or otherwise.”

      “I suppose you get that from knowing him so well,” she snapped. “Drinking buddies, are you?”

      “I’m concerned for you, that’s all,” Dashan retorted. “Apologies for caring.”

      “You don’t need to be concerned.”

      “Fine.”

      They dissolved into angry silence. Alyx didn’t know why Dashan’s protectiveness bothered her so much, but it did. He had good reason for it. Dashan didn’t know that Ladan was Alyx’s brother. All he knew was what he’d heard, and what he’d experienced the first time they’d travelled to DarkSkull, when Ladan had practically kidnapped them all after they’d accidentally stumbled onto his lands while fleeing from the Shiven.

      With a sigh, Alyx conceded she’d soon have to tell Dashan who Ladan was. He wouldn’t let it go otherwise. Something in her was holding back though—her parents had gone through so much to keep her and Ladan hidden and safe apart from each other, and even though she still didn’t truly understand why, instinct cautioned her to protect the knowledge that they were connected.

      Dashan finished up with Tijer and came over to sit down at Alyx’s fire. His face was hard and set, and she remembered her earlier thought that he looked older than his years. It’s something in his eyes, she thought, and the grim nature of his expression.

      It had taken her weeks after her return to Rionn to notice the change in him, and even then she’d been too caught up in her own concerns to make much of an effort to find out what was wrong. Cayr hadn’t been willing to discuss it with her either. Another betrayal—but she pushed that thought aside.

      “What happened?” she broke the silence.

      He sighed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about and I’m too tired to argue with you. Whatever it is, just spit it out.”

      “You’re different. You’re angrier, harder, and even though I know you never really liked me much, there’s an edge to your teasing now.”

      Dashan chuckled, but there was a ragged edge to his laughter. “It’s been what, almost two months since you returned from DarkSkull?” he said bitterly. “And now you notice that I’ve changed?”

      “I noticed,” she said evenly, accepting his bitterness was deserved and pushing on. “I asked you about it, when you came to visit me after I found out about Jenna and Cayr. I asked Cayr too, but he wouldn’t tell me. I should have tried harder and I’m sorry I didn’t. I was too caught up in my own issues. I’m asking again now.”

      He said nothing for a long moment, instead reaching into his pocket to pull out a hunk of stale bread. He didn’t eat it though, just stared at it sitting in his hand, thoughts lost in a place far away.

      “I was sent to the disputed area,” he said eventually, the words clipped. “While you were at DarkSkull, my unit was on the border.”

      “Oh.” She hesitated. “I thought Cayr said he could prevent—”

      “He was wrong,” Dashan said harshly.

      Shocked, Alyx couldn’t think of anything to say. It was unlikely anything she said would help anyway—his face was closed and he was deliberately looking away from her. He’d withdrawn into himself. She’d seen it before when they were children, usually after he’d had a particularly hard time with his father.

      A memory floated into her mind, of that long-ago day on the beach when she’d heard Dashan and Cayr talking about Dashan being posted to the border. Cayr had laughingly promised that he could make sure that never happened. Alyx clearly remembered the look of doubt in Dashan’s dark eyes, and a spark of anger at Cayr flickered in her.

      He’d known about this, and he hadn’t told her. Just like kissing Jenna. It was as if ever since she’d returned to Rionn, Cayr had been determined to ignore everything that had happened in her absence. Not that she could blame him for that. Guilt squirmed in her chest—she’d done exactly the same thing.

      “You can stop staring at me, Alyx. I’m fine.”

      Alyx blinked—she had been staring.

      “You should get some rest,” he continued.

      “So should you,” she said softly.

      That earned her nothing but silence, and she studied him for a moment. She couldn’t expect him to be willing to talk to her when she shut him down every time he asked her what was wrong.

      “I started having the nightmares last year while I was at DarkSkull,” she said eventually.

      He kept his eyes on the bread in his hands. “And that’s what you had this morning?”

      “They’re awful. It’s this sensation of being trapped, stifled, and memories keep flashing in vivid light, things that I’ve...” Three Shiven warriors disintegrating before her. Blood spraying. Screams piercing her mind. Carnage. She cleared her throat. “This morning was different. It ended differently.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She looked down at her hands, noticed for the first time how they were curled into a white-knuckled grip. “There was a voice. It was so clear. And it said my name. I think...” She shook her head, having to force the words out. “I think someone is giving me these nightmares.

      “Is that possible?” He kept his voice casual, his eyes away from her. It was calming.

      “It could be. I don’t know. In the moment, it’s so real, but then the sun rises and I’m less certain.” She considered. “I’ll talk to Finn when I get to DarkSkull—he’s probably read something about this type of thing.”

      “That’s a good idea. In the meantime, you still need to get rest.” He rose to his feet. “If you have the nightmare again, come and wake me. It might help to talk it through.”

      “Thanks, Dash.”

      He gave a slight nod and was gone, striding over to join the other Bluecoats. The last thing Alyx wanted was to fall asleep and risk having the nightmare again, but she nonetheless picked up her blanket and stretched out by the crackling flames.

      

      Despite her weariness, sleep didn’t come easily that night, not least because of the cold and hard ground. Somewhere around dawn, she must have fallen into a proper sleep because she woke to shouts and the sound of ringing steel.

      Alyx shoved off her blanket and sat up, trying to process the scene before her with a sleep-groggy mind. Several Bluecoats were on their feet in the centre of the clearing, swords drawn and pointed at two strange warriors who were prodding Casta and Jenka into the clearing with their swords. Their hard expressions and motley clothing marked them as Widow Falls men, and she scrambled to her feet in concern. This could escalate quickly.

      “Nobody move!” Dashan bellowed as he stepped into the space between the two parties. “You have ten seconds to put your swords down before I kill you.”

      “Dash, stop!” Alyx pushed past the furious-looking Bluecoats to reach Dashan. “They’re Widow Falls men.”

      “That won’t stop me from killing them if they don’t let my Bluecoats go. Back up, Alyx.”

      “Calm down, Bluecoat,” one of the Widow Falls’ men spoke. “We’re not here to attack—we didn’t want your two sentries shooting us in the back once they realised we’d slipped past their pathetic watch.”

      “Sheathe your swords!” Alyx ordered the Bluecoats, speaking before Dashan could. “Dash, you too. Do it.”

      He glanced at her, eyes flashing with fury, the hand holding his sword clenching into a white-knuckled grip. “You’re giving me orders?”

      “I’m the daughter of Lord Egalion, and I’m the one who is in ultimate charge here,” she said firmly. “Sheathe your sword, now.”

      He hesitated, shoulders rigid, but eventually he stepped back and sheathed his sword in a single violent movement. At a sharp look from Alyx, the Bluecoats behind her did the same.

      Turning, she addressed the trees around them. “Romney, I know you’re there. Get out here.”

      Ladan’s second appeared silently, making a quick hand gesture towards his warriors as he did so. They lowered their swords and stepped back from Casta and Jenka. As disciplined and efficient as the Bluecoats she thought to herself, proud of her brother.

      “We’re not on Widow Falls land yet, Romney. What are you doing?”

      “You’re close enough, Lady Egalion. Lord Mirren sent us to escort you in.”

      She fought not to roll her eyes. “And you had to show up our sentries to do that?”

      He shrugged slightly, and she swore amusement flashed briefly in his eyes. “It’s like Landau said. We didn’t want one of your sentries overreacting to our approach and someone getting hurt.”

      “I see.” She looked at the trees surrounding them. “How many of you are there?”

      “Enough to see you safely to Widow Falls, Lady Egalion. You’ll remember Lord Mirren’s policy that all weapons are to be surrendered on entry to his lands.” Romney’s hands settled at his belt. “As soon as your pretty soldiers hand over their swords, we can take you in to see the lord.”

      Alyx reached out to grab Dashan’s arm in warning as her peripheral vision caught him opening his mouth to speak. She smiled at Romney. “We’ll be mounted and ready to follow you in a few minutes.”

      Dashan rounded on her the moment Romney and his warriors had stepped back towards the trees. “I am not giving up my weapons to those men.”

      Alyx glanced at the Bluecoats, still clustered nearby, and over towards the trees, where the Widow Falls men waited. Sighing inwardly, she lowered her voice and stepped closer to Dashan.

      “Do you want me to overrule you again in front of your unit, because that’s what I’ll do if you don’t back down,” she hissed. “We’re going onto Lord Mirren’s lands, and I won’t let you start a fight with his men because you can’t manage your temper.”

      “I’m here to keep you safe,” he snarled. “I can’t do that if my unit has no weapons.”

      “Romney is not going to hurt us. You need to trust me. I will ensure you get all your weapons back when we leave.”

      He nodded tightly and stepped away from her. With quick movements, he unbuckled his sword belt and placed it on the ground.

      “You heard Lady Egalion. Swords and knives on the ground.” He barked the orders at the waiting Bluecoats before striding away towards the horses. “Then get your behinds on your horses quick smart. Casta, Jenka, we’re going to have a conversation about sentry duty later, and I promise you you’re not going to like it.”

      Alyx’s shoulders sagged in relief. Her eyes caught on Romney’s, watching impassively. She wondered what he was thinking, whether he knew her true relationship to Ladan. Dismissing her thoughts, she turned to gather her things. Dashan was already in a foul mood, and her taking too long to be ready would only make it worse.
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      “Lord Mirren is waiting for you inside,” Romney told Alyx as they reined in just inside the front gates of the estate. “If you’ll follow me, the grooms will take care of your horses. Your Bluecoats can stay in our barracks.”

      “That’s fine, but Lieutenant Caverlock stays with me.” It was a concession to Dashan, and fortunately Romney accepted it after only a brief hesitation.

      “Stay close,” Dashan murmured in her ear as they began walking up the long drive. “I don’t trust these people.”

      “I never would have guessed,” she said dryly.

      Romney led at a brisk walk up the front steps and inside the huge, castle-like structure. The interior was gloomy and slightly musty, but nothing like the terrifying structure she remembered from her first visit, when she’d been dragged indoors in the middle of the night.

      The warmth from several large fires lining the walls of the great hall made her thick cloak unnecessary and she reached up to push it back from her shoulders. In here it was lighter, with daylight pouring in from high arched windows below the roof.

      “Leave us, Romney.”

      Alyx turned towards the top of the room at the sound of the familiar, cold voice. The last time she’d seen Ladan Mirren, he’d been walking away from her, leaving DarkSkull Hall for good after telling her he was her brother. The memory of how she’d broken down in the moments after that declaration wasn’t pleasant, but despite that she found a smile spreading across her face. The doubts that had been deepening over the past days vanished in a moment. The door clanged behind Romney, covering the sound of Ladan’s boots as he strode towards them.

      Her smile widened—he hadn’t changed at all. Still tall and graceful with a hard face, cold green eyes and short-cropped dark brown hair, his expression revealing little about what he was thinking.

      “I’m sorry,” she spoke first. “You were telling the truth. I know that now. I know who you are, and I accept it.”

      A muscle ticked in his jaw—surprise, maybe. Instead of addressing her words, however, his gaze shifted to Dashan. “Lady Egalion. I would have preferred if you had come alone.”

      “Dashan isn’t a stranger. He’s part of my protective detail, which you know,” she said evenly. “You didn’t expect me to travel here alone?”

      “I would have expected some notice of your arrival.” The hardness in his gaze didn’t change. It seemed time hadn’t improved his obstinate refusal to show any softness.

      “Fair enough,” she said. “Next time, if possible, I promise to warn you in advance that I’m coming and who I’m travelling with.”

      He conceded with a slight smile. “Thank you.”

      “Do you think twelve months’ notice would be sufficient?” Dashan couldn’t help needling him further.

      Ladan turned to Dashan with a disdainful look. “It is not for you to question a lord’s practices, Lieutenant Caverlock.”

      “Can we talk?” Alyx intervened before Dashan lost his temper.

      Ladan flicked a glance at Dashan. “We should talk further... I want to. But not with him here.”

      She turned to reassure Dashan. “It’s fine, really. Why don’t you go and make sure the Bluecoats are settling in without starting any fights?”

      “Romney will be waiting outside the door,” Ladan added. “He can take you to your men.”

      Dashan’s jaw tightened as he glanced between her and Ladan for a long moment before he gave a stiff nod and strode off. The door closed loudly behind him, echoing through the large space. Alyx and her brother looked at each other for a long moment as the echoes slowly faded away. She had so much to say, but wasn’t sure where to start.

      Ladan eventually cleared his throat. “Would you like anything to eat or drink?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “Let’s sit over here. Can I take your cloak?”

      She gave it to him gratefully before taking a seat on a couch near one of the fires. He hung her cloak before sitting on a chair facing the couch, and again, he was the one to break the silence.

      “Aly-girl, you’re dressed in an apprentice robe. I thought you were never going back to DarkSkull?”

      “I wasn’t.” She sighed, wondering where to begin, how to explain herself. “And I don’t truly want to now. But I want answers, Ladan. My father lied to me, my mother stole my memories, and so did Master Romas. More than that... I don’t want to be helpless anymore. I want to be useful, more than just a spoiled lord’s daughter.”

      “You’re already more than that,” he said softly. “But I understand what you’re saying. Is that why you came here—for answers?”

      “Partly, but also because you’re my brother and I wanted to see you.”

      “I see.” He didn’t seem to know what to do with that. After a moment he looked up from the carpet. “What do you want to ask me?”

      “You said you left DarkSkull early because you thought we both would be safer if you did. What did you mean?”

      “I don’t have magic. I didn’t break out while I was there, and I haven’t since.” Ladan hesitated. “Master Howell spoke to me just before I left, after the attack on the watchtower. He thought... given our parentage, that once it became clear I wasn’t a mage, others might start to wonder if I could be a Taliath instead. I think he was right.”

      Alyx sucked in a breath. Taliath. Ancient guardians of the mage order. Elite warriors who had almost entirely vanished from the world. It made sense, and she wondered why it hadn’t occurred to her before. “But why does that mean you had to leave DarkSkull? Surely the mages would be overjoyed to find a Taliath potential?”

      “Howell thought that being a Taliath might place me in danger too,” Ladan said carefully. “It’s unlikely the Taliath have vanished from the world for no reason. He thought it would be better for me to leave before I proved beyond doubt I had no magic. That way anyone who already suspected I might be a Taliath wouldn’t know for certain.”

      “Howell was trying to protect you?” Alyx was confused—she knew Howell had hidden things from her, and she’d never been certain exactly who, or what, he’d been ultimately loyal to. This cast him in a different light.

      “I think so,” Ladan said. “He also pointed out that if I became a target, then that could place you in more danger. If I was gone, the connection between us wouldn’t be as clear.”

      So had Howell been protecting Ladan, or trying to separate the two of them? The thought popped unbidden into Alyx’s mind and she found she couldn’t easily dismiss it. Something about Ladan’s account didn’t quite make sense either, but she couldn’t pin down what.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing else?” She searched his face, some instinct telling her there was more.

      He hesitated. “Nothing I can be sure about.”

      A silence fell between them, interspersed with crackling and popping from the fire. Questions filled her, wanting to spill out, but part of her was wary—her world had changed so much already and she still hadn’t really come to grips with it. His answers could make things even worse. In the end she settled for, “Do you remember much about me from when we were children?”

      “Of course.” He smiled a little. “You used to follow me around everywhere. Even when I was playing with my friends. You were like a little shadow, always there,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mind. You were bright, and tough too. You fell off a low wall one day and scraped your knees. I carried you all the way home, and you didn’t cry once.”

      Tears threatened, and she fought not to let them fall. “What about our mother?”

      “She looked a lot like you. Her hair was lighter, but you’ve got the same eyes. She had a presence too—she could command the attention of the room without even thinking about it.”

      “Papa is like that,” Alyx murmured.

      The skin around his eyes tightened, but he didn’t openly acknowledge the mention of their father. “One time another minor lord visited here. My stepfather was naturally a hermit, and our mother was determined to keep a low profile, so they didn’t often have visitors. Anyway, my stepfather held a formal dinner in welcome. He and the visiting lord were debating something… some trade policy, I think? Our mother told him in no uncertain terms that he was a short-sighted, intolerant fool and walked out before dinner was over.”

      “Really?” Alyx smiled.

      “My stepfather apologised, said something about how mother spoke the truth and didn’t care about what anyone else thought of her. I was sent to bed soon after.” Ladan’s eyes turned distant. “She was kind, though. She didn’t speak down to me like most adults did. She was brisk, not soft, but she was kind.”

      “I wish I could remember her,” Alyx whispered.

      “When she took me away from you and our father, I didn’t understand.” The coldness crept back into his voice. “I missed you. Nobody followed me around anymore. I was worried; what would happen if you fell from a tree again and I wasn’t there? So when you came here last year… it was a shock, but I had heard about DarkSkull, what it was like. I couldn’t let you go there alone. I knew the masters would accept me once they realised who I was—Romas seemed to know from the moment I walked into the room that night.”

      “He never told me, though,” she said bitterly. Remembered anger simmered, an anger that had never truly gone away after realising how much had been hidden from her, how the people around her—even those that loved her—had lied and manipulated. “None of them did.”

      “I think he assumed you knew, at first. I asked him not to say anything, though. I told him if anyone was to tell you, it would be me, and if he went against me I’d walk away and take you with me.”

      Her simmering anger flashed bright hot and she leapt to her feet. “I’m so sick of everyone keeping secrets from me!”

      “Alyx, you were so different from the girl I remembered. I didn’t know how to tell you, and then I figured it would be better not to.” He took a breath. “It was wrong of me, and I apologise.”

      She shook her head, forcing her hands to uncurl, allowing the anger to fade as quickly as it had surged. “Never again, Ladan.”

      “I promise,” he agreed.

      “What happened to our mother?”

      “I truly don’t know, Aly-girl. Something happened when I was eleven, something she learned or heard about, I think. She left here in a rush. Before she rode out, she hugged me and told me she had something important to take care of. She promised to return as soon as it was done.” Ladan’s eyes dropped to his hands. “She never came back.”

      Silence fell between them. As Alyx looked at her brother, she felt as if a tiny piece of herself that she’d never known was missing had come back.

      “I don’t remember her, she took that away from me, but I’m sorry for what you had to go through,” she said softly. “And I’m sorry you had to lose me too.”

      His head came up now, the tiny smile back. “I’m glad to have you back, Aly-girl.”

      A single memory came back in such a rush it almost made her head spin. “It was you who called me that, not Papa,” she said in wonder. “I remember.”

      “You couldn’t say your name when you were a baby; you kept saying ‘Aly’ all the time. So I started calling you Aly-girl. It stuck.”

      A little tremor of joy shivered through her. “I think I’m going to like having a brother.”

      “I am who I am, Alyx. That’s not going to change.”

      “I know that.”

      “And I can’t come back to DarkSkull.”

      Disappointed, but trying not to show it, she sat back down. “I can visit you, right?” she said. “And you should come to Alistriem, at least occasionally. After all, you are a lord of Rionn. More importantly, you could see our father. I know he misses you terribly—he had no idea you’ve been so close all these years.” Alyx paused. “He tried looking for you. He tried so hard.”

      Ladan’s face closed over and he gave his head a tiny shake. “Perhaps, one day.”

      Alyx changed the subject, sensing his discomfort. “Have you had further trouble with Shiven in the disputed area? I assume you heard about the attack on the palace?”

      “I’ve been having increasing amounts of trouble.” He sat back in the chair, instantly more at ease as he spoke about his lands. “The king asked me to come in, join a military council to discuss the attack on the palace, but I can’t afford the time. I get the impression the attacks have increased up on the north-western border of the disputed area too.”

      “Near Port Rantarin,” Alyx mused aloud. “Why now?”

      “I wish I knew.” He paused. “Worst-case scenario, Shivasa is planning an invasion, but that would be a risky move on their part for many reasons. If they invade, trade between us will stop, likely resulting in food shortages for their population.”

      “Maybe they’ve come up with a way around that?”

      “I certainly hope not.” He looked up. “When do you need to leave?”

      “As soon as possible. The study year is about to start, if it hasn’t already, so I’m late as it is.” She hesitated, then: “Ladan, I’m a mage of the higher order.”

      His eyes widened slightly, and something like dread flashed through them. “And you can access your magic?”

      “Not consciously yet, unless I’m really scared or angry.”

      “And Galien?”

      “It’s his final year, so he’ll still be there. I’ll have to learn how to deal with him.”

      “You send me a message at once if you need anything.” Ladan rose. “Can you stay until tomorrow, at least?”

      “I’ll leave in the morning.”

      He settled a hand on her shoulder, giving her that soft smile again. “I’m sorry, I have urgent business with Romney, but I’ll be back for dinner. Edar is my steward, he’ll take you to your room. If you need anything ask him.”

      She barely noticed him leaving, her thoughts caught up in what he’d told her about the Shiven. A shiver went through her at the idea they might be planning an invasion. Nobody wanted full-scale war, and she could only hope the Shiven leadership shared that hope. Her thoughts jumped from the Shiven to her mother. She’d left Ladan expecting to come back, but had met her death instead. Something, or someone, out there had killed a fully trained mage of the higher order.

      But why?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Edar was elderly, with a starched white shirt and black breeches tucked into shiny black boots.

      “If you’ll come with me, Lady Egalion?”

      Alyx followed the old man out of the hall. He walked with a slightly stooped gait, and she found herself fascinated by his frizzy shock of white hair; it was so much at odds with his starched shirt and neat attire.

      He didn’t take her far. After climbing a single flight of stairs and walking down a wide hallway, Edar stopped outside a closed door before using a brass key to open it. It was an enormous room. A four-poster bed stood beside the far wall with a large arched window set above it.

      “I’ve already arranged to have your cloak cleaned and pressed, Lady Egalion. I’d be happy to have the same done to your robe.”

      She shrugged the robe off with a grateful smile and he took it with two fingers, his nose crinkling in distaste. She wasn’t sure whether that was due to the odour or the dirt encrusted all around the hem. It could have been both.

      Once he was gone, she hesitated, torn between the inviting pillows and thick quilt on the bed and the steaming bath opposite it. Exhaustion tugged at her, but she reluctantly plodded over to the bath instead. It wouldn’t do to mess up those fine sheets with her dirty skin and hair.

      By the time she’d finished her bath, the sun was high in the sky. The bed looked more inviting than ever, but the Bluecoats had been playing on her mind as she bathed. She should probably find Dashan and ensure they were settling in without starting a brawl before sleeping.

      She found him sitting alone on the steps outside a side entrance to the barracks. The pensive look on his face tugged at her—what an awful time he must have had last year, and she’d been completely oblivious to it. He said nothing as she sat beside him.

      “Well,” she began conversationally, “you must think me a self-centred fool going on about my terrible year at DarkSkull these past weeks, when yours must have been just as bad, if not worse.”

      He glanced over at her, a smile creeping across his face. “Since that’s pretty much how I already thought of you…”

      “Shut up.” She punched him in the arm, then sobered. “Forgive me?”

      “Already done.” Dashan leaned over with a conspiratorial air. “I think our Lord Mirren is in love with you.”

      She snorted.

      “I can tell these things.” He tapped his nose.

      “He’s not. Besides, I’m sort-of taken.”

      “Sort of?” A raised eyebrow.

      She rolled her eyes. “I think we both know I’ll never marry anyone but Cayr, even if we are temporarily apart. I’ll get past my hurt, he’ll forgive me for being away so long, and everything will be as it was.” It all sounded so simple, but a niggle in the back of her mind warned that it might not be. She dismissed it. Surely not everything had to be hard.

      “I know.” He leaned back, running a hand through his hair and glancing away.

      “Dash...” She hesitated. “There is a reason for the way Ladan behaves towards me.”

      “Yes?”

      “He’s my brother.”

      “Oh.” Dashan seemed utterly taken back by her statement, as if he weren’t sure whether she was joking or not. After a moment, when he realised she was serious, his gaze turned bright with curiosity. “Tell me about it.”

      So she told him.

      It made her lighter, somehow, to get everything off her chest. She told Dashan about Ladan being her brother, and her mother leaving her father. She told him that her father was a Taliath and her mother a mage of the higher order, and that the Mage Council had known it all along.

      Dashan listened patiently as it all came out in a rush, waited until she’d finished talking, then reached over and squeezed her hand. “Seems to me this Ladan might be a man worth knowing, after all,” he said.

      Alyx huffed out a laugh and leaned into his shoulder for a moment. “Thanks, Dash.”

      He quirked a smile. “I’m still not afraid of you. I don’t care how amazing both your parents were.”

      “Good to know.” She chuckled.

      “I might be a smidgeon more afraid of Ladan now, though.”

      She laughed aloud.

      

      The man himself appeared a short time later, riding into the yard at a gallop, Romney behind him. Alyx and Dashan approached his sweating horse as he reined in. Ladan dismounted smoothly—his expression was closed at the presence of Dashan, and Alyx stifled a sigh. She wondered whether he was ever able to relax around others.

      “I’ve been rude,” Dashan spoke first, holding out his hand. “My only excuse is that Alyx is in my charge and I was concerned for her safety. Please accept my apology, Lord Mirren.”

      Ladan stared at him a long moment before slowly moving to take the hand. The expression on his face didn’t change as they shook.

      Dashan smiled. “My friends call me Dash, sir.”

      Ladan looked at Alyx accusingly. “You told him?”

      “I’ve known Dash my whole life. He and Prince Cayr are my oldest friends.”

      “I can be trusted,” Dashan said. “Although I understand that you don’t know that yet.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “I was speaking with one of your warriors earlier, and he told me there are two spots along your northern border with Shivasa that run close to Tregaya. They’re too far east to be of use travelling to DarkSkull efficiently, but it set me thinking. Would you mind taking me out to have a look?”

      “Dash!” Alyx protested. “I can’t afford to linger.”

      “This would only take a day or two, I promise, and I think it could be very important.”

      “Why?” Ladan demanded.

      “I’d be happy to explain on the way.”

      Ladan stared at him for a long moment fraught with tension. Alyx glanced between the two young men, holding her breath for a positive outcome. Ladan was cold and prickly and held a shield to the world to keep him at a distance from everyone. Yet Dashan was a naturally charming man when he wanted to be. If anyone could get through Ladan’s reserve, it would be him.

      “It’s a long ride, and the nights here are cold,” Ladan eventually said.

      “A bit of cold won’t bother me,” Dashan said easily. “And I don’t mind a long ride either.”

      “Very well,” Ladan said tersely. “Alyx, you’ll be safe here.”

      Dashan turned to her. “We’ll be as quick as we can, I promise.”

      “If you say it’s important, I believe you,” she told him. “And I suppose an extra day or two won’t make a massive difference. I’m going to be late as it is.”

      “I’ll gather some men and we can leave within the hour,” Ladan said. “Your Bluecoats must stay, they don’t know the territory like my warriors do.”

      “I understand.” Dashan shrugged. “They could use a short break, and I’ll be happier knowing Alyx has a unit of Bluecoats watching her.”

      “I’ll be fine, Dash.”

      He smiled. “I know.”

      

      Edar approached Alyx as she ate breakfast alone the next morning. She greeted him with a smile when he stopped by her chair and bowed politely.

      “When you have a moment, Lady Egalion, there is something Lord Mirren asked me to show you,” he said.

      Alyx pushed aside the remnants of her oatmeal and stood. “Now is as good a time as any.”

      He led her to a wing of the house she’d never been to before. Here, a thin layer of dust covered the floor and as she glanced into the rooms they passed, she saw white sheets covering the furniture inside.

      “We don’t use this wing anymore,” Edar explained unnecessarily. “Perhaps one day it will open again. If the lord marries and has children.”

      He stopped outside the only closed door in the hallway and drew a single brass key from his pocket. As carefully as he did everything else, he slid the key into the lock, opening it with a soft click.

      “This was his mother’s private room.” Edar turned to her. “Lord Mirren asked that I give you some time here.”

      “Oh.” Alyx’s eyes shot straight to the unlocked door. Of all the things she might have been expecting, it wasn’t this. Her mother’s room.

      “It hasn’t been touched since the day she left.” A note of melancholy weighed down his words.

      “You miss her?” Alyx asked.

      He smiled slightly. “She was kind to me.”

      “Thank you for bringing me here. Shall I call for you when I’m done?”

      “Just bring me the key.” He held it out to her. “I’ll most likely be in the kitchens until lunch.”

      

      The door swung open silently when Alyx pushed on it. Unlike the rest of the wing, this room had been looked after over the years. The key in her fingers was worn smooth from frequent use, and the floor inside had been swept clean.

      After stepping inside, she allowed the door to swing closed behind her, standing still to take in her surroundings. Two arched windows opposite her looked out over the estate walls and the forest beyond. It was a grey morning, and a light drizzle ran in rivulets down the glass. To Alyx’s right was a fireplace that took up almost the entire wall, and on the mantle were two even stacks of books. A desk stood near the fireplace, and on the left side of the room a small closet sat beside a bookcase filled with more books as well as sheaves of neatly stacked parchment. It was clear the user of this room had prized neatness and order. Alyx’s mouth twitched in a smile. She saw now where Ladan must have gotten his carefulness and precision from.

      After a long moment, she went to the books on the mantle first, running her fingers lightly over the old, worn covers. They, too, were free of dust. Most of them seemed to deal with mage lore of various kinds, making Alyx frown—had her mother been a scholar of some kind? It was odd to think that. Alyx wasn’t particularly scholarly, and neither her father nor Ladan were either.

      The desk was clear of all but a dried-out inkpot and quill. One drawer held blank sheets of parchment, while another held what looked to be an unfinished letter.

      Dear Rein,

      I heard today that Terin is in the region helping with re-planting crops that died during recent floods, so I’ll do my best to get this letter to him before he leaves and it should eventually make its way to you.

      I miss you, old friend. I particularly miss our long conversations. You’ll be happy to know Hodin continues to look out for me, as devoted to keeping Ladan safe as I am. I truly don’t know what I’d do without him. I wish I could come back, continue our work together, but I still think it’s safer if I don’t...

      The letter trailed off there. Alyx stared at it for a long time, wondering what had been going through her mother’s mind when she’d written it. Whatever it was that had made her leave Widow Falls so suddenly had obviously happened after she’d started writing the letter—maybe it was the reason the letter was never finished. Who was Terin? Could he, or she, have been the catalyst that led to her mother’s departure?

      Letting out a sigh, Alyx re-folded the letter and placed it back in the drawer. Rising from the desk, she crossed to the closet. Inside hung a single black mage robe and nothing else. Tentatively she reached out, brushing her fingers over the rough cloth. One day Alyx would wear one of these. Just like her mother. A smile curled her mouth at the thought, and she promised herself that after passing the trials she would come back for this robe and claim it as her own.

      Closing the closet, her attention turned to the bookcase, idle curiosity making her draw a small, thin book from amongst the others. It had a light blue cover, the words Applications of Mage Power in Farming embossed on the front. Smiling to herself, Alyx tucked the book into her robe.

      Before leaving, she took one final look around the room, wondering what thoughts had gone through her mother’s head as she sat at the desk or stood by the window. Had she known there was a chance she was never coming home, that she’d never see Ladan or Alyx again?
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      Dashan and Ladan returned just before dawn two days later. Worried about both—there was a good chance they’d either been attacked by Shiven, or by each other—Alyx was already awake and nursing a hot mug of tea in the kitchen. The delicious smell of baking bread surrounded her, and she was warm and comfortable despite her concerns.

      There were shouts from the front gates and then the clatter of hooves on cobblestone. Minutes later, Dashan and Ladan entered through the outer door. Both wore thick cloaks with scarves wrapped around their necks.

      “You made it.” Alyx stood to welcome them.

      “There was no need for you to have worried.” Ladan frowned, moving straight for the oatmeal bubbling over a fire. “Who made this?”

      “Edar. He saw me up early and I think he was worried that hunger had driven me out of bed.”

      “Have you eaten any?”

      “No.”

      “Then eat.” He spooned out several lots into a bowl and placed it on the table before her. “You’ll need energy.”

      Worry lurched in her chest and she turned to Dashan. “For what?”

      “Lord Mirren’s scouts picked up two patrolling bands of Shiven right inside the disputed area,” Dashan said. “There’s a window for us to slip through between them if we leave soon. You eat, I’ll go and rouse the Bluecoats.”

      “What about you, aren’t you hungry?” Alyx asked, but the door was already swinging shut behind him. She turned to Ladan with a raised eyebrow, wondering if the two had gotten into some sort of argument. Her brother ignored her, instead pointing to the oatmeal.

      “Eat,” he said again.

      “Thank you for having Edar show me our mother’s room.”

      He nodded, coming to sit opposite her. “I thought you might like to see it. I assume you read the letter?”

      “I did. Do you know who Terin was, or Hodin?”

      “Hodin was my stepfather. I don’t know who Terin was. I remember hearing mother say his name occasionally, but I never met him.”

      “What about Rein, the person she was writing to?”

      “He was from where we went after leaving you and Father.” Ladan frowned in concentration. “I don’t remember much about the place, just that it was isolated and peaceful. We were there less than a year before she brought me here.”

      “So she knew your stepfather before she came here?”

      “I believe so.” He scowled. “Eat.”

      “What are you, my mother?” Alyx spooned up a mouthful of her oatmeal and dutifully swallowed.

      “Brother,” he corrected. “Now, I’ve already spoken to Dashan. Two of my men will escort you through the disputed area to Tregaya. My scouts have a thorough understanding of the Shiven movements in the area, so they’ll be able to see you through safely. You do as they tell you.”

      “Yes sir,” she mumbled around a mouthful of deliciously sweet oats.

      He watched in silence as she finished the entire bowl and then collected her cloak and staff from the rack by the door.

      “When will I see you again?” she asked him.

      “Probably not for a while.”

      She hesitated. “Ladan, is there anything else you’re not telling me? Anything at all? I can’t deal with any more lies.”

      “I’ve told you what I remember about why we fled, I promise. As to anything else... ” He looked away. “They’re suspicions only, and it wouldn’t be fair to burden you with them, not unless I knew for certain.”

      “Ladan...”

      “If I confirm anything, I’ll find a way to tell you.”

      “All right,” she said reluctantly. “Will you come to visiting day? I know it’s a lot to ask, and a long way to travel, but—”

      “If I can I will,” he interrupted. “Promise.”

      A smile crept unbidden over her face, and impulsively she leaned up to hug him. He stiffened slightly but didn’t push her away. “I’ll miss you,” she whispered in his ear.

      “Take care of yourself,” he said, pulling back and reaching past her to open the heavy outer door.

      “You too, big brother.”

      “I will.

      She paused on the threshold, trying to fight back tears. “Goodbye, Ladan.”

      “See you, Aly-girl.”

      He touched her shoulder briefly, and then she was walking out into the courtyard and he was closing the door behind her.

      

      Alyx sat quietly, staring into the darkness. They were just outside the border of the disputed area, so there were four Bluecoats on sentry duty out in the night, but the rest slept a short distance away. An occasional snore broke the silence, but otherwise she heard nothing but the sound of her own thoughts.

      It was a cold night, but she was warm enough huddled inside her cloak and a blanket. The occasional tear that dripped down her cheek felt like ice, though.

      “Alyx?”

      She shifted as Dashan’s voice whispered through the dark from where he slept near her; she thought he’d fallen asleep hours ago. In no mood to talk, she stayed quiet, hoping he would think she slept too.

      “I can hear you thinking from over here.” No, he knew she was awake. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing is wrong,” she said quietly.

      His blankets rustled as he shifted to face her. Though there was barely any light with the moon trapped behind thick clouds, she imagined she could see his eyes staring at her across the darkness.

      “I had a dream, that’s all.” Alyx spoke quietly, not wanting anyone but Dashan to hear her.

      “Another nightmare?”

      “No.” Although she couldn’t decide whether it had been better or worse than one of her nightmares.

      He fell silent then, a few minutes later, when she hoped he’d gone back to sleep, he spoke again.

      “I’m still awake. Just in case, you know, you felt like telling me about your dream.”

      Alyx couldn’t help the small chuckle that came out at his words.

      “I’m really curious now, you’ve got me hooked. I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep until you tell me.”

      She reached up to wipe the tears from her face, debating internally on whether to speak or not. Eventually she gave a small sigh. “She took my memories of Ladan away.”

      A moment’s silence, then, “What do you mean?”

      “I was five when my mother left with Ladan, I should have some memories. She used her magic to take them from me.”

      More silence as he mulled this over. “Your dream… they were memories?”

      “I think so.”

      “What was she like, your mother?”

      “I…” Alyx thought about it, trying to recall. The block that had always been there still existed, but now it was like there were small holes in it. “I only have fragments. She had a stern voice, I think. And brown hair like mine.”

      “And Ladan?”

      “I adored him. He was so serious and smart, but he always took care of me. I don’t remember specifics, but I remember that.”

      “He sounds like a great brother.”

      Alyx felt the tears well again. “She took so much away from him. Now look what he’s become.”

      “I think you could help him find that boy again.”

      “How do I even begin?”

      “You’re his sister,” he said softly. “You just need to be you, Alyx. That will work wonders, I promise.”

      “Would you mind coming back this way?” She hesitated. “When we return to Alistriem from DarkSkull, I mean?”

      “I think it would be safer to return to Rionn by ship, especially since there’ll be no need to rush.” Dashan’s blankets rustled again. “But I don’t see why we couldn’t divert to Widow Falls on the way back from the coast.”

      Alyx smiled. “Thanks.”

      “I live to serve, mage-girl.”

      

      Ladan’s scouts got them through the disputed area and into Tregaya in three days. Apart from a tense few hours holed up in thick forest as a Shiven patrol passed by within a stone’s throw of them, there were no incidents.

      Once safely over the border, Ladan’s men barely lingered long enough to say a terse goodbye before they were gone, disappearing back over the border.

      “We made it,” Alyx said tiredly. Her skin itched and she wished desperately for a bath. The thought of hot water soaking into her aching muscles almost made her swoon.

      “We did.” Dashan was still looking back the way they’d come, across the invisible line that marked the border. After a moment he shook himself, then turned to his command. “Let’s keep going. I want to be well inside Tregaya before we set up camp. Nario, Josha, ride on ahead to scout a good place to stop.”

      Alyx brought Tingo alongside Dashan as the tired horses lurched back into movement. “I should have asked this before, but won’t the Tregayan militia mind a group of Rionnan Bluecoats showing up unannounced on their doorstep at Weeping Stead?”

      “I have letters signed by my father to give their garrison commander. It’ll be fine.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. Dashan’s father was lord-general of the Blue Guard. “Cayr really was organised to get that for you. He didn’t even know I was leaving until just before I did.”

      “That’s one thing you can say about our Cayr. He’s organised.”

      The trace of bitterness in his voice was almost eclipsed by his flashing smile, but Alyx caught it nonetheless. “Dash…” She hesitated. “I’m sorry that your unit has to be stuck here for nine months while I’m at DarkSkull. Is there any way you could go back, send another unit to escort me home?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not practical for us to spend weeks travelling back and forth via ship, and too dangerous to keep passing through the disputed area.”

      “I suppose so, but I realise that if I wasn’t here, you wouldn’t have to be either.”

      He smiled. “I appreciate that you’re thinking of us, but it’s really okay. It’s a chance for us to be away from home for a while and do something different. And it’s definitely better than being stationed in the disputed area.”

      A shadow crossed his face at those words. What had happened during his time there that caused the pain she’d repeatedly glimpsed in his eyes? It was on the tip of her tongue to ask, but he was already looking away, gaze focused ahead where Josha and Nario were disappearing into the distance.

      

      Despite the fact they were safely in Tregaya, the Bluecoats took their escort duties seriously and spent most of the time watchfully scanning their surroundings for possible threats, largely leaving Alyx alone with her thoughts.

      At first she tried to focus on the good parts of what was ahead. After weeks apart, and thinking she might not see them again for a year, she would be with Dawn, Tarrick and Finn. It was hard to ignore how much she missed the friends she’d made at DarkSkull, and the idea of re-joining them had been one of the contributing factors to her decision to return.

      But even her delighted anticipation of the looks on their faces at her sudden appearance couldn’t stop her mind from turning to the harsh realities of DarkSkull with increasing frequency the closer they came.

      Her first year there had been a harsh introduction to life outside the safe bubble of her noble and wealthy upbringing. She’d struggled academically and magically—her magic not even breaking out until near the end—and hadn’t coped well with teachers who couldn’t care less that she was the daughter of Lord Garan Egalion. The most powerful students at the school had bullied her and her friends mercilessly, and she remained convinced that the nastiest of them—Galien—had wanted to kill her. Worse, she’d lost a dear friend—Brynn, a young man who’d made her smile even on her worst days at DarkSkull. His loss continued to haunt her dreams, as did the near-loss of Tarrick, who’d almost died in the attack in which Brynn had been lost and her magic had finally broken out.

      The immediacy of the fear and horror she’d experienced had faded with the passage of time, but part of Alyx knew the months ahead were unlikely to be much different. Galien and his friends would still be there, finishing their final year, and there was no reason to think their desire to hurt her had gone away. And the master who ran the school—the man supposedly in charge of keeping her safe—had stolen memories from her.

      But he had also known her mother, as had other masters there, and they might know more about what had happened to her. There was nowhere else where she could try and learn what memories Romas had stolen from her—were they important, she wondered? They must have been, for him to violate a student in that way. And as driven as she was to find out what he knew, gaining that information wasn’t going to be easy. She wasn’t even certain of the best way to go about it, particularly given she couldn’t trust a word he said to her.

      

      On the third night Alyx managed to catch Dashan alone, grooming his horse, in the stables of the inn they were staying at. He’d been closed off and grim since leaving Widow Falls, but she was unsure as to what exactly was eating at him. Rather than pushing, she broached a topic he would be more comfortable talking about.

      “Are you ever going to tell me the reasoning behind your little excursion with my brother back at Widow Falls?” She kept her voice light and conversational, hoping to draw him out.

      He glanced back, seemingly unsurprised to see her leaning over the stall door. “I hadn’t realised it until one of his men showed me on a map, but there are two points along Ladan’s north-eastern border that run very close to the southern Tregayan border.”

      “How close are we talking?”

      He shrugged, put down the curry brush. “An hour, maybe two hours, ride.”

      “Really?” Alyx was surprised, but also pleased. He was facing her now, his voice becoming more animated as he spoke.

      “Yes. Now, crossing those sections of border mean you’re too far east to make it a practical route to journey to DarkSkull, but that’s not the point.”

      “The point is getting Rionnan troops into Tregaya or vice versa in the event Shivasa invades us.”

      “Exactly,” he said eagerly. “If Shivasa declares war, Cayr’s father would have no choice but to ally with Tregaya.”

      “If Tregaya agreed to an alliance,” Alyx countered.

      “They would be foolish not to. Their army is larger, but not as well trained or experienced as ours. If Shivasa made a move on Rionn, then Tregaya would be their next stop and the Tregayans know it.”

      “That makes sense.” Alyx cocked her head, mulling it over. “You’re thinking that the best way to ferry troops between Tregaya and Rionn would be through those two points on Ladan’s land?”

      “Think bigger, mage-girl. The land between is a narrow wedge of Shiven territory that stretches out from the disputed area to the eastern coastline.” Dashan stepped closer. “We could annex it.”

      Alyx gaped. “Take the whole territory?”

      “Ladan and I surveyed the area. It’s rugged and that makes it highly defensible. I think we could put in two permanent guard posts which would stop them attacking from the west. We’d then have free rein to move troops and supplies between Rionn and Tregaya, not to mention cut off land access to the entire Rionnan-Tregayan eastern coastline from the Shiven.”

      Alyx frowned. “You’d still be vulnerable from the eastern seas.”

      Dashan shook his head decisively. “Shivasa isn’t going to send its navy sailing all the way around Rionn to attack us from the coast—for a start their ships would be vulnerable to us from the south and Tregaya from the north.”

      “What did Ladan think of your idea?”

      “He’s a taciturn man.” Dashan’s smile flashed briefly. “But he told me he’d survey the area and put together a formal proposal. He said he’d send it to the king and my father if he thought it viable.”

      “Good,” Alyx said decisively. “For what it’s worth, I think it’s a great idea.”

      Dashan snorted. “And what do you know about strategy?”

      “More than you think,” she said airily, stepping away from the door. “And I’m not going to let you needle me tonight. I will see you in the morning.”

      “Sleep tight, kitten.”

      She might have slammed the barn door a little harder than she’d intended to.
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      Weeping Stead was a welcome sight for all of them, and Dashan sent Tijer and Casta on ahead to speak with the local militia garrison while keeping the rest of the unit waiting patiently outside the town’s limits. The two Bluecoats returned a short while later, pulling up their horses before Alyx and Dashan in a typically showy fashion.

      “That’s promising,” Dashan remarked. “They didn’t throw you both out of town on your backsides.”

      Casta’s grin flashed. “No, sir. The local commander—name’s Helson—welcomed us and is awaiting your arrival with interest. We told him you had an official letter from Lord-General Caverlock.”

      “We got the distinct impression the militia welcome any move by Rionn towards closer cooperation,” Tijer added.

      Dashan frowned. “Why, has something happened?”

      “Nothing they would tell us, sir.” Tijer shared a glance with Casta. “But there was a strange feeling amongst the soldiers we met.”

      “All right, thanks, boys. We’ll take Lady Egalion to an inn for the night, and then I’ll go straight to speak with Commander Helson and get you all a bunk.”

      Dashan glanced at Alyx with a raised eyebrow, and she nodded agreement. The last thing she felt like was riding all the way out to DarkSkull. Whether she arrived late tonight or early the next morning would make no difference.

      “On we ride then!” he called out, and the Bluecoats swept into movement.

      

      Alyx was too weary to do anything more than accept a room key before going upstairs and collapsing into the warm bed. She slept deeply and, thankfully, nightmare- and memory-free.

      A knock at the door woke her the following morning as dawn’s light edged under the curtain. She opened the door, yawning, to find Dashan standing there with a mug of steaming tea.

      “I figured you’d want to get an early start.” He passed her the mug. “Our horses are saddled and ready outside. The boys are sleeping in—I think I can handle any danger between here and DarkSkull.”

      “Thanks.” She took the mug with a sleepy smile. “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      It didn’t take her long to dress in her new mage apprentice uniform and shove everything else back into her saddlebags. Downstairs, Dashan was eating hungrily from a large plate of breakfast.

      She stopped at his table, but didn’t take a seat. “I don’t think I can manage to eat anything. Do you mind if we get going?”

      Dashan pushed aside his plate and stood. “Let’s go.”

      Nario and Tijer were on their way in as Alyx and Dashan walked out the front door. She offered them a wave and a smile. Nario simply nodded politely, but Tijer paused before going through the door. “Good luck, Lady Egalion. I’m sure the lieutenant has already told you, but we’re just a message away if you need anything.”

      “I have no idea why they like you so much,” Dashan muttered as they walked over to the horses.

      “It’s my beauty and charm,” she told him.

      “It’s something.”

      

      Like the last time, Dashan left her once the outer gates to DarkSkull became visible in the distance.

      “This is as far as I go.” He reined his horse in.

      “Thanks for getting me here, Dash,” she said sincerely.

      He smiled a little and tipped his hat. “I’ll see you soon, mage-girl.”

      With a sharp word to his mount, he turned and began galloping back along the road. She waited until he was out of sight before continuing.

      A strong sense of déjà vu fell over her as Tingo clip-clopped along the wide paved road. There was no need to rush, so Alyx kept her stallion to a walk. He was weary after their run through the disputed area and it was a beautiful morning to enjoy her last moments of freedom.

      The hazy outline of hills was visible in the distance, the tallest of which formed the southern valley wall of the DarkSkull grounds. It was a painfully familiar sight for somebody who’d never wanted to come back here ever again. Sensing her doubt, Tingo slowed to a stop, and Alyx’s hands toyed with the reins, hesitating rather than urging him on.

      Not for the first time, she wondered if she’d made a terrible mistake, if she’d have been better off to stay in Alistriem and work things out with Cayr. Then she remembered how miserable she’d been after her return from DarkSkull—her father’s lies, Cayr’s betrayal. Home hadn’t been home anymore. And what if the palace were attacked again?

      As Cayr’s wife and nothing more, she’d be helpless to defend those she loved. No, if she wanted to heal her relationship with Cayr, have the future she’d always wanted with him, she had to learn herself first.

      But her magic came with a price. Her nightmares of killing with her magic were relentless, and the mage world was confusing and edged with a darkness she didn’t trust. It was a bitter choice, but one Alyx had already made. She’d come too far to turn back now.

      Shaking herself free of the maudlin thoughts, she took a firmer grip on the reins and urged Tingo into a canter. They travelled through a tunnel of trees before emerging into open space before a set of arched gates. Beyond, a wide bridge spanned a gorge which surrounded the valley holding DarkSkull Hall.

      There was nothing to disturb the stillness of the morning—the bridge was deserted and no guard stood at the gate. Just like last time. As Alyx watched, a flock of birds emerged from the treetops at the top of the valley wall and winged their way east, cawing loudly, but nothing else moved.

      Tingo perked up as they approached the massive, wrought iron gates, probably remembering his warm, comfortable stables inside the grounds. The gates swung inwards with a loud screeching sound at her approach, indicating somebody had noticed her arrival. Or maybe it was magic infused in the gates that caused them to open when a mage approached.

      Tingo’s hoof beats sounded louder somehow as he stepped on the bridge, and Alyx urged him into a canter so they would cross faster. Leaves and other debris scattered under his hooves as they rode, and a stiff cross-wind tugged at her robe and hair. The river running through the gorge far below glinted green in the sunlight. She saw no signs of human presence until reaching the other end of the gorge and riding through the inner gates of the academy.

      The sweeping grounds surrounding DarkSkull Hall were green with the recent rains, and the lake gleamed bright blue in the sun. Alyx could just make out the workers busy in the distant fields, and her eyes ran over the familiar barns, dormitory wing, and the massive main hall itself, right in the centre of the valley floor. Constructed from dark grey stone, it was built to last and withstand attack. It had a gloomy air, not helped by the general lack of cheer around the place, although today the sun made it a little brighter.

      Sparring class had finished for the morning, so nobody was there to see Alyx as she rode past the yard and up to the front steps of the main hall. Here she dismounted and left Tingo to graze while she went inside. The cavernous entrance foyer was deserted, her boots echoing on the cold stone.

      She peered down the wide corridor to her left which led to several classrooms. The muffled sound of one of the masters teaching filtered down to her, but otherwise it was quiet. The dining hall to her right was also empty. Ahead, the arched doors to the main hall stood closed.

      Taking the stairs to her immediate left, she climbed to the first level. At the top, she emerged into the circular foyer area holding a cluster of desks sitting outside several closed doors.

      A clerk sat at the desk before Master Romas’s office. He looked up in a bored manner when Alyx asked to see the master. As he rose from his desk and stepped away, he looked down at her robe before raising an eyebrow in query. Alyx merely shrugged in response. Just because most students couldn’t afford finery didn’t mean she had to dress in cheap and ill-fitting attire. He let her hang a moment before moving away to knock on Romas’s door and go inside.

      She didn’t know whether the clerk deliberately took a long time to make a point, or if Romas was busy, but by the time he reappeared she was nervously tightening the sash on her robe, anxiety beginning to eat at her.

      “You can go in.”

      She debated matching his rudeness but instead went with a neutral, “thank you.”

      Master Romas was exactly as she’d remembered—a slight, grey-haired man with pale brown eyes that could level a look of pure steel. Even more familiar was the clear sense of unease she felt in his presence. Instinctively, Alyx reinforced her shaky mental shield—she would never let him take her memories again if she could help it.

      “Alyx Egalion. Come in.”

      She had expected that he would be surprised to see her, but he merely waved her to a chair. It wasn’t unlike her first arrival at DarkSkull, where he’d used his powerful telepathic talent to appear as if he already knew everything they had to tell him.

      “Hello, sir.” She took the chair.

      “Judging from your attire, I assume you’re here to resume your studies?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said as politely as she could manage. She didn’t like or trust Romas, but if she wanted to learn what he knew, she had to be civil.

      “You’re late. The year has already started.”

      “I know that, sir. I apologise.”

      “You have a reason for being late?”

      “Not a good one,” she said honestly. “But if you accept me, I am here to stay.”

      He looked at her for a long moment, his hands resting on the arms of his chair, gaze inscrutable. Alyx fought to remain calm and still, not wanting to show her uneasiness. As far as she could tell, he wasn’t trying to read her thoughts. Eventually, he stood and strode towards the door.

      “Wait here, please.”

      

      He left her waiting for hours. By the time the door opened again, Alyx was yawning repeatedly, her head feeling like it was full of sand.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t the girl who insisted that she’d never return.”

      An instinctive smile crossed her face as she looked around to see her old teacher, Master Howell, in the doorway. Though she’d been suspicious of his motives and unable to fully trust him, something in her had always really liked the mage. He was unchanged, with his portly frame, neatly trimmed beard and twinkling eyes.

      “Hello, sir.”

      “Welcome back. Master Romas wanted me to tell you he’s given you an exemption for arriving late.”

      “It took him that long to decide?” she said tartly.

      Howell stifled a smile. “I suspect he wasn’t pleased by your late arrival.”

      “No kidding,” she muttered.

      Her master entered the room and took the seat beside hers. “Why did you decide to come back?”

      She shrugged. “I decided I needed to give this place a proper go, figure out whether I’m really supposed to be a mage.”

      “I suspect that’s not the full story, not with how desperate you were to leave and not come back.” He left that hanging for a moment, but when she didn’t respond, he nodded. “Off you go then, your old room still has a spare bed. Madam Grange will organise sheets and a pillow for you.”

      “Yes, sir.” Alyx paused. “I mean it, sir. I came back here to be serious about learning.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I’ll see you for classes on Sixthday mornings. In the meantime, I’m sure your friends will be able to fill you in on the rest of your schedule.”

      Alyx perked up at his implication she would still be studying in the same class. “Are they all right, sir?”

      “They’re fine. Run along now.”

      She nodded and left the room. The clerk outside coolly informed her that an initiate had taken Tingo to the stables to be unsaddled and fed, then pointed to her saddlebag sitting on a nearby chair. She thanked him, picked the bag up and left.

      

      Alyx had been inside so long that night had fallen outside. She trudged across the grounds to the dormitory wing, her exhausted body protesting bitterly as she dragged it up three flights of stairs carrying the weight of her saddlebag.

      “Apprentice Egalion?”

      Alyx turned, shoulders sagging at the sight of Madam Grange, the old woman who ran the female dormitory wing with an iron fist and zero leniency.

      “Hello, Madam Grange. Master Romas instructed me to report here.”

      “Yes, he sent a message. You’ll have the same room as you did last time,” Grange said, tone as terse as always. “The rules haven’t changed, so I hope you haven’t forgotten them.”

      “I think I can manage.”

      “Very well. Hurry inside, it’s almost curfew.”

      Anticipation kindled in Alyx’s stomach as she stopped outside the door that had previously been hers. She knocked on the wood and heard footsteps approach before it swung open. Dawn stood there, mouth dropping open in complete and utter astonishment.

      “Alyx?” Shock warred with delight in her eyes.

      Alyx tried for a smile, but failed miserably. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you right now.”

      Her entire body crumpled as Dawn leapt forward to throw her arms around Alyx, and she dropped her bag, returning Dawn’s hug fiercely. They stood there for a long time before Dawn stepped back, her gaze falling on Alyx’s bag. Hope flashed across her face.

      “Are you back to stay?”

      “I am.” Alyx sighed, leaning down to pick it up and follow Dawn inside. “Romas has given me an exemption for arriving late.”

      “I can scarcely believe it!” she said in delight, before properly taking in Alyx’s state. “You look all wrung out.”

      “It’s taken me three weeks to get here. We had to sneak between bands of patrolling Shiven to cross the disputed area from Widow Falls.” Alyx’s voice faded as she dropped onto the spare bed. “I’m so damn tired.”

      “I thought I wasn’t going to see you again for months.” Dawn sat beside her, reaching out to squeeze her hand.

      “And I never thought I’d come back here.”

      “Did the king order you?” Dawn frowned.

      “No.” Alyx sighed. “I chose to come back.”

      The look of astonishment on Dawn’s face only deepened. “And Cayr?”

      “That’s a mess. I love him, but he broke the trust between us and it’s going to take time for that to heal. Dash accused me of running away and maybe he’s right.”

      “We don’t have to talk about this now,” Dawn soothed. “Get some sleep and I’ll wake you at dawn for breakfast. You’ll feel better once you’ve rested and eaten.”

      “I really am glad to see you again. I missed you,” Alyx mumbled as Dawn tucked her under the covers.

      “I missed you too, Alyx.”
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      It seemed only moments had passed before Dawn was gently shaking her awake. Alyx blinked, taking a moment to register where she was. No nightmares, thank goodness.

      “It’s a little before dawn, but I thought you might like to have a hot bath before breakfast. I’ve heated the water for you down the hall and laid out your clothes.”

      “You didn’t have to do all that,” Alyx protested.

      “It was nothing. Go on. I’ll come and get you when we need to go down to eat.”

      The bath was as perfect as she’d dreamed about. Working hard not to succumb to the temptation of sleep, Alyx scrubbed herself from head to toe. Dawn came to get her just as she was drying off, taking a seat nearby to wait. It was heaven to pull on her leather breeches and long-sleeved tunic made toasty warm near the fire.

      “How has everything been?” Alyx asked as she sat to tug on her boots.

      “Much the same as last year. We have more classes, though, and at the end of this study year we’ll have exams for every class.”

      “Sounds delightful.” Alyx grimaced, remembering how she’d barely paid attention the previous year. She’d have a lot of catching up to do.

      “Even better, staff training with Rothai is five days a week now.” Dawn pulled her sleeve up to show Alyx a livid purple bruise decorating her forearm.

      Alyx stared at it, the misery of training with Rothai rushing back. Her heart sank—she couldn’t expect it to be any different now just because she was here of her own free will.

      “Have you had any trouble with Galien and Fengel?”

      “We’ve seen them around,” Dawn said. “But Galien and his friends have kept their distance so far. That might change once he finds out that you’re back.”

      Alyx finished lacing her boots and stood. “Well, I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Dawn raised a hand to her mouth to stifle a chuckle as she took in Alyx’s appearance.

      “What?” She scowled, sensing Dawn was amused at her expense.

      “Trust Lady Alyx Egalion to be wearing an apprentice uniform made from the most expensive materials available and tailored by King Llancarvan’s personal tailor.” Dawn laughed.

      Alyx sniffed primly, smoothing down the material of her vest. “I have to maintain some standards.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything else.” Dawn was still chuckling. “Come on, let’s go and eat.”

      

      It was cool outside, the blue light of pre-dawn glimmering in the sky. A stiff breeze pulled at Alyx’s damp braided hair, but she was warm enough in her robe. The walk was so familiar that it felt as if it had only been yesterday the last time she’d headed to the dining hall at dawn for breakfast. The past two months in Alistriem were already taking on a dream-like quality in her memory. It was disconcerting, and she was glad when Dawn spoke, bringing her back to reality.

      “The initiates haven’t gotten into the habit of waking up in time yet, so the dining hall won’t be too busy.”

      “I remember when we could never manage to make breakfast,” Alyx said dryly. “I never thought I’d survive the year.”

      “Neither did I.” Dawn chuckled. “We must have been tougher than we thought.”

      “Or luckier,” Alyx said. “I don’t recall doing anything particularly clever or brave.”

      “That’s not quite true, but I see your point,” Dawn said, opening the side door to the dining hall for her. “The boys are going to be happy to see you.”

      Alyx stopped dead for a moment as they entered the hall. The ‘boys’ were sitting at a table nearby, laughing at a joke one of them had told. It had been only a month since she’d seen Finn or Tarrick, but the changes in them were already noticeable. Tarrick had grown broader in the shoulders and any residual youth in his features was hardening into adulthood. Finn hadn’t grown much out of his small, wiry frame, but he looked so much older, they both did. They were suddenly young men. How had she missed that?

      “Alyx!” Finn was the first to spot her, the expression of astonishment on his face comically similar to that of his twin the night before.

      Tarrick’s head shot around at his words but Finn was the first to move. He scrambled around the table and then launched himself at Alyx, enveloping her in an enormous hug. She hugged him back warmly, her delight at seeing him escaping in a chuckle.

      “Are you back to stay?” Tarrick hovered behind Finn, teeth gleaming in a wide grin.

      “I am.” She couldn’t help her wide smile at the warmth of their welcome. “Romas accepted me and everything.”

      “It’s really good to see you.” Tarrick reached out to briefly squeeze her arm. “We’ve missed you.”

      “Come and sit down.” Finn dragged her to the table. “Dawn, get her something to eat will you?”

      “How was the journey here?” Tarrick propped himself beside her.

      Alyx chuckled and told them the story. Tarrick seemed pleased that Dashan had come with the Bluecoats, as did Dawn, if the slight pinking of her cheeks was anything to go by.

      “I’m glad you left Rionn,” Finn pronounced. “That Cayr was a cheating rat, prince or no.”

      Dawn touched Alyx’s hand in support as she shot a scowl at her brother. “Finn!”

      “It’s okay,” Alyx said. “You all know the story, there’s no point dancing around it.”

      “I have to say I’m not so interested in socialising with this prince of yours anymore,” Tarrick said with a hint of his Zandian hauteur. “And we won’t discuss it unless you want to.”

      “I do feel embarrassed about it though,” she admitted. “I spent all of last year bragging about how wonderful he is, and look what happened.”

      “It seems to me that what he did is something you can easily move past, with time,” Dawn said. “If you really love each other. He was truly sorry, I could tell.”

      “I know he was,” Alyx said quietly. The truth was, she’d already mostly forgiven him. The problem was more that his betrayal had highlighted the fundamental issue in what she’d always wanted with him—would being queen be enough? But then, would a life without Cayr ever make her happy?

      “And all that aside, he treated us well when he didn’t have to,” Finn acknowledged. “So he’s not all bad.”

      “Thanks.” Alyx was warmed by their support.

      “You can still marry him, provided he grovels in apology to my satisfaction first,” Tarrick said gravely.

      The three of them dissolved into laughter at his proclamation, and he scowled, taking offence.

      “I think Alyx’s father gets to approve who she marries,” Finn said, wiping tears from his eyes.

      “You know what I meant.”

      “I do,” Alyx said, and Tarrick’s stiff shoulders relaxed. “And I appreciate it. For now, though, Cayr and I are apart. We’ll talk about our future once I return to Alistriem.”

      “And we will leave the subject alone unless you want to talk about it.” Dawn shot a pointed look at her brother, who assumed an expression of injured innocence. Alyx chuckled again—she’d missed her friends so much. It was almost worth coming back to DarkSkull just to see them again.

      “How was your trip from Rionn?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “Mostly uneventful,” Dawn replied. “Finn got seasick. Tarrick looked pretty ill too, but he refused to admit he was seasick.”

      Alyx chuckled at Tarrick’s scowl. “Did it seem much longer than travelling through the disputed area?”

      “It did.” Dawn groaned. “Endless days at sea with nothing to do.”

      Alyx’s next question was forestalled as she sensed a pair of eyes on her. Looking up and towards the centre of the room, her glance fell on Galien. He was watching her intently, his food untouched in front of him. Her stomach tightened—the way he could exude such menace without saying a word was truly frightening.

      “He doesn’t look surprised to see you,” Finn murmured, catching her look.

      “He would have heard from Romas as soon as you arrived,” Tarrick said.

      Alyx tore her gaze from Galien’s, ignoring his small smile of triumph as she did so, and scanned the rest of the table. Fengel, Tarran and Oscar were all there too, and other apprentices she remembered from the previous year. Only one initiate sat at the popular table, but he was too distant for her to make out much about him.

      “Morning, team!”

      Alyx looked up as a young man approached the table. As tall as Tarrick, but much leaner, he wore his apprentice shirt, breeches and robe as well-tailored as Alyx’s. A slight – but cool – smile graced a handsome face framed by neatly cut and perfectly coiffed light-blonde curls.

      “Hello, Cario,” Finn greeted him. “This is Alyx Egalion. Alyx, Cario is a second-year apprentice like us. He’s part of Howell’s group this year.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Alyx glanced between her friends and the apprentice, not learning much from their expressions.

      “Same here,” he said. He had startling blue eyes, but they showed nothing more than mild disinterest as they looked at her. “I’m surprised to see you here. I heard you’d failed first year?”

      She raised her eyebrows, surprised but not overly bothered by his bluntness—she sensed no real malice in it. “No, I just didn’t plan on coming back.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly. “I see.”

      “Cario was in Master Alaria’s class last year,” Dawn spoke into the faintly awkward silence. “Two of the initiates in his class didn’t pass first year, so the rest were transferred into other groups. Cario was placed into ours.”

      “Master Howell had a space free, what with the disappearance of that poor initiate… what was his name?” Cario said thoughtfully. “Brynn?”

      “He was our friend,” Alyx said quietly.

      Cario nodded. “I’d heard that too. I’ll see you later at class, then.”

      Alyx raised her eyebrows at the others as Cario walked away. She didn’t fail to notice that he headed straight for the popular table. Fengel shifted over to make space for him as he reached them. Not only the popular table then, but right in the centre of it.

      “I don’t remember him from last year,” she murmured, mostly to herself.

      “We haven’t quite worked him out yet,” Finn said. “He seems nice enough, but that might just be those formal manners he has.”

      “He’s from a wealthy mage family,” she noted.

      “Understatement,” Tarrick said. “His grandfather sits on the Mage Council, so his family is even more elite and pure-blood mage than mine.”

      “A lot of the girls here swoon over him,” Dawn confided. “He’s very handsome, but a bit too cool for my liking.”

      “Why us?” Alyx turned her attention to Tarrick. “If he’s what you say, he could have had his pick of any group. Why the least popular at DarkSkull?”

      “I genuinely don’t know.” Tarrick shrugged.

      “I heard a rumour he’s not very good,” Finn said. “Maybe he agreed to come into our group because it would mask that from everyone here.”

      Alyx decided to reserve her judgment on the apprentice until she knew him better, and dismissed him from her thoughts before tucking into her breakfast with gusto.
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      Immediately after breakfast Alyx followed the others out to the sparring courts. As much as she dreaded what was coming, there was a definite sense of relief to be back in a place where she could relax and spend time with Tarrick and the twins without anybody worrying about the fact she was a noble and they weren’t. Her attitude was so different from what it had been the previous year, it made her wince. She wasn’t sure how any of them had put up with her.

      They entered the yard, and Alyx separated from the others to go and speak to Master Rothai.

      “Alyx Egalion.” A tiny smile curled at the edges of his mouth, the warmth of it just reaching his blue eyes. “You decided to return.”

      “I did.”

      “You’ve missed quite a lot, so it will be your responsibility to catch up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Rothai turned away. “Apprentice Dirsk!”

      Fengel glanced between Rothai and Alyx as he crossed towards them, contempt flickering on his face at the sight of her. “Sir?”

      “You’ll be partnering with Apprentice Egalion for sparring class from now on.”

      “What?”

      “Sir!”

      Their identical protests only deepened the scowl on Rothai’s face, and he rounded on Fengel, the movement enviably graceful. “The extra training you undertake as part of First Patrol means this class is essentially superfluous for you, and Apprentice Egalion could use the benefit of your skills. You will make an honest attempt to teach her or there will be consequences. Am I clear?”

      Fengel’s expression darkened, but he gave a crisp nod. “Yes, sir.”

      “I expect you to make an effort too, Apprentice Egalion. If I see any of that uselessness you demonstrated last year, you’ll be out of here so fast you won’t even know what’s happening,” Rothai said coolly before walking away.

      For a long moment after Rothai left, Alyx and Fengel stared at each other. The expression on his face mirrored hers, she was sure. Her stomach had sunk to her boots.

      “I was hoping to never see you again,” Fengel said as they squared up, disdain oozing in his voice.

      “There you go,” she said coolly. “Something we agree on.”

      “You’ve missed a lot,” he said. “I don’t intend to hold back because you couldn’t manage to arrive here at the beginning of the year.”

      “I wouldn’t want you to,” she said, just as terse.

      Alyx hadn’t practiced with her staff at all in the months since she’d left DarkSkull, and so even in what limited skill she had gained, she was horribly rusty. Fengel saw this straight away, and as promised, made no effort to go easy on her. In fact, it seemed to annoy him that she was such an easy target.

      Alyx supposed it was Rothai’s idea of amusement—and possibly punishment—to pair her with Fengel. The Zandian subsequently demonstrated the point by sweeping in and rapping her painfully on the knuckles of her right hand. She awkwardly ducked a follow up swing at her head and braced for the follow-up attack, but it never came. Instead, Fengel had stepped away, craning his head towards the sky.

      It took a moment for her to realise that everyone else in the yard had stopped too—all of them staring towards the sky in wonderment. A young initiate, no older than sixteen, was floating in the air above his older opponent, a female initiate who was ineffectually trying to hit him with her staff. Chuckles broke out as the boy hovered just beyond his opponent’s reach and she became increasingly frustrated.

      “A flier.” Someone said in excitement. “There hasn’t been one of those in generations.”

      As fascinated as the rest of them, Alyx kept one eye on the boy and one eye on Fengel, whom she expected to resume attacking at any moment. Her hand ached abominably, dark bruising already breaking out under the skin. If this kept up, she was going to have an old woman’s hands by the age of twenty. Wonderful.

      Her glance fell on Cario, standing over by the edge of the yard, his posture screaming utter boredom. His sparring partner stood close by, as riveted as everyone else by the sight of the flying initiate. Cario’s staff hung loosely from his left hand, and despite the workout they’d all already had, his hair and clothing were neat and unruffled.

      It wasn’t long before Rothai noticed the standstill and barked at everyone to get back to it. Alyx sighed at the end to her brief moment of relief from Fengel’s relentless attack. He came at her again without warning, but she’d expected that. She raised her staff to counter his blow; it missed her knuckles this time, but the force of it was enough to send her stumbling backwards, her right arm going temporarily numb.

      Abruptly reconsidering her strategy, she backed up, deciding to try avoidance rather than defence. As weariness set in–her sheltered court life certainly hadn’t lent itself to physical fitness–she got sloppier. Sensing the weakness, Fengel came at her even more aggressively.

      By the time Rothai called the end of the class, Alyx was sure if it had lasted even a moment longer she’d be unconscious or worse. The master came over as Fengel stalked off in disgust. His ice-blue eyes raked over her swelling fingers, heaving chest and the staff that dangled from her left hand.

      “You don’t seem to have mastered anything I taught you last year. You clearly put no effort in over the summer to consolidate what you learned. Your effort against Fengel was pitiful.”

      “Yes, sir.” Alyx took a breath, tried to straighten her shoulders. “You’re right. I put in no time over the summer to practice. I wasn’t here last year to learn, I just wanted to leave and I wasted everybody’s time. But I promise I’ve come back to work hard and learn.”

      Rothai nodded. “That’s the first reasonably mature thing I’ve heard come out of your mouth since we met, Apprentice Egalion.”

      “I meant it, sir.” The words were difficult to say, and she struggled to keep her eyes on his. Swallowing her pride in front of this man was one of the hardest things she’d ever done.

      “Yes, well, it remains to be seen whether hard work will be enough to catch up,” he said. “You certainly won’t learn anything in my classes if you continue to hide and avoid your sparring partner during drills. Try implementing the skills I’m attempting to teach. They may fail the first few times, but you will find with persistence you’ll improve.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He nodded. “You have classes to get to. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      Alyx fled before she had to stand under that withering stare any longer.

      

      “That looks painful.” Finn’s eyes went immediately to Alyx’s hand as they left the yard together.

      “It’s no worse than before,” Alyx replied, trying tentatively to straighten the aching digits. They were too swollen to extend fully, and sharp pain shot through them when she tried, but she was reasonably confident nothing was broken.

      “Rothai gave us better partners this year.” Dawn looked sympathetic. “Not for you it seems.”

      Tarrick jogged up to them. “Nice work this morning, Finn. You’re really improving with the cross spin.”

      “Thanks.” Finn glanced at Alyx. “Rothai put me with Rickin this year, from Renwick’s group. He’s much better than me but he’s also patient and willing to teach. It helps that I’ve been able to help him with his languages homework too.”

      “He’s a quiet guy, but decent, and a good fighter,” Tarrick said.

      Alyx nodded, only partially hearing Tarrick as her gaze lingered on the outside wall of the sparring yard. It was the spot she’d seen Brynn for the first time, being bullied after class. Dawn had tried to help, earning the ire of Galien and his friends. She swallowed, memories of Brynn swamping her. She hadn’t realised it would be harder, being back in the place where she’d known him. In Alistriem his loss had been easier to deal with.

      “You okay?” Dawn touched her arm.

      “I miss Brynn.”

      An awkward silence fell. Finn cleared his throat and stared down at his shoes. Tarrick’s shoulders turned rigid.

      “We do too.” Dawn squeezed Alyx’s arm tightly for a moment, almost painfully.

      Alyx shook her head, dispelling her bleakness and the silence. “Where do we go now?”

      Finn cheered instantly. “Language classes until lunch, then map reading, strategy, basic healing and mage lore before dinner.”

      “It’s good to see some things haven’t changed,” Alyx said dryly. “Especially your inexplicable love for learning.”

      “You’ve got heaps to catch up on. I’m happy to help, if you like?”

      “That would be great, thanks.” Alyx frowned as a look passed between the twins. “What?”

      “It’s just strange, that’s all. Last year whenever I offered help, you barely paid attention.”

      “This time I have nobody else to blame for being here. As Rothai made perfectly clear, I either catch up or I drown.”

      Dawn nudged her with a smile. “And you were just implying Finn was crazy for enjoying classes here.”

      “I certainly was,” Alyx agreed. “Insanity was a large factor in my decision to return.”

      They all laughed, Alyx as much as the others.

      Yes, there was a simple joy in being back with her friends.

      

      Her first lesson was on Zandian grammar, and as with the previous year, Alyx could make neither head nor tail of what Master Prajana was teaching. It didn’t help she’d missed the first week of class.

      “Apprentice Egalion, you’ll sit there. We’re working from page five.” Prajana pointed to a spare desk beside Finn’s but said nothing further about Alyx’s return. Alyx nodded, sat down, and heaved an inwards sigh as she opened the book to a page of incomprehensible characters.

      Prajana began speaking, and Alyx focused her full attention on the master. Finn tried to fill in the gaps where he could in faint whispers until he was told to stop mumbling or he’d be moved out into the hall. Cario was in the class too, although he sat in the back beside an apprentice she vaguely recognised from the previous year.

      All her subsequent classes followed the same pattern. It was uncomfortable to be so far behind everyone else, but this only added to her determination to pay attention and try to catch up. By the end of the day she had a dull, throbbing headache and her eyes were dry and scratchy from staring at books, but she at least felt like she was trying.

      The headache receded when their last class ended, and Alyx packed up her books with relief. Dusk was falling over the grounds as she and Dawn trudged to their room to dump their books before going down to dinner.

      Nothing much had changed there either. Tarrick and Finn sat alone at a table on the fringes of the hall where the familiar hum of student chatter pervaded the large space. Alyx cast her gaze around while she and Dawn collected their food. Cario sat towards the end of Galien’s centre table beside Tarran, but tonight her nemesis’ attention was focused elsewhere. She looked quickly away before Galien could swing those intense Shiven eyes in her direction and headed straight for their table.

      “See the initiates?” Tarrick pointed them out with a smile.

      They weren’t hard to miss in their brown robes. Most of them had grouped together, though a couple sat on their own—those considered by the mage world as lesser mages no doubt. The flying boy sat a few seats down from Cario on the popular table, and Alyx wondered if he was there because of his talent, or because he was mage nobility.

      “It’s because he can fly,” Tarrick answered her unspoken question. “He has no mage family to speak of. Flying ability is as rare as being a mage of the higher order, so it’s considered a special talent.”

      “I wonder if we’d be suddenly popular if everyone knew what Alyx was.” Finn lowered his voice.

      Tarrick instantly gave him a dark look, never liking it when one of them referred to the fact Alyx was a mage of the higher order out loud. He took his role as her protector very seriously, and being a mage of the higher order was a dangerous thing to be in a world where the most powerful of mages tended to inexplicably disappear.

      “Alyx would be.” Dawn smiled. “Not so sure about the rest of us.”

      “What is Alyx?”

      All of them looked up as a familiar apprentice stopped by their table, a curious smile on her face. Tarrick discreetly punched Finn in the arm, causing the healer to wince and mutter an apology.

      “Hello, Jayn,” Alyx greeted her with genuine warmth.

      “Hi. It’s good to see you back here. I was hoping they hadn’t driven you off for good,” Jayn said easily. “I am curious now, though. What is this big secret about you?”

      “She’s noble born,” Finn said smoothly. “She’s going to marry the future king of Rionn.”

      Now it was Alyx’s turn to shoot a glare at Finn. Her situation with Cayr was far from certain.

      “Really?” Jayn’s eyes widened.

      “Well, it’s likely,” Alyx hedged.

      “Okay, well, I hate to break it to you, but Rionn is considered a bit of a backwater by most here.” Jayn smiled in amusement. “I don’t think being a noble from Rionn is going to make you popular.”

      “You’re probably right.” Dawn gave an exaggerated sigh.

      “I’ll see you all around.” Jayn chuckled and left to join her own table.

      “It’s a moot point, anyway.” Tarrick picked up the topic of conversation. “After Alyx’s first class with Howell, Cario is going to know what she is, and I can’t see him not telling everyone.”

      “A problem for another day,” Alyx said. “And one that pales in comparison to several others I have to contend with.” Her most recent nightmare being one. She still hadn’t decided what to do about that—the more time that passed, the less confident she was that what she’d sensed was actually a man as opposed to just a horrific dream. It didn’t help she was irrationally afraid that if she spoke about it, she might bring another one on.

      “Galien?” Tarrick’s eyebrows rose.

      “That’s one of them.” She shot a dark look in the direction of the popular table. “But the truth is, I didn’t come back here just to learn to be a mage.”

      “I’m intrigued.” Finn leaned forward. “Do tell.”

      Dawn touched Alyx’s arm. “Is it about your parents?”

      Alyx nodded, lowering her voice as she related to them everything she’d learned from her father and Ladan. They hung on her every word, Finn in particular, their remaining dinner going untouched.

      “You want to find out what happened to your mother?” Tarrick frowned.

      “Wouldn’t you?” she said fervently, trying not to be annoyed by his apparent reluctance. “Especially if she abandoned you after stealing your memories? Surely you’d want to know why, at least.”

      Finn responded before Tarrick could. “I would. And you’re right in thinking DarkSkull is the best place to find out. Your mother belonged to this world.”

      “All you know so far is that she found out something and left her home in a rush?” Dawn asked.

      “Yes. Possibly to meet a man named Terin.”

      “I do love a good mystery.” Finn beamed. “Let me think on it awhile.”

      “Some mysteries are better left unsolved,” Tarrick said darkly. “Alyx, your focus should be on staying safe from Galien and learning your magic.”

      “And on that note.” Alyx smiled at him as she rose. “I hate to cut dinner short but I need to get some study in before curfew. Finn, could I prevail upon you for some help?”

      “I’d love to.” He stood also, looking pleased. “I’ll go back to my room to get my notes and meet you at the library?”

      “Great, thanks. I’ll see you soon. Dawn, Tarrick, see you at breakfast tomorrow. Night.”

      On her way to the library, Tarrick’s words lingered and she resolved to take his advice into account. As determined as she was to get answers, there was no guarantee they would be truths she wanted to hear.
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      Alyx had been fortunate in one respect. She’d arrived at DarkSkull Hall on a Fifthday, and since all apprentices were allowed one full day off per week—Seventhday—she had a day off after her first full day of classes.

      Conversation over breakfast revolved mostly around their plans for the day. Since apprentices were allowed to leave academy grounds on Seventhday, the first thing Tarrick suggested was a ride to Weeping Stead to visit Dashan.

      “He could be busy,” Alyx warned. “His Bluecoats aren’t here on holiday. They were sent with an assignment to integrate and liaise with the Tregayan militia unit in the region.”

      “If he’s busy, we’ll just say a quick hello and spend some time in the town shopping or whatever,” Finn said. “At least we’ll get a few hours away from here.”

      “Do you mind if I come along?”

      They turned to see Cario standing at the end of the table, hands in pockets, one eyebrow arched in query.

      “You want to come with us?” Confusion coloured Dawn’s tone.

      “Sure.” Cario shrugged. “This Dashan fellow sounds interesting, and I’m as eager to get away from DarkSkull as you are. Shall I meet you at the stables in a half hour?”

      “If you like,” Tarrick said, watching in puzzlement as the apprentice walked off. Alyx followed Tarrick’s gaze, as curious as he was. She was no closer to forming an impression of Cario, which was odd. Normally she got a sense of people quickly.

      “I can’t believe we don’t even get to sleep in on our day off,” she complained as she finished her oats and pushed the bowl away.

      Dawn laughed. “Not when Tarrick has anything to say about it. How many other apprentices did you see down here at dawn?”

      “Since when is he in charge?”

      Dawn simply levelled a look at her.

      “Oh, all right.” Alyx sighed. “Apologies if I fall asleep on you at any time today. After yesterday and studying last night, my head feels like mush.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” Finn said bracingly. “We’ll get those intellectual muscles stronger, don’t you worry.”

      “Thank you,” she said sarcastically. “That makes me feel much better.”

      “You know what I can’t believe?” Tarrick turned back to them, joining the conversation. “That Cario Duneskal wants to spend his day off with us.”

      “He probably only wants company on the ride into Weeping Stead, then he’ll leave us to do his own thing,” Dawn said.

      “Why doesn’t he ride in with his popular friends, then?” Finn asked.

      “It will be nice to spend some time in the company of a man who knows how to dress well and keep himself groomed,” Alyx said airily. “I think Cario and I will get along quite well.”

      “Of course you will,” Finn grumbled as Dawn and Tarrick exchanged amused smiles.

      

      They were all in good spirits as they rode out of the grounds and across the bridge, happy at the thought of a full day of freedom stretching before them. Alyx lagged behind the others with Dawn, catching up on all the little things that had happened at DarkSkull before her arrival.

      “Madgena told Madam Grange that Roya had come into the dormitory after curfew,” Dawn related an incident with one of the initiates. “Grange had us all lined up in the foyer at dawn the next morning to ‘reiterate’ the rules about curfew. She gave Roya two weeks of dishes duty.”

      “Poor girl. I know how she feels,” Alyx said sympathetically.

      “Yes, but the best part is that Grange then gave Madgena three weeks’ dishes duty!”

      Alyx eyes widened. “Really?”

      “It was fantastic,” Dawn said gleefully. “Grange said Madgena must have been out of bed after curfew to notice that Roya was late, and since she was an apprentice and should know the rules better, she deserved a longer punishment.”

      “What’s so funny?” Finn called back as the girls laughed.

      “I was telling Alyx the Madgena story.”

      “Ohh, that’s a good one. Tarrick, you should tell them about—”

      “Not another privy story,” Dawn cut him off firmly. “Those are not funny.”

      “They’re not,” Alyx seconded when Finn looked like he was about to continue anyway.

      “All right, fine. We’re almost there, anyway.”

      Once they’d reached the bustling town of Weeping Stead, it didn’t take too long to find the militia barracks situated along the western edge of the town. Cario remained with them as they turned the horses towards the barracks, seemingly ignorant of the surreptitious glances both Finn and Tarrick were giving him. Alyx spotted two Bluecoats coming out the front gates as they rode up.

      “Lady Egalion.” Casta tipped his hat at her with a smile.

      “Good morning, Casta, Tijer.” She returned his smile, pleased to see them. “You both look like you’re off duty.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Tijer said. “We thought we’d do some exploring.”

      “Is Dash off duty too?”

      “Yes, Lady Egalion.” Casta nodded. “But he was up and out early. He said something about finding a good game of cards.”

      “Of course he did,” Alyx muttered, mostly to herself. “You haven’t had any problems with Commander Helson or the soldiers here?”

      “No, ma’am. They’ve been very welcoming and have given us a section of the barracks to ourselves.” Tijer glanced at Casta. “We’re eager to get started working with them, truth be told. They seem like good men.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Make the most of today—it will be getting cold here very soon and there’s not much to do in the heavy snows.”

      “Good to know. It was nice to see you, Lady Egalion.” Both young men tipped their hats politely and walked away in the direction of town.

      “He’s not in?” Tarrick asked.

      “No, but follow me. I’m pretty sure I can find him.”

      Seventhday was market day in Weeping Stead, and the town was alive with farmers, stall-owners and villagers all out enjoying the last gasp of good weather before autumn brought its cool winds and early snows. After following directions from one stall-owner, Alyx led the others down the main street to the southern end of town where several inns were clustered over four blocks.

      They found Dashan, at Alyx’s suggestion, inside a busy but slightly run-down inn named the Oak Leaf. She left the others waiting outside, intending to make excuses if she found Dashan drunk or otherwise incapable of being good company.

      He sat at a table in the dim interior, right at the back of the room, playing cards with a small group of townsfolk. He wasn’t in uniform, wearing only plain brown breeches and a cream-coloured shirt rolled up to his elbows. The distinctive hat of the Blue Guard was also missing, and his dark brown hair—which had grown during their trip—had not yet been cut back to regulation length. Alyx could not prevent the rolling of her eyes as Dashan noticed her and smiled a greeting.

      “Where’s your uniform?” she asked dryly. “Lose it somewhere?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t see any of my commanders around to censure me. Besides, it’s my day off.”

      “So you decided to wear that instead? Planning to dig a trench or herd some cows today?”

      He affected a surprised expression. “I’m sorry, were you expecting me to be dressed in velvet breeches and a silk shirt like our friend Cayr?”

      Alyx looked away. She so often forgot that Dashan didn’t have the wealth that she and Cayr had, that his father had cut him off completely and he survived only on the wage of a Blue Guardsman. Dragging her gaze back to him, she raised an eyebrow. “You look sober, I suppose.”

      He grinned up at her. “It’s not even lunchtime. What are you doing here? Have they kicked you out already?”

      “I already wish they had.” She mock-groaned. “But no, I was accepted back. We have a day off today though. One of the perks of being an apprentice is that we’re allowed off grounds.”

      “And you came to visit me on your day off?” Dashan looked delighted.

      “Tarrick and the twins are here,” she said. “When I told them you’d come back with me, they wanted to visit, though I have no idea why.”

      “It’s probably my charming company.”

      “I could probably think of a better word.”

      “I’m sure you could.”

      “There’s someone new. His name is Cario.” Alyx paused. “I’m not quite sure what to make of him yet and I don’t know why he’s with us today, but he seems all right, though a bit standoffish.”

      “Okay, I’m sober, clean-shaven, and I even bathed this morning. Let them in. I promise not to embarrass you.” He winked.

      Chuckling despite herself, Alyx went to the door and waved them all in.

      “Dashan!” Tarrick strode forward with a smile, hand outstretched. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you, Tarrick.” Dashan stood and shook Tarrick’s hand warmly. “Finn, you’re looking well, mate. And you’re as lovely as ever, Dawn.”

      “Thanks, Dash,” she said, turning pink. “It’s nice to see you too.”

      “You must be Cario?” Dashan’s gaze shifted, and he took in Cario’s attire and demeanour in a single glance.

      “Yes, Cario Duneskal.” He shook Dashan’s hand politely. “You command Alyx’s protective guard detail?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Shiven-Rionnan relations aren’t good at the best of times, so I imagine you must be very good to have been chosen for the job.” Cario’s words were evenly spoken, and it was hard to tell whether he meant them as a compliment or not.

      “We’re all trained to be elite,” Dashan spoke just as evenly. “You seem to know a lot about Shiven-Rionnan relations for a Tregayan.”

      “I have had an education, yes.”

      Dashan grinned at that, clearly deciding not to take offence. “Would any of you like to join our game?”

      Finn dropped into an empty seat with an eager nod, Tarrick following suit. While they introduced themselves to the others at the table, Dashan took a moment to look Alyx up and down.

      “You look all right,” he said.

      She raised an eyebrow. “What were you expecting?”

      “I remember visiting you at DarkSkull last year. You were pale, haggard and looked like a stiff breeze could knock you over.”

      “Give me a few more weeks,” she grumbled. “I’ve only been here a day.”

      Dashan gave Alyx one more look over, then glanced at Cario with a slight frown before taking his seat at the table.

      Alyx and Dawn spent the next hour or so in vocal support for their chosen player—Tarrick and Dashan respectively. Cario stood back from the table, hands casually in his pockets, blue eyes seemingly focused on the game. His presence niggled at Alyx, and after a while she went over to join him. He acknowledged her arrival with a quick glance but said nothing.

      “Surely you have better places to be?” she asked.

      “Watching the game is interesting enough. Finn’s going to beat them all. He plays cleverly—he’s lulling them all into thinking he’s inexperienced.”

      Alyx hadn’t noticed that but wasn’t surprised. “Finn is the smartest of all of us.”

      “I heard talk that you were nobility from Rionn. After the way those soldiers addressed you earlier, I see the talk is true.”

      “That’s right. My father is our king’s most senior advisor.” She glanced at him. “The prince of Rionn is my... likely future husband.”

      A finely arched eyebrow. “So not just nobility, but high nobility. Yet you’re happy to spend your day off with a common soldier that commands your guard detail?”

      He was perceptive, she’d give him that. She would need to watch what she said around him until she knew him better. “We’ve known each other a long time.”

      “I see.”

      “Tarrick tells me you’re nobility too.” Alyx probed, keen to get a better handle on his motives. He seemed harmless, but she could think of no good explanation for his presence. Why wasn’t he with Galien and the others?

      “Indeed. My grandfather is on the council, and my father will all but certainly get the next seat available.”

      “If that’s true, how did you end up placed in Master Howell’s group?”

      Cario raised an eyebrow at her.

      She returned his look. “Don’t pretend not to understand, I’m no fool. Someone like you could be placed in any training group he liked. Why pick the least-talented and least-popular group?”

      “That’s easy.” He shrugged. “I didn’t pick your group.”

      “Right.” She huffed out a breath and looked away.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “Not for a second. I learned last year how it works with mages, in many ways it’s no different than the world I come from. Those from rich mage families are treated like royalty, and they look down on those that have little magical heritage. That means someone like you gets a free pass. You sit with the other ‘royal’ students at DarkSkull and you have far more influence with the masters than the rest of us do.”

      Amusement flickered in Cario’s eyes. “You certainly understand the way DarkSkull works very well.”

      “You disagree?”

      “Oh, my family would very much agree with you. Some mages are better, stronger and more important than others. It’s just the way things are.”

      “And what do you think?”

      Cario gave a slight shrug. “I don’t really care enough to have an opinion.”

      “I don’t believe that either.”

      He gave a faint smile and pushed away from the wall. “Another thing I don’t much care about. I’ll see you later, Alyx Egalion.”

      Alyx watched him leave the inn—understanding Cario no better now than before she’d spoken to him. He was a mystery; friendly on the surface, polite, yet coolly distant at the same time. There was intelligence there, too, and she wondered what he was hiding beneath the polite mask.
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      Eventually Tarrick and the twins said their farewells to Dashan and left to go shopping, all of them wanting to purchase a thick cloak for the coming winter. Alyx stayed to finish the drink she’d ordered but found herself shortly after being hustled out by Dashan.

      “Come on, Lady Egalion, a dark seedy tavern is no place for a high-born lass such as yourself.”

      “It didn’t seem to bother you for the past few hours.”

      “Well, I was gambling then. I couldn’t interrupt the fantastic losing streak I was on, could I?”

      She forced back a smile. “I’m just an apprentice mage here, Dash. Nothing more.”

      “In my world, you’re always going to be Lady Egalion,” he said, opening the door and ushering her out into the street. There was a bleak note to his voice that made her frown, but he continued before she could say anything. “Come on, I’ll walk you to find the others.”

      “You want to accompany us shopping?” she asked sceptically.

      “Not for a second. I’ll take you to find them, then I’m out of... what the hell happened to your fingers?”

      Dashan frowned, stopping dead in the street. Alyx’s hand froze where she’d lifted it to brush a loose strand of hair behind her ears. He reached out to gently catch hold of her three bruised and swollen fingers.

      “It’s nothing,” she said with a shrug, made uncomfortable by his scrutiny—damn, why didn’t I keep my hand better hidden from him? “It happened at morning sparring lessons. The same thing happened last year. The sparring master dislikes me intensely and he’s paired me with somebody better than me at fighting.”

      “You need to learn how to fight. Clearly you’re not very good at it.”

      She snatched her hand away. “Thank you for that astute observation.”

      He studied her for a minute. “I’ll teach you.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I’ll teach you. The boys and I start working with the local command tomorrow, but I’ll still have some free time, like you.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Absolutely. I can even come to you,” he said. “Send me a note when you know you’ll have some free time, and I’ll try and meet you. Deal?”

      Alyx was confused. “Teaching me to fight, in your free time no less, has got to be a tedious prospect for you.”

      “The thought of beating you over the head with a staff appeals to me.” He grinned.

      “Dash, be serious!” she snapped.

      He sighed. “I’m following orders, all right? Part of protecting you means not allowing you to be killed or badly hurt at sparring practice.”

      “Fine.” She shrugged, giving in. “Teach me how to fight.”

      Finn’s voice suddenly sounded from down the street. “Alyx, come on. We have to be back before dinner or you know we won’t eat till morning,”

      “Coming!”

      Dashan caught her shoulder as she turned to go. “Have you talked to them about your nightmare yet?”

      She shook her head. “The more I think about it, I was probably just overreacting because of how terrifying the dream was.”

      “Tell them anyway,” he insisted. “If you don’t, I will the next time I see them.”

      “Yes, sir!” Alyx rolled her eyes at him, then turned and jogged towards her friends.

      

      They arrived back at DarkSkull in time for dinner, Tarrick and the twins all pleased with their purchases. Dawn kept giving her brother warm hugs for using his card game winnings to buy her the nicest cloak available until he was forced to push her away in embarrassment.

      Once she’d eaten, Alyx left the others to finish their dinner in a more leisurely fashion and headed to the library. If she wanted to succeed in the near-impossible task of catching up on her classes, it meant studying on her day off. If Howell was there, she might even be able to convince him to tutor her for a while, although Finn had promised to come and join her later.

      Alyx had only seen Galien from a distance in the two days she’d been back at DarkSkull, so she wasn’t quite prepared to round a corner and have him step out from the shadows in front of her.

      Fear leapt uncontrollably in her chest and she took an unconscious step back, her gaze scanning their surroundings. She was in the main hall leading to the library. Night had fallen, and the only light came from a series of lamps along the walls. Master Renwick stood in discussion with an apprentice near the library entrance, though, his voice carrying down the hall. Her tensed shoulders relaxed slightly.

      “Well, if it isn’t Lady Egalion.” Galien smiled, and the quality of it sent a shiver down Alyx’s spine, despite her determination not to be afraid. The lean fingers of his left hand tapped idly against his leg, smile widening fractionally as he enjoyed her discomfort. He’d cut his lengthy brown hair over the summer, bringing into sharp prominence his dark Shiven eyes and arched cheekbones.

      “Galien. Did you want something?” She tried, and mostly succeeded, in keeping her voice even. He towered over her, and there was barely an inch between her back and the wall. Her hands curled tightly around the books she held, the leather cutting into her skin.

      “You shouldn’t have come back here. You’re not welcome.”

      “That’s not your decision to make.”

      Galien’s mouth curled in another cold little smile and he stepped closer again, utterly invading her personal space with his physical presence. Alyx gritted her teeth, fighting to stand still.

      “I wonder how long you’ll last,” he murmured.

      His hand lazily drifted up towards her head, a tiny fireball igniting to spin idly in his palm— a demonstration of power, and a threat. He brought the fire closer to her ear, until the heat of the flame burned against her skin. Dark eyes bored into her face, filled with menace. It took everything she had not to flinch, and even then she couldn’t keep the fear from her face. It made him chuckle softly in triumph.

      “Good night, Galien.”

      Alyx did the only thing she could think to do, push past him and walk towards the library. She felt his eyes on her back all the way down the hall. Once inside the relative safety of the entrance, she let out the breath she’d been holding, her shoulders sagging as adrenalin fled her body.

      Howell wasn’t there, so Alyx chose a table in the middle of the open floor and sat with her books. Breathing deeply, she tried to calm her heartbeat and focus on her studies. It wasn’t long before Finn joined her, looking cheerful until he caught a look at her face as he sat.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Run-in with Galien.”

      He stiffened, mingled fear and concern flashing over his face. “Did he try anything?”

      “No. We were out in the hall, too many witnesses.” She grimaced. “He threatened me though.”

      “It’ll be okay,” he said firmly, sounding like he was trying to reassure himself as much as her. “We’ll go back to doing what we did last year. None of us walk around alone, and we do our best to avoid him. We survived last year and we’re going to survive this year too.”

      “You’re right.” Alyx nodded, braced by his words. “Come on, teach me all about Zandian grammar.”

      She allowed herself to be drawn into learning about grammar and vocabulary. Finn was a good teacher. He explained things in a way she understood quickly, so it wasn’t hard to pay attention.

      Alyx glanced up once, when Galien came into the library not long after Finn. He crossed straight to a table on the opposite side of the room where Parja, Tarran and Oscar sat. She watched him a moment, thinking.

      “You all right?” Finn nudged her elbow.

      Alyx turned to smile at him. “Yes, I am. I’m not alone.”

      “No.” Finn’s gaze turned to Galien too. “None of us are.”

      “Okay, so I finished the questions Prajana set us for next class. Can you look them over?”

      She waited, tapping her fingers on the table, while Finn read over her answers. A few moments later, his head shot up in surprise.

      “Hey, you got this right!”

      The surprise in his tone made her laugh. “You don’t have to sound so shocked. I’m not a complete dullard.”

      “I didn’t mean to imply that,” he told her impatiently. “But look, you’ve got the whole paragraph right. Every sentence is grammatically correct.”

      Alyx glanced at it. “This is pretty basic stuff.”

      “Yeah, but it’s correct. Once you’ve got the basics in Zandian, it gets much easier. You’ll see.”

      “Oh,” she said, pleased. “Thanks, Finn.”

      “You’re welcome.” He looked as pleased as she did. “You’re really trying, Alyx.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Give that back. I’ve still got three more exercises to complete, and I haven’t even started on Alaria’s homework yet.”

      Finn made a face and left her to it. If there was one subject they studied where he struggled, it was mapping.

      When Galien and his friends left a while later, Alyx didn’t even look up to watch them go. She felt their eyes on her though, in the prickling of her neck and the faint trickle of his magic.
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      “Breathe slowly, Alyx, focus your attention,” Howell instructed. “Then visualize the ball on the table and make it move.”

      Alyx did as asked. She regulated her breathing until it was deep and even, and focused her attention on the yellow ball before her. For a moment, she had it—her concentration was completely focused, and she tried to push at the ball. Nothing happened, and then she became aware of her friends watching with avid interest. That ruined her concentration completely and she sighed and stepped away.

      “I can’t do it.”

      They were becoming familiar words. In just over two weeks at DarkSkull Hall, Alyx had yet to display a shred of magic. She’d tried telepathy, summoning concussion balls, and even attempted Howell’s talent of moving things with his mind. None of it had worked, no matter how hard she tried. Each lesson had ended with a pounding headache and the bitter taste of uselessness in her mouth, not helped by the fact she was still behind in all her other classes.

      “It’s all right,” Howell said—so far he had demonstrated wonderful patience with her, behaving as if it hardly mattered she didn’t seem able to access her magic. “Take a break, we’ll try again later. Tarrick, could you show me what you’ve been practicing?”

      Tarrick nodded and stepped into the space Alyx had vacated. Her attention wandered as Tarrick employed his concussive magic in small bursts on a small rock, attempting to develop better control over how he used it.

      At the other end of the hall, another group of apprentices was practicing with Master Dirrion. Of average height but burly, Dirrion was the second warrior mage at DarkSkull Hall, and from the brief experience Alyx had had with him, he wasn’t much different from Rothai. His group of six second-year apprentices were amongst the ‘royalty’ at DarkSkull, although they tended to ignore Alyx and the others rather than physically bully them.

      Cario was watching them too, and she wondered not for the first time why he hadn’t joined Dirrion’s group; they were all second years like him and from similar mage-blood families. One, a slight Zandian named Inira, was juggling fireballs that were leaping almost as high as the roof. Dirrion snapped a warning, and the sheepish mage extinguished her fire just as it began singeing the wooden beams.

      A sharp bang sounded, and Alyx jumped violently along with most of the room. Tarrick had managed to blow his rock into unidentifiable shards that now lay scattered across the floor. One piece had landed near her boot, and she picked it up, the residue of heat palpable against the skin of her palm.

      “The idea was to melt the rock, not blow it apart.” Howell sighed.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll work on that.” Tarrick looked more disappointed in himself than Howell did.

      “I’m sure you will. Dawn, up you come. You’ve been working on delving deeper into minds, I hope?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Alyx’s attention shifted back to Cario. It had been amusing at the end of her first lesson with Howell to see the usually mild-mannered master threaten Cario with endless pain and torment should he breathe a word to anyone that Alyx was a mage of the higher order.

      “I mean it, boy,” Howell had said firmly. “I don’t care who your grandfather is. I find out you told someone and I will tear every single hair out of your head one by one… slowly. Am I clear?”

      For his part, Cario had looked thoroughly unbothered at the idea of having each of his hairs pulled out in succession. He’d given only a slight smile. “Crystal clear, sir.”

      “Do I have something on my face, Alyx?”

      She started when Cario spoke suddenly, eyebrows raised as he looked at her.

      “Uh… no.”

      “Then perhaps you should pay more attention to Master Howell than me. It might help you with your magic.”

      The next half hour passed with Howell instructing Alyx, Tarrick, Cario and Finn to think of a specific item while Dawn tried to probe past their surface thoughts and see what they were thinking underneath. It was an uncomfortable experience for all of them, especially when Dawn picked up Finn’s more-than-friendly interest in Jayn.

      Cario’s turn came next. His power was like Howell’s; he could move things with his mind. Their master had commented several times that Cario’s control over his talent was better than most students at DarkSkull. Today Cario demonstrated this by using his power to bring together all the tiny little pieces of grey rock that Tarrick had broken apart until they were lying together on the table. He did it with an apparent ease that caused envy to curl in Alyx’s chest.

      “Very good. Stay where you are. I’d like to try some teamwork,” Howell spoke softly. “Tarrick, Alyx, come over. See if you can use your concussive power to create enough heat to meld the pieces back together.”

      Tarrick and Alyx stepped forward, taking up a position either side of Cario.

      “You need to summon energy with enough heat to melt the pieces together without destroying them. Cario, you’ll need to guide the pieces together as Alyx and Tarrick heat them to form one whole.”

      Alyx focused on the pieces of rock and extended a hand. The familiar pearlescent glow appeared on Tarrick’s forearms as he called his power with ease. The light flicked while he fought to control its strength. She tried to emulate him, reaching inside to tap into her power. As hard as she concentrated, however, she simply couldn’t do it. With a frustrated sigh, Alyx stepped back, shaking her head. Howell said nothing, and they all watched Tarrick and Cario.

      Both young men wore expressions tight with concentration as bit by bit, the little pieces started coming together. It was half-done when Tarrick lost control and his magic surged, sending a blast of energy that melted the remaining pieces into a single hunk of rubble.

      “Sorry,” he said ruefully.

      Cario eyed the piece with a disdainful air. “We might be able to enter that in a village fair as some sort of art.”

      “You both did well,” Howell said. “Tarrick, you have a long way to go, but your control is improving.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Howell nodded. “That will do for the day. I want all of you to keep practicing the tasks I set you. I expect to see improvement next week.”

      Miserable at her uselessness in class, Alyx quietly gathered her books and shrugged on her cloak. Howell said nothing further as he left them to go over and speak with Dirrion. Cario separated from them at the door to the classroom without a word.

      “Odd sort,” Finn muttered as they watched him go.

      “I still don’t know if I even like him or not,” Dawn said.

      “I don’t understand him.” Alyx frowned. “It’s unsettling.”

      “I know what you mean,” Tarrick agreed. “But enough about Cario. It’s dinner time and I’m starved.”

      They left the confines of the building and stepped out into the cool evening air. The sun was setting over the western valley wall, casting an orange glow over the water of the lake. It was one of the rare occasions when DarkSkull looked lovely, and they walked slowly, enjoying the evening.

      “Don’t worry, Alyx, it took me ages to be able to employ even the most basic healing technique.” Finn noticed her glum expression. “Beyond providing energy to someone who’s hurt or sick, I still can’t really do more than close a minor scratch.”

      “Thanks, Finn.”

      “Maybe if you slept more, you might be able to concentrate better,” Dawn said in concern.

      “Maybe.” She hadn’t had a nightmare since arriving at DarkSkull, but knew deep down it was only a matter of time. She sighed. It was time she told her friends about her last nightmare. Dashan had made it clear he would if she didn’t, and she had no doubt his version would sound a lot worse than hers.

      They walked up the steps of the main hall and waited for a group of students to exit before walking through and turning towards the dining hall.

      “I think you should talk to Howell about your nightmares,” Tarrick said, as if reading her mind. “He might be able to help.”

      “I don’t think they’re just nightmares,” Alyx admitted, sitting down as Finn gallantly pulled out a chair for her.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I had another one while I was travelling here.” She paused, trying to find a way to explain what had happened without sounding silly. “It was the worst yet. Right at the end, there was a voice... it sounded so real, and it called me by name.”

      Alarm flashed on Dawn’s face. “You think someone might be giving you the nightmares?”

      “When I woke up from the dream, I was certain of it. But in the light of day, I’m less sure,” she admitted. “One thing that never fades once I’ve woken is the sheer depth of power I remember feeling in the dreams. Even Galien pales in comparison to it.”

      Tarrick didn’t look convinced. “If there was a mage out there with the power you’re talking about, surely we would know about it?”

      “We? Mere apprentices?” Finn raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      Tarrick scowled at him. “The council wouldn’t keep a secret like that. They took Galien in; what makes you think they wouldn’t have done the same thing with others like him? If there was a powerful dark mage out there, he’d be here, under their control.”

      “And what makes you think a powerful dark mage would want to be here, let alone allow the council to keep him here?” Finn countered, warming to the intellectual debate.

      “If he wouldn’t come, and he couldn’t be contained, they’d kill him. That’s what happened with Shakar,” Tarrick said tersely. “The council takes their responsibility to keep people safe seriously.”

      “What if he was too powerful to be killed?”

      Dawn interjected as anger darkened Tarrick’s features. “Now you’re just being annoying, Finn.”

      “I suppose I am.” He grinned. “Truce, Tarrick.”

      Dawn searched Alyx’s face. “You say you’re not sure, but these dreams are deeply affecting you.”

      Alyx nodded, not bothering to try and hide her fear. “I don’t want to admit it, but I can feel the presence of someone else in my nightmares. I try to tell myself it’s just my imagination, but deep down I don’t think it is.”

      “Then we need to tell Howell,” Finn said decidedly.

      “We?”

      “Of course,” Tarrick said. “We’re in this together, as always. We’ll tell Howell at our next class with him. Maybe he’ll know something that can help.”

      Alyx sighed. “There’s a reason I haven’t told Howell anything yet. I don’t trust him.”

      “Howell is our teacher. He doesn’t mean us harm, Alyx.” Irritation flickered in Tarrick’s voice.

      “Not on his own, but he’s subordinate to Romas and the council, and I don’t trust for a second that they have our best interests at heart.” Alyx hesitated, glancing at Dawn. The girl gave her a small nod of encouragement, and she lowered her voice before continuing. “Romas stole some of my memories last year.”

      “Tarrick, let her explain,” Dawn intervened as his expression darkened again.

      Alyx explained what had happened the previous year, the identical sensations of mingled nausea and pain she’d experienced when she tried to remember her mother or parts of what had happened the night of the watchtower attack. “My father admitted that my mother had taken away my memories of her. He claims she was trying to protect me, and he thought I’d be happier if I didn’t remember.”

      By the time Alyx finished talking, a familiar expression of eager curiosity filled Finn’s face, but Tarrick’s jaw was clenched and his arms were crossed tightly over his chest.

      “Why didn’t you say something last year?” Tarrick asked stiffly.

      “I figured it out at the same time I learned Ladan was my brother, and I was a mess,” she admitted, momentarily pausing as the memory of that emotion swelled in her chest. “Dawn was there after it happened, or I probably wouldn’t have even told her. I didn’t want to think about it, let alone discuss it.”

      Finn seemed to accept that, his mind seemingly already shifting to the detail of what she’d said. “Is it even possible to—”

      “Yes,” Dawn cut him off. “I researched it last year. Powerful telepaths can distort or take memories.”

      “And you say it happened after the attack, when you’d returned to DarkSkull and Romas wanted to see you?” he asked.

      “Right. Adahn took me to see him, but I passed out on the way there. Exhaustion, I thought at first. But that was the night my magic broke out—what if I did meet with Romas, and saw or heard something in his thoughts I wasn’t supposed to?”

      “Adahn might know,” Finn murmured, almost to himself. “But he’s gone, passed his trials over the summer.”

      Tarrick was shaking his head, his voice terse when he spoke. “I know you’re not lying, but if Romas did steal memories from you, he would have had a good reason for doing it.”

      “Give me one good reason for stealing my memories,” Alyx snapped, angry at his defence of Romas. She kept her gaze on his, challenging, and he eventually looked away, unable to come up with an answer.

      “For now I’d prefer not to share anything with Howell or Romas until we know more,” she gentled her voice.

      Finn shrugged and sat back. “They’re your nightmares, we’ll be guided by you. But you say you came back here to try and get answers. If you refuse to talk to Howell about anything, I don’t know where else you think you’re going to get those answers.”

      He was right, loathe as she was to admit it. Tarrick pushing back his chair saved her from replying though. “I’m going to take a walk.”

      He left without another word, his shoulders stiff with tension, long strides carrying him quickly away from their table. Alyx’s attention dropped to her food, though she only managed another few bites. Their conversation had killed her appetite.

      Finn eventually broke the silence. “Time for study?”

      Alyx groaned. “I may have grasped Zandian, but Shiven grammar is still making no sense to me. Think you could help me out if I come with you?”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      Her gaze lingered on the door Tarrick had left through as they rose to leave. He

      took his role protecting her so seriously, but what if that one day meant he had to go against the council, an institution he had looked up to since childhood?
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      Much later, Alyx looked up from her books with a yawn and leaned back in her chair, stretching aching shoulders. Her eyesight was beginning to blur, a sure sign that it was getting too late to keep going. A glance at Finn showed the apprentice slumped over his books, eyes closed. Guilt tugged at her—he’d only stuck around to make sure she didn’t have to walk back to her dormitory alone, and she’d completely lost track of time as she tried to make sense of Alaria’s mapping homework.

      Movement in her peripheral vision caught her attention. It was Howell, carrying a small stack of books into his office at the back of the study area in the library. Finn’s pointed words from earlier floated through her mind. After another glance at Finn—whose soft snores were now lifting the corners of the parchment nearest his face—Alyx quietly pushed back her chair and headed towards the office.

      Howell looked up at her knock and immediately waved her in. “I’m impressed. It’s quite late to still be studying.”

      “I have a lot to catch up on,” she said, adding truthfully, “I don’t think I’m making much progress.”

      “Keep working as hard as you have been and I have no doubt that will change. You’re a clever girl, when you can be bothered.” The habitual twinkle in his eyes faded as he regarded her. “What brings you here tonight?”

      She hesitated only briefly before replying. “I want to ask you about my mother.”

      “I see. Ask away, I’ll tell you what I can.”

      “What happened to her? How did she die?”

      “I don’t know.” Howell lifted a book from the pile he’d carried in and looked at it from all angles before putting it down on the other side of his desk. “You might consider that while I am indeed a mage, and head librarian here, I’m not on the council and not privy to everything that happens under their purview.”

      “You’re saying Master Romas would know?”

      “I’m saying he would know more than I.” Howell picked up another book.

      “Will you tell me what you do know? Please,” she added quietly.

      A sigh escaped him and he put down the book. “The last I knew directly of your parents, they were working for the council. I was in Carhall at the time, working in the mage offices there, and I would see them from time to time when they reported in to the council.”

      Carhall. The capital of Tregaya. Alyx had thought she’d lived in Rionn her whole life—another assumption about her past that wasn’t true. “They worked together?”

      “Yes. Historically it wasn’t unusual for mages to work alongside Taliath, either in pairs or small groups, but your parents were the last to do it. Even then the Taliath—always much rarer than mages—were beginning to wane in numbers.”

      “You must have known Ladan and me as small children?”

      “No, they never brought you into the council offices. After Ladan’s birth, I believe they took a home in the city somewhere, but they were very private people. And then after you were born I saw much less of your mother.”

      It was odd, thinking of the life she must once have had as a small child. So different from the lavish trappings of the life her father took her to in Alistriem. An even stranger thought occurred to her. How different would she have been, raised as the child of a council mage and Taliath running around the streets of Carhall? No court, no wealth and glittering dresses, no formal manners. Her heart lurched—no Cayr in her life.

      “Alyx?”

      She shook her head, dismissing the fanciful thoughts. She was what Alistriem had made of her, and nothing would change that now. “Then what happened?”

      Howell sighed. “I heard rumours that your parents had separated and that your father had put down his Taliath sword and returned to the Alistriem court. By then I’d been posted here as a teacher. Your mother vanished completely. When I first heard about her death, it was rumour only, but the council eventually confirmed it.”

      “Confirmed it how?”

      “I don’t know, Alyx.”

      Frustration surged in her. “So you don’t know where she went after she left my father?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know why they separated?” she asked, gaze firmly on his.

      Howell’s eyes dropped and he resumed contemplation of the book. “Again, rumour only. Powerful mages were disappearing and they felt they might be in danger.” He hesitated. “While extremely powerful, your mother was considered... odd, by most. Nobody thought it overly strange that she left your father and fled.”

      Silence fell as Alyx studied her master for a long moment. He wasn't looking at her, his attention absorbed by the book, but she hadn’t failed to miss his sudden shifting in his chair. Her trust issues resurged, a reminder that he’d likely been in collusion with Romas in taking her memories.

      She changed the subject, not wanting him to stop talking. “Can you at least tell me what she was like when you knew her? Why did people think she was odd?”

      Howell put the book down and his shoulders relaxed slightly. “I was in my final year here when Temari was an initiate. From what I recall she kept to herself, didn’t much like socialising with others. When she did interact, she was forthright, didn’t mince words. It kept her out of the popular circle, but she wasn’t bullied either. She was already known as a mage of the higher order before she arrived.”

      Alyx frowned. Her mother’s experience of DarkSkull in many ways sounded similar to her own, yet her mother had been able to access her power from the beginning while Alyx continued to struggle. Doubt tugged at her confidence. “Do you really think I can be like her, sir?”

      “Every mage is different.” He smiled gently. “The length of time it takes to learn one’s magic is no indication of how strong a mage that person will be.”

      A little reassured, she asked another question prompted by his account. “She didn’t have any friends?”

      “There was one boy.” Howell frowned in thought. “He was strange too, in his own way, and they both must have been very lonely. I think they bonded over that. I remember last year thinking the friendship you struck up with Initiate Starrin was very similar. I know you bonded with Tarrick and the twins too, but there seemed to be an instinctive trust and comfort from the beginning between you and Brynn.”

      Alyx swallowed, fighting back tears at the sudden mention of Brynn. As much as his loss still ached, she liked the idea that her mother had had a friend like him during her time at DarkSkull.

      “What was his name?”

      “I can’t quite recall. He was one of those people who are utterly unremarkable. Nothing about them sticks in your memory. It was Hoja... no, Hodi-something?”

      Alyx straightened abruptly in her chair. “Hodin?”

      “Yes, that might have been it.” His eyes narrowed. “What? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “It’s nothing.” Alyx deliberately wiped the expression from her face and settled back in the chair. “It’s just that I know so little about my mother. It's good to finally learn something.”

      “I’m always here if you have questions, but it’s getting late. I’m not going to intercede with Madame Grange if you don’t make it back before curfew.”

      She stood. “I’ll get going then. Thank you for your time, sir.”

      

      Back at the table, Alyx nudged Finn into wakefulness and they gathered their books.

      “I just talked to Howell. We have to go to Weeping Stead on our next day off,” she told him excitedly as they walked out.

      “Do tell?” He raised sleepy eyebrows.

      “I need Dash to get a letter to Ladan.” The words tumbled out of her. “His stepfather was a mage, one of our mother’s oldest friends. Howell said their friendship was like Brynn and me. Finn, what if she went to him for refuge because he was someone she trusted implicitly, not because she was in love with him?”

      “That makes sense—your father told you it wasn’t just about your mother loving someone else. They separated because they thought they were in danger.” The sleepiness cleared from his face, replaced by curiosity.

      “I know that,” she said impatiently, “but my mother didn’t go straight to Hodin after the separation. Ladan said they were somewhere else for a year. What if my mother found out something during that time and went to her oldest friend for help?”

      “Found out something like what?”

      “I don’t know.” She paused at the library entrance, glancing back at Howell’s office, the only lit room in the place. “But I would bet all my beautiful dresses that Howell does. And he implied that Romas knows even more.”

      “So we need to work out a way to get information from Romas.” Finn rubbed his hands together. “Just the type of challenge I like best.”

      

      Alyx gasped awake, drenched in sweat. The darkness of the room closed in on her and choked the breath from her lungs. She sat up in bed and tossed the covers off, unable to lie still for another second. The night air chilled the sweat on her skin, but she stood anyway, pulling her cloak on and slipping out of the room as quietly as possible. Dawn slept on, undisturbed.

      Her heart hammered in her chest as she padded down the corridor, her nerves so frazzled she wasn’t even thinking about the consequences of getting caught outside her room after curfew. When she reached a door that led up to the roof she pushed through and climbed up the spiral stairs.

      A chill breeze swept over her as she walked out into the open space, but this she welcomed—the icy cold proved she was awake and no longer trapped in the nightmare. Going to the edge of the roof, Alyx slid down until she was sitting against the stone wall, tears beginning to run down her face.

      She wept into her hands, great gulping sobs that racked her whole body. She’d known the nightmare would happen again, but was still utterly unprepared for its horror. Stronger every time. More omnipotent. A dark whispering tearing through her, a malicious glee that burrowed down through her psyche and left her no way of escape.

      The sobs eventually ran their course, leaving her drained, exhausted and scared. Echoes of the dream remained, tormenting her with their dark power. She couldn’t understand the purpose of them—was he real, the man of her nightmares, or just a figment of her tortured imagination?

      Either way, they were getting worse. Deep down she suspected her relentless digging into her mother’s past was the cause. Somehow her nightmares were connected to the things she was learning. Maybe if she just stopped trying to find answers... but no, a stubborn thread of inner strength wouldn’t let her give up. She’d committed to this path, and she had to see it through. If she didn’t, she’d be a failure.

      Alyx ached so badly for home, for the time before DarkSkull, that it physically hurt. But it was impossible to go back. That world had never really existed. There was nothing to go back to. It was here at DarkSkull she would find her way forward, if at all.

      In many ways her homesickness was worse than the previous year. Then she’d had hope, of returning home and never coming back, of seeing Cayr and her father and starting her future. Now she was truly on her own. There was nothing to hope for except the elusive prospect of finding a purpose. On this cold, dark night, that seemed almost impossible.

      “Alyx? Are you all right?” Dawn’s voice.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to jump,” she said, the joke falling flat.

      “I woke up and you were gone.” Dawn slid down to sit beside her. “My magic told me your thoughts were chaotic, so I got worried. Do you want to talk about it?”

      Alyx shook her head, reaching up to scrub the tears from her cheeks. “I miss the smell of the ocean, don’t you? The way you can smell the salt on the breeze anywhere in Alistriem on a windy day.”

      “I miss the feeling of sand between my toes.”

      “I promised Brynn I would show him the ocean one day.” Alyx’s voice broke. “I promised him, Dawn. He’d never seen the sea before.”

      Dawn’s hand reached out to close over hers. She said nothing, and the two of them sat there on the cold, dark roof for a long time.
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      Two days later at breakfast Alyx received a message to go and see Master Romas. Uneasy about what he wanted but glad for the chance to miss some of sparring class, she went straight to his office.

      A clerk sitting at one of the desks waved her through, but Alyx heard voices as she approached the slightly ajar door. Recognising Galien’s voice coming from within, she hesitated before knocking.

      “After everything you’ve done for me, you know I’m completely loyal to you and the council.”

      Alyx’s eyes widened in astonishment at the sincerity in Galien’s voice. She’d never heard such warmth from him before. Maybe she’d been wrong about it being Galien who was speaking—but that thought was quickly dispelled when Romas answered.

      “I don’t doubt your loyalty, but you know I don’t always approve of your methods.”

      “I’m simply doing what I think is best for the council.”

      “Harming Alyx Egalion is not what’s best for the council. I’ve told you that repeatedly.”

      “She’s not what you think she is.” Galien’s voice became more familiar as menace oozed from it. “She’s a snivelling girl with barely any power.”

      “We both know she has power.”

      “Maybe, but either she can’t use it or it’s not strong. Either way, she’s not what you need. I am.”

      “The council needs both of you. With what we’re facing…”

      “The council needs strong mages. You’ve said that yourself. If she can’t manage to survive her time here…”

      “Enough!” A note of command threaded Romas’s voice. There was a moment of silence, then: “Alyx, you can come in.”

      Sheepishly, Alyx pushed open the door and stepped inside. Galien’s dark eyes raked over her, and she fought not to look at him, instead facing Romas.

      “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      “I did. Please, sit down.”

      She took the chair opposite Romas’s desk that was furthest from Galien, and folded her hands in her lap.

      “Galien, you can go.”

      Cold brown eyes flicked between Romas and Alyx, but Galien rose and left the room without a word.

      “How are you?” Romas asked politely.

      “I’m well, thank you, sir.” The formal civility was making her itch, though.

      “Good. Now, I allowed you to overhear what you did because I want you to know that we are aware of Galien’s treatment of you and do not condone it.”

      Alyx bristled, but tried to keep her voice polite. “You were aware of it last year, sir. That didn’t stop it.”

      Romas acknowledged her words with a nod. “We walk a fine line here at DarkSkull. I’m sure Master Howell has talked to you about the dangers that mages face out in the world. You are in more danger than most.”

      “I’m aware of that, sir.”

      “It would be irresponsible of us not to teach our students how to deal with adversity—both physical and mental. A cosseted learning environment at DarkSkull will only make for more dead mages.”

      “I understand, sir,” Alyx said. It was a valid point, but she didn’t think dead or badly injured students made for strong mages either. “And I accept that the teaching must be tough to prepare us, but that shouldn’t extend to our lives being in danger. We should be protected here.”

      “And who says you aren’t protected here?” he demanded. “Do you think those watchtowers are up there for aesthetic reasons? Do you think we man them all day every day for our own amusement?”

      She opened her mouth to respond, then closed it.

      “The Mage Council makes decisions regarding how mages are trained, Alyx, and it would be good if you kept that in mind. We are far more experienced and knowledgeable than you are.”

      “Yes, sir.” It took more of an effort to stay polite this time. His condescension got under her skin more than she liked to admit.

      “We both know that Galien hates you, and I will even acknowledge at this point that his desire to hurt you likely pushes the boundaries of his loyalty to us. However, the council needs him. We need you too, because of what you both are.”

      “Why?” she asked flatly. “The council has a wealth of powerful warrior mages, and you train a handful more each year at DarkSkull. What makes a mage of the higher order so precious to you that you’re willing to overlook what a psychopath he is?”

      “You’re aware of the disappearing mages, and I’m sure you haven’t forgotten the two attacks on our walls last year.”

      It was a pat answer, and the slow burn of anger that never faded when it came to Romas and his hidden motives flared. “I don’t mean this rudely sir, but mages have been disappearing for nearly two decades now, and the problem has only gotten worse. Galien isn’t going to solve what an entire order of mages hasn’t been able to. So what is it that you so desperately need him for?”

      Romas fixed her with a long, scrutinizing look. Alyx fought not to fidget.

      “I would ask that you have some faith in the council’s actions,” he said at last. “Even so, I am willing to place some trust in you in the hopes you will understand our perspective in regard to Galien. The disappearing mages are, as you say, an ongoing problem, but the larger issue is the attacks on DarkSkull.”

      She frowned. “How so?”

      “We’ve traced the source of last year’s attacks to Shivasa,” Romas said bluntly. “And the council is not unaware of the increasing problems Rionn has had with the Shiven over the same time frame.” He raised a hand before she could speak. “We don’t know exactly what is happening inside the Shiven leadership, or what their intentions are. But if a worst-case scenario eventuates and they intend invasion, then having someone like Galien—and yourself—could nullify the threat they pose to DarkSkull—and mages in general—before it becomes too significant.”

      Alyx shook her head. “Sir, I’m not…”

      “That remains to be seen. If you do have the potential I believe you might, then Galien will be your ally one day, not your tormentor. You will have to work together for the good of not just the mages, but the world at large.”

      “Galien will never willingly work with me, sir.”

      But Romas only smiled slightly. “We’ll see.”

      

      “You sent my letter, right?”

      Dashan blocked Alyx’s swing with contemptuous ease, shoved her staff aside with enough force to send her stumbling, then delivered a sharp blow to her ribs.

      “Yes, Alyx, I sent your letter.” He huffed. “Now that we’ve confirmed that, do you think you could start concentrating on what I’m trying to teach you?”

      Alyx took a breath, wondered briefly why she’d ever thought this was a good idea, and dropped into the awkward stance that Dashan demanded was necessary.

      They were in one of the high fields up near the valley wall, not far from the pools she’d loved so much the previous spring. The green grass and bright flowers that had carpeted the field then were now covered under a thin layer of melting snow; they’d experienced the first autumn snowfall two nights earlier. But despite the signs of approaching winter, the sun shone brightly, and both Alyx and Dashan had their shirtsleeves rolled up to their elbows.

      “Stop telegraphing what you’re doing,” he lectured. “How many times do I have to tell you? Move from your centre, not from the shoulders. Put your shoulders into the follow-through, but start all your movements from the centre of your body.”

      Alyx bit down firmly on her temper as she rubbed her sore ribs. It was the second time Dashan had hit her there in the past hour, and she was going to have a lovely collection of bruises later.

      “Try again,” he ordered. “Remember what I said this time.”

      Dashan came at her with a sweeping blow. She raised her staff to counter, almost immediately wincing as the force of his attack turned her arm temporarily numb. She switched the staff to her left hand and shook her right arm in an effort to bring the feeling back.

      “That’s not how you block.” Dashan straightened from his stance and came closer. “If you do it like that and I hit you properly, I’ll break your arm. You need to place your hands here and here, then allow my strike to run along your staff, deflecting rather than taking the hit full on.”

      “Are you implying that you’re not actually trying properly?”

      “Alyx…” he huffed.

      “All right. I’m doing it.” Alyx kept her hands where Dashan had placed them, despite how awkward it felt.

      This time when he came at her, she tried to move her staff as he’d instructed. It worked initially, but then she lost her grip and the blasted thing fell to the snow.

      “Not quite, but better.” Dashan picked up the staff and handed it to her. “Try again.”

      He kept her doing the same thing over and over until eventually she could successfully deflect his attack. By then, Alyx wanted to toss her staff into the nearest river. She also felt like murdering a certain half-Shiven Bluecoat, but thought she was biting her tongue most admirably.

      “Okay, you’ve got that down. Now back to your basic attack lunge. Remember, move from your centre, not your feet or shoulders.”

      She sighed. It wasn’t easy, being so thoroughly shown up by the person who irritated her most in the world. At least he was making an honest effort to teach her, she thought. He could be making a lot more fun of her than he was.

      Another half hour passed.

      Wood cracked as Alyx swung towards Dashan’s head, and he raised his staff to block. Recovering, he came at her with a blindingly fast blow. She moved to deflect as she’d practiced earlier, was too slow, and therefore almost lost her staff again. Frustrated, she struck out at him, but she was on the back foot and her blow lacked strength.

      “Could you forget you’re a dainty high-born noble lady for just one second, and do what I tell you?” Dashan snapped in frustration. “When you attack mean it!”

      Tired and frustrated, she had another go, but it was half-hearted. He blocked her attack, shoved her arm aside and then smacked her in the ribs. Her bruised side flared painfully, and with that Alyx completely and utterly lost her temper.

      She launched herself at him furiously, forgetting everything he’d been trying to teach her in an attempt to wipe the cocky look from his face. She struck at him over and over, trying to get through his guard but failing in the face of his far greater skill. Her temper fuelled her strength and their staffs clacked loudly across the field as they slammed together.

      Dashan soon became bored of simply fending her off and went on the attack. He cut through her guard with insulting ease, tapping her on her left side before withdrawing and rapping her painfully over the knuckles. After blocking another blow of hers, he came in again and smacked her on her already bruised right side. The pain made her eyes smart with tears.

      “Dammit, Dash, leave me alone!” she bellowed, at the same time tearing his staff from his hands with her mage power and sending it flying across the field and out of sight.

      Dashan stood frozen mid-lunge, brown eyes wide with surprise. Alyx swallowed the lump in her throat as her anger faded to misery. Of course her magic had suddenly worked, dictated entirely by her emotion. Almost two months back at DarkSkull and she’d learned nothing. Turning, she stalked off, dropping into the slushy grass a good distance away. Melting snow soaked through her robe, but she ignored it. A few minutes later Dashan sat cross-legged onto the ground next to her.

      “I don’t even know why I’m here.” She scrubbed at her eyes.

      He was quiet a moment, then, “I’m good at listening.”

      She sniffed, looked away. “Before I came here last year, home was this wonderful place. Alistriem was bright and colourful, and everybody was happy. I was happy, I loved my life. When I was there, it was this warm feeling inside of me, something I carried with me all the time, no matter how hard things got.”

      “Go on,” he encouraged when she fell silent.

      “When I finally went home, it was all as wonderful as I had remembered for a while. But then I found out my father had lied to me my whole life, my mother hadn’t been anything close to what I thought she was... and worse, Cayr had betrayed me with Jenna. The attack on the palace happened and I realised I’d been living in a bubble that wasn’t reality. What was worse was that the bubble had broken, and home didn’t feel like home anymore.”

      “I know that feeling.” Dashan’s voice took on a sad quality. “My bubble broke when I was six, after my mother died. It’s like I’ve been searching ever since, trying to get back to that warm place.”

      “And you never have?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve decided that’s what growing up means. It’s part of life.”

      “I just want to go home, Dash, but I don’t know where that is anymore,” she whispered, horrified to be saying all this to him but unable to keep her emotions repressed any longer.

      An arm settled around her shoulders and Dashan pulled her lightly against his side. “Come here, Egalion. You’ll find it one day, I promise you.”

      She accepted his embrace for a moment, then sniffed and sat up straight, wiping away any trace of tears. “Of all the people to see me like this, it had to be you.”

      He grinned and rose, holding out a hand to help her to her feet. “Don’t think I’ll ever forget it either. Lady Alyx Egalion, crying like a baby.”

      “You even think about telling anybody, and I’ll tell Cayr that you were the one who broke his toy sailboat.”

      “Oh, come on, he was nine years old.”

      “Cayr loved that sailboat.” Alyx smiled in memory. “And I took the fall for you. I have no idea what possessed me. If I remember rightly, that happened during your ‘pulling my hair for fun’ phase.”

      “You took the fall for me because my father had given me a particularly hideous beating that week,” Dashan said softly, all trace of humour gone. “And you didn’t want me to get into more trouble.”

      Alyx studied his clenched jaw for a moment. “I remember. You told Cayr that you’d fallen off the roof.”

      “I didn’t want him to feel sorry for me. I hated that he already did. You both did.”

      “Dash…” Her voice trailed off as his shoulders stiffened.

      “Just don’t,” he said. “I don’t want to talk about it. Not with you.”

      An awkward silence fell and Alyx’s gaze wandered. Her eyes fell on his rolled-up sleeves and for the first time she saw the long scar on the inside of his right forearm.

      “What happened?” she asked without thinking.

      “Shiven sword,” he replied bluntly.

      “Oh.”

      Dashan shook his head, and his usual easy grin flashed. “Same time next week for your lesson? I promise to go easier on you. It might not have seemed like it but you did make some progress today.”

      She blinked, taken-aback by how quickly his good mood had returned. But it couldn’t have, not so quickly. The grin was a mask, a way to divert attention away from his pain. How had she not realised that before?

      “What?” Exasperation coloured his tone.

      “Nothing.” She collected herself. “Next week sounds good, if only so I can learn enough to reach the day when I beat the stuffing out of you.”

      Dashan chuckled and bent to pick up her staff, handing it to her. “You’re dreaming, mage-girl, but at least you’re thinking optimistically.”

      “I never felt sorry for you, Dash.” She said, going back to their earlier topic. “I felt for you, but I didn’t pity you.”

      “I said I didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “Fine.”

      “See you next week, kitten.” He sketched a wave and headed towards his horse.

      Alyx fought with herself for a moment before letting out a sigh. “Wait!”

      He turned, eyebrows raised.

      “I’m going to meet Tarrick and the twins by the pools. We thought we’d have a picnic lunch. Do you want to come?”

      “It’s not the best weather for a picnic.”

      “There are some things I need to tell them and I wanted privacy.”

      Dashan shrugged. “I’m not on duty until tonight, so I’ve got some time.”

      She scowled. “Don’t put yourself out or anything.”

      He laughed.

      

      Tarrick and the twins were already at the pools when Dashan and Alyx rode up. They’d spread out a thick blanket on one of the largest flat rocks and were in the process of unpacking food from Finn’s saddlebag.

      Tarrick glanced up at their arrival, a corner of his mouth curving into a surprised smile. “Hi, Dash.”

      “I can contribute the drinks.” Dashan rummaged around in his saddlebags, drawing out a silver flask before tossing it at Tarrick.

      “Have a seat.” Finn gestured them both over. “We’ve prepared quite a feast.”

      For a while there were no sounds apart from their chewing and the birds in the trees around them. Once Alyx had eaten her fill, she related to them everything that Romas had told her. She wasn’t sure whether she was allowed to share the information, and even if she was, she hadn’t wanted to do it with potential listening ears on DarkSkull grounds.

      “Damn,” Dashan muttered quietly. “Rionn is in bigger trouble than we realised.”

      “I know,” she said. “I had a feeling my father was protecting me from how serious the situation is.”

      “We can assume it’s Shivasa training mages outside council purview, then,” Finn mused. “There were both mages and soldiers amongst the attacking parties last year.”

      “You can also assume more attacks are inevitable,” Dashan added.

      “I think this means they could be behind the missing mages, too,” Tarrick spoke into the ensuing silence.

      Dawn frowned. “For what purpose?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I have a feeling my mother knew something about the missing mages,” Alyx said, causing them to look at her in surprise. “After all, she would have been one of the prime candidates to go missing, and it’s one of the main reasons she separated from my father. She left Ladan for a reason and whatever it was, it got her killed. I think she might have learned something about who was behind the disappearances.”

      “You have to talk to Romas.”

      Alyx scowled at Tarrick. “We’ve been through this. I can’t trust anything he tells me, even if I could get him to agree to answer my questions.”

      “Even so, you might learn something,” he said stubbornly. “If your mother found information about the mage disappearances before she died, it could help us now.”

      “You mean it could help the council,” Dawn pointed out.

      “And we don’t know for certain that she knew anything,” Finn added.

      Alyx disagreed. “She knew something. Think about it. She left my father and me and went somewhere for a year. But then she showed up at her old friend’s home, the one place she knew she’d be safe. Something prompted her to leave where she was and go there.”

      “You think something happened to convince her she was still under threat?” Dashan caught on. “It’s possible. Or maybe she just had nowhere else to go.”

      “It’s all speculation,” Tarrick said. “We need information, and Romas might have it.”

      “Are you sure you want to know, Alyx?” Dawn touched her arm. “Sometimes it’s easier not knowing exactly what happened.”

      Alyx shook her head. “When I found out my mother had left my father, I thought it was because she didn’t love him, that she fell in love with Ladan’s stepfather. I think my father partially believes that too, despite his insistence they separated for our safety. And maybe that’s true, but I don’t think so. I think the only reason she left my father and me was to keep us safe. Either way, someone killed her, and I want to know who that was and why. Especially if those answers could prevent the people I care about getting hurt.” She paused, before continuing quietly. “I’m not the only powerful mage here. All three of you fall in that category.”

      The twins shared a worried glance, while Tarrick merely looked uncomfortable at her declaration. Dashan stayed quiet, thankfully not needling her for once.

      “If we can’t ask Romas directly, we need to get the information another way,” Finn said eventually.

      “How?” Tarrick raised his eyebrows.

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s a great help.” Tarrick rose to his feet. “I’m getting cold, and we have a test to study for tomorrow. Let’s go back.”

      Alyx groaned inwardly at the idea of spending her afternoon back in the library, but it was necessary. The work she’d been putting in was finally starting to show and she didn’t want to fall behind again.

      “I’ll let you know at once if Ladan sends me a response to your letter,” Dashan promised as she walked him to his horse.

      “I appreciate it.”

      “It’s me that should be thanking you,” he said quietly.

      She looked at him in surprise. “For what?”

      “For trusting me enough to let me hear all of that just now.”

      The genuine gratitude in his voice caught her off guard, and she nudged him playfully, trying to lighten the mood. “Like it or not, you’re one of us, stuck here just like we are.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll see you at our next lesson.”
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      Whether it was because of his talk with Romas or because he was simply busy with classes, Galien and his friends left Alyx alone for the rest of the week. She appreciated the distance, but still ensured she never went anywhere alone. Tarrick continued to hover over her like a shadow.

      During sparring class, Fengel made enough of an effort to teach her to avoid Rothai’s ire, but also took every opportunity he could to inflict bruising blows. Alyx hadn’t noticed any marked improvement in her skill after her first lesson with Dashan. Nevertheless, she faced Fengel each morning with her feet in the awkward stance Dashan had insisted on.

      On her first attempt, when Fengel came at her, she moved to deflect the blow as she’d practiced. She was so astonished by the fact it worked that she didn’t react quickly enough to his next blow and was rapped across the knuckles for her slowness.

      Seeing how she’d blocked him, Fengel changed his style of attack and came at her in ways that her block wasn’t effective in countering. By the end of the lesson, she was bruised and limping.

      “No change?” Dawn asked her in sympathy.

      “I blocked his first attack successfully,” Alyx said with a smile. “It’s a step in the right direction.”

      “I wish Rothai had partnered me with Fengel,” Tarrick muttered, casting a dark glance at the Zandian across the yard.

      “Come on,” Finn called out. “Stop dawdling. We’ll be late for languages.”

      Alyx sighed as she and Dawn followed him across the fields. She was still struggling with her classes—it didn’t help that apart from their lessons in mapping and strategy, none of them interested her much, and she had to force herself to pay attention.

      “Ready for the test?” Dawn gave a matching sigh.

      Mistress Prajana liked to keep her students sharp by conducting weekly tests on any topic that she’d covered since the beginning of the year. Alyx had failed the previous week’s test, and had been up late every night since with Finn in an effort not to fail the next one.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” she said morosely.

      They filed into the room and took their assigned seats. Cario came in last and went straight to his seat at the back. As usual, he looked completely unruffled despite the previous hour of physical exercise. Tarrick had confided in them earlier that Cario spent as little time sparring as he could get away with, and Rothai went much easier on him than the others.

      “Is he that bad?” Finn had asked.

      “No, as far as I can tell, he’s competent. It bores him, is all.”

      Prajana’s sharp voice startled Alyx from her thoughts and she looked up, catching the encouraging smile Finn was giving her as Prajana handed out the tests.

      Alyx took her test and bent over it immediately, processing the crisp instructions.

      The sound of rustling parchment and scratching pens filled the room for the next hour as the students completed their tests. Prajana had provided them with a list of short sentences in Shiven. Their instruction was to combine six or more of the sentences into a coherent paragraph describing the Zandian desert.

      After working to translate the simple sentences, Alyx tossed an envious glance at Finn, who was already finished. Both Tarrick and Dawn wore looks of fierce concentration as they hunched over their tests, but Cario was leaning back in his chair, idly twirling a pencil in his fingers. Turning back to her page, Alyx began putting together a simple paragraph using the sentences she’d most clearly understood.

      When the time was up, she had barely finished the final sentence of her paragraph. Prajana came around to collect their sheets before releasing them from the class. She picked up Alyx’s test and glanced over it briefly before tucking it away in the pile.

      “Well done, Apprentice Egalion. It seems you’ve finally grasped the basics of Shiven grammar and sentence structure.”

      Alyx stared at her as she walked off to continue collecting papers, then found herself being punched in the arm by a jubilant Finn.

      “I told you! Once you grasp the basics, it’s much easier. Now you’ve got both Zandian and Shiven under your belt. Well done!”

      “Thanks,” she said, pleased. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Probably not,” he said slyly, his smile widening. “Now we can move on to Shiven verbs. That’s even harder than Zandian.”

      She groaned, her head dropping forward onto the desk.

      

      “Galien might be quiet right now, but they won’t stop coming after you,” Finn murmured. They were in Howell’s class, but their master was concentrating on teaching something to Dawn, and the rest of them were getting restless.

      “Thank you, master of the obvious,” Alyx said dryly.

      Tarrick cast a sidelong glance at Cario. “Maybe if one of his friends asked him to leave you alone…?”

      Cario smiled and leaned back, arms crossed over his chest. “If you think I’m tangling with that psychopathic monster on your behalf, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      “It’s good to know where your loyalties lie.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel guilty?” Cario’s smiled widened. “I’m in your training group, I’m not your best friend. I don’t care about your dispute with Galien.”

      “I’ve yet to find something that Cario actually does care about,” Alyx said. “It’s quite the mystery.”

      “As is why you’re all chattering away while Dawn needs to concentrate,” Howell interrupted. “Now, Alyx is a mage of the higher order, she’ll be fine. Tarrick, let’s work on your control again, shall we? Try not to incinerate the rock this time.”

      Alyx and Dawn shared an amused glance as Tarrick replaced Dawn at the front of the class.

      “Why were we worried? It’s all under control,” Dawn murmured. “You’re a mage of the higher order.”

      “Of course.” Alyx grinned. “I shall crush all who stand in my way.”

      Both girls jumped violently as a loud bang sounded through the hall.

      “Sorry, sir.” Tarrick didn’t sound at all repentant as Howell eyed the tiny charred pieces that were all that remained of the rock.

      “Sir?” Alyx spoke up as a thought occurred to her. “Last year, when you told me you thought I was a mage of the higher order, you said something about staying away from the Taliath?”

      “I did.” Howell was frowning at Tarrick’s exploded rock.

      Alyx had thought her question obvious, but she persisted, making it clear. “At the time I wasn’t interested in asking questions because I never planned on becoming a mage. Now that I’m back, could you elaborate on what you meant? I’m curious, especially given the Taliath have essentially disappeared from the world.”

      Cario gave a long-suffering sigh, then slid down further in his chair, rested his head against the back of it, and closed his eyes. Howell took a chair and crossed his legs, settling himself before answering. “I didn’t mean you had to literally stay away.”

      “Sir, I’m very confused.” Alyx tried to remain polite.

      “She’s not the only one,” Finn muttered, pitching his voice so that Howell couldn’t hear. Tarrick smirked, but wiped it off his face as Howell glared at him.

      “You wrote your exam essay on Shakar, yes?”

      “I did.” What did that have to do with anything?

      “Then you know that he killed over half the mages in existence before he was killed? Amongst those he murdered were all the other mages of the higher order.”

      “Is that why there are so few now? Because they were all murdered two generations ago?”

      “Partly, but mages of the higher order have always been rare. I don’t think there have ever been more than a handful at any one time.”

      “And now there are three?” Finn asked. “Alyx, Galien and Lord-Mage Casovar.”

      Howell nodded. “Exactly.”

      “How did Shakar manage to kill multiple mages of the higher order, sir?” Tarrick asked.

      “Well, that brings me back to Alyx’s original question. Shakar was unique amongst his kind. He had a lover, a female Taliath.”

      Finn glanced at Alyx with raised eyebrows, but she shook her head, having no idea what Howell was talking about. There hadn’t been anything in the History of Mages tome that talked about Shakar having a lover.

      “Mage historians believe that when they became lovers, a connection was formed.” Howell scowled as Tarrick and Finn smirked at each other. Even Cario’s eyes flicked open for a moment in amusement.

      “I’m not talking about the purely physical,” he snapped.

      “No, sir.” Tarrick fought to keep a straight face while Dawn reached over to smack her brother’s shoulder.

      “Their physical bond somehow extended to their magic. It hadn’t happened to our knowledge before, but Shakar absorbed his lover’s Taliath power.”

      “Her ability to fight well with a sword?” Alyx guessed.

      Tarrick dropped his face into his hands with a loud groan.

      “What?” she asked, indignant.

      “Rionnans really do know very little about magic,” Cario noted dryly.

      Finn cleared his throat. “We know there was more to the Taliath than their fighting ability. In fact, I’ve been reading a lot recently about how mage scholars dispute whether Taliath are actually just mages, or whether they are something different entirely. It’s fascinating. You see…”

      “Perhaps another time, Finn,” Howell interrupted.

      “Of course, sir. Sorry.”

      “The Taliath are invulnerable, to a certain extent, to mage power. The scholars who argue that Taliath are something different from mages use this fact as their central argument. The invulnerability extends to the physical also, and in battle, acts like an invisible shield. As with mage power, however, Taliath invulnerability is not limitless, and when their strength runs out, they can be killed by magic or physical weapons like any normal human.”

      “That’s the power Shakar absorbed from his lover,” Alyx realised. “And because he was already a mage of the higher order, invulnerability would have made him practically invincible.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But mages of the higher order absorb powers via proximity, like Alyx absorbing Tarrick’s and Dawn’s. Why was Shakar the only one to absorb Taliath ability?” Finn wanted to know. “Surely other mages of the higher order spent time with Taliath?”

      “It’s hard to know for certain with only one test case.” Howell hesitated, shifting in his chair. “Mage healers have studied it... they believe a Taliath’s combination of abilities are almost impossible to absorb.” He looked at Alyx. “An important thing for you to know is that some mage powers are absorbed more readily than others. There isn’t a single mage of the higher order on record, for example, who managed to fully absorb healing ability.”

      “And since Shakar is the only mage of the higher order known to have managed to absorb Taliath ability, there must have been something unique about his situation,” Finn reasoned.

      “The fact that he was in a physical and romantic relationship with a Taliath, yes,” Howell said approvingly. “Hence the rule forbidding liaison between mages and Taliath.” He sobered. “Hear me on this, Alyx.”

      Cario’s eyes opened again, this time settling on Howell with a contemplative expression.

      Alyx rolled her eyes at the dramatic statement. “I hereby promise not to take a Taliath as a lover. Good enough, sir?”

      “Alyx is already dreamily in love with the dashing Prince Cayr, who is neither mage nor Taliath, so I think she’ll be safe.” Finn grinned at her.

      “Shut up, Finn.”

      “Perhaps we could do some actual magic training in today’s class?” Cario interrupted the bickering.

      Howell changed topics, and Alyx listened idly for a few moments, her mind churning over what he’d said. She wondered what her mother had thought of the rule about...Her mouth dropped open and stunned shock flared through her, sharp and potent.

      Could that have been the true danger her parents thought they were protecting her and Ladan from? Was it really her mother in danger, because she had married a Taliath, had children with him?

      “Sir?” Alyx cut over what Howell was saying without thought.

      “Alyx?”

      “Does… did everyone know about Shakar? About his Taliath lover and what it meant?”

      Howell’s expression sobered. “Initially, no. The Mage Council thought it best that the knowledge of what a mage of the higher order could become be kept secret, particularly since for years after none others managed to do it.”

      “When did that change?”

      “A few years before you were born, the council decided the knowledge was too dangerous to be kept hidden and made it public. The rule was implemented at that time.”

      He knew. Alyx could tell from the look in his eyes that he knew what she was getting at. Her heart thudded.

      “They decided it was too dangerous because they learned she married my father,” she said flatly. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      Howell rubbed at his eyes. Around them, Alyx’s friends had fallen silent, confusion mixed with intense interest written on their faces. “It was a factor in their decision, yes. But Alyx, your mother was never shown to have absorbed invulnerability. She submitted herself for testing after the announcement, but she wasn’t invulnerable to our magic.”

      “But how…” Finn piped up, confusion written across his face, words trailing off at a withering look from Howell.

      Alyx barely heard Finn. “What happens to mages of the higher order who disobey the rule?”

      “The same as for any other serious transgression of our rules, expulsion from the order. The council takes its responsibilities very seriously, especially its responsibility to prevent mage powers from becoming a threat. Nobody wants another war like the one against Shakar.”

      “I see.” She met his eyes. “My mother was a threat to them. They were afraid of her.”

      “The rule didn’t exist when your parents married, Alyx.”

      His answer was factually correct, but told her nothing. She searched his face, looking for signs of dishonesty. There weren’t any but she still wasn’t sure. Maybe Dawn could give her an indication later. Ignoring the curious looks from the others, she sat back. “I’m sorry for interrupting.”

      Alyx tried to concentrate for the remainder of class, but found her thoughts continued to diverge to her parents. Tarrick and Finn seemed unable to concentrate either, both shooting confused looks her way when they thought she wasn’t looking. Howell eventually gave up and dismissed them, disappearing to the library while they were still closing their books.

      The moment the door shut behind their master, Finn’s mouth opened. Dawn raised a hand, stopping the words before he spoke.

      “Alyx’s father is a Taliath. He stopped being one when he returned to Alistriem because he believed it placed Alyx in danger. It’s not something she wants to talk about endlessly with you, Finn, so please leave it alone.”

      Alyx smiled in gratitude at her friend—it was time the others knew, but she hadn’t wanted to say it herself. Dawn had sensed that in her thoughts. Finn simply gave a slight shrug of his shoulders and nodded at his sister. Tarrick’s hand settled warmly on Alyx’s shoulder. ‘Thank you for your trust in us.”

      She leaned into him a moment before walking towards the door. Halfway there, she realised Tarrick hadn’t followed. He was standing before Cario, shoulders broad and fists clenched.

      “One word to anyone about what you heard here today and I’ll kill you,” Tarrick said simply. “Do we have an understanding?”

      “My my, all so protective of Alyx.” Cario smiled. “I’ll keep her secrets, don’t worry. They’re of absolutely no use to me.”
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      Another nightmare left Alyx sleepless and shivering for hours before the blue light of pre-dawn finally leaked through the window. Dawn took one look at her as they rose to dress, her face tightening, but she said nothing until they were down at breakfast. It only took Finn to see Alyx’s pale skin and the dark shadows under her eyes and ask what was wrong for Dawn to say her piece.

      “Enough is enough,” she said firmly. “I don’t truly believe Howell is out to harm you and while I understand your reasons for not trusting him, these nightmares are beyond what we can do to help you. It’s time to get proper help.”

      “She’s right,” Tarrick added firmly. “And if you don’t tell him, I will.”

      “You know I think you should tell him,” Finn mumbled around a mouthful of toast.

      Under the pressure of three equally unyielding stares, Alyx raised her hands in surrender. “Fine. I’ll bring it up in this morning’s class.”

      “Good,” Tarrick said, and that was the end of it.

      

      Despite her promise, she waited right until the end of their class, still reluctant, but at Tarrick’s increasingly pointed looks she’d capitulated.

      “Hmm.” Howell said, stroking his beard.

      Alyx glanced at the others—was that all he was going to say?

      “Do you think it’s possible there’s a mage out there doing this?” Dawn asked. “Someone like Galien?”

      “Are we sure it isn’t Galien?” Finn said.

      “Galien hates you because he feels threatened by you,” Howell said absently. “But if it was him causing these nightmares, Alyx would recognise it. You all know the feel of his magic by now.”

      “Then who could it be?” Tarrick asked. “By that logic, Alyx would know if it was anyone at DarkSkull Hall.”

      “I don’t know everyone,” Alyx objected. “Especially the new initiates.”

      “An initiate wouldn’t have the strength or training for what you’re describing,” Howell said. “No, Tarrick is undoubtedly right.”

      “It’s always possible that a mage not trained at DarkSkull is causing the dreams,” Cario drawled, causing Alyx and the twins to look at him in surprise. She deliberately hadn’t shared with him what Romas had told her about Shivasa, still uncertain whether he could be trusted.

      “What do you know about mages being trained outside DarkSkull?” Finn asked curiously.

      Cario shrugged, and Alyx rolled her eyes. His affected disinterest in absolutely everything was beginning to grate on her. Howell appeared not to have heard Finn and Cario’s exchange, still lost in thought. “It almost reminds me of…”

      “Of what?” Alyx prompted when he didn’t continue.

      Howell shook his head and stood. “I’ll do some research and talk to the masters about your situation. If anything comes to light, I’ll let you know at once. You’re dismissed.”

      “Sir, is there anything we can do in the meantime?” Dawn persisted.

      Howell’s distracted look softened and he reached out to squeeze Alyx’s shoulder. “While it’s possible a mage is causing your nightmares, it is also possible, and more likely, that they are nothing more than bad dreams. You have been through a lot in the past twelve months, after all, and it would be surprising if you didn’t have nightmares. I promise to find out what I can. In the meantime, if you truly feel yourself in danger, you know that you can come to me at any time of day or night.”

      His words were heartfelt, and despite herself, Alyx felt a frisson of relief. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome.” A warm smile accompanied his words before his eyebrows lifted, his thoughts shifting away from her. “Oh, I forgot to mention! As of next week, you’ll be required to go on the roster for guard duty up at the watch towers.”

      Tarrick’s face lit up. “Really, sir?”

      “Really. All apprentices are registered for watch duty once their masters sign them off as competent to do so. I signed you all off yesterday. Master Rothai puts the rosters up on the wall outside the dining hall every Firstday. Please check them before next week.”

      “Watch duty? I still can’t even move a pencil with my magic,” Alyx said in dismay.

      He smiled at that. “Would it make you feel better to know that once apprentices are registered for duty, they’re also given additional privileges—the primary one being permission to be out of DarkSkull grounds at any time when you’re not in class, not just on your day off?”

      “That’s excellent news, sir,” Finn said fervently.

      “I thought it might be. Of course, it’s expected that apprentices won’t waste time that should be spent on studying, and absolutely no mercy will be given at the end of year to those that don’t pass their exams. Have a good day, Apprentices.”

      Howell’s news did improve Alyx’s mood, but the beaming smile on her face faded as she noticed Dawn frowning after Howell’s disappearing figure. “What’s wrong?”

      But Dawn only pursed her lips. “Not here. Later.”

      

      The Magor Inn in Weeping Stead was boisterous after the dinner rush, full of village folk and workers from the surrounding farms unwinding after their day’s work. Alyx and her friends arrived on the tail end of dinner being served, wedging themselves around a rickety table in the corner of the hall-like room. Roaring fires at each end kept the place warm—almost too warm with the press of bodies—and lanterns hanging from exposed beams in the roof provided plenty of light.

      Alyx leaned back as Dashan and Tarrick appeared with glasses and two jugs of foaming ale, plonking them down with a flourish before taking seats. For a moment they busied themselves pouring glasses and shifting to make room for each other. Alyx found herself pressed between Dashan and Dawn, while Tarrick and Finn were close enough across the table she wouldn’t have to stretch to touch them.

      “Do you think you could tell us your secret now, Dawn?” Finn asked over the din.

      “What secret?” Dashan looked up from his ale.

      Alyx scowled at him, wondering for the thousandth time why he was always so damned insistent on being dishevelled and uncaring. He was in uniform, which meant it was strictly against Blue Guard rules to be drinking, yet here he was quaffing down ale as if it were water.

      He caught her look. “Alyx, could you relax your prim and proper moralistic code for one evening? Let Dawn tell us her secret.”

      “It has something to do with Howell, right?” Finn asked. “You went all weird looking when he left class this morning.”

      “Did you read his thoughts?” Tarrick looked horrified at the idea.

      “He’s bonking a servant woman, isn’t he?” Dashan asked with a grin.

      “Dash,” Alyx said warningly, irritation flaring.

      Dawn smiled. “No. Remember Howell saying that Alyx’s nightmares remind him of something, but he never finished the sentence?”

      All except for Dashan nodded.

      “Well, something must have been distracting him, because he wasn’t shielding as tightly as he usually does around me. I picked up the finish to his sentence that he didn’t verbalise.” She paused. “Shakar.”

      The table went quiet as the apprentice mages stared at her in confusion. Dashan looked around the table with raised eyebrows. “Somebody going to fill me in?”

      Tarrick frowned. “Are you sure you heard right, Dawn?”

      “It was clear as day. I wouldn’t have said anything unless I was completely certain.”

      “Shakar was killed over fifty years ago,” Finn said.

      Alyx considered that. “Could Howell have been thinking about another mage named Shakar? Is there a mage with that name running around now, Tarrick, one who conveniently has some sort of dream-related magic?”

      “Not that I know of. It’s not a common name.”

      “Excuse me!” Dashan’s irritated voice cut through their discussion. “Can I be clued in on what it is you’re all talking about?”

      Finn gave Dashan a brief rundown of the story of Shakar from the History of Mages. “Alyx talked to our master about her nightmares today.”

      “Finally!” He scowled at her. “And your master thinks this Shakar person is the one causing them?”

      “No,” Alyx said. “Like Finn said, Shakar was killed years ago, before our parents were born.”

      “And presumably before your master was born too, or just after,” Dashan shook his head. “So how can your dreams remind him of a mage he never knew?”

      “Exactly,” Alyx said.

      “Surprised?” Dashan waggled his eyebrows as he correctly read the surprise in her tone. “I do have a half a brain, you know.”

      “A very lonely half.” The response was automatic, her thoughts drawn helplessly back into the remembered terror of the night before. Her mind was still raw from the pain of it, of that voice whispering through the darkness. It left her moody, on edge. The continued discussion about it wasn’t helping.

      “Howell is the council’s head librarian,” Tarrick pointed out, oblivious to her unease. “I’m sure he’s read every book they own, including the ones about Shakar. Maybe one of Shakar’s powers was the ability to create bad dreams? It could be an application of telepathic magic, right?”

      “That’s plausible,” Finn admitted. “Perhaps Alyx’s description of her nightmares caused Howell to remember something he’d read about Shakar.”

      “Which would mean he’s thinking there’s a mage out there, not at DarkSkull, who has the same ability?” Dawn hazarded.

      “I think we should read up more on Shakar,” Finn said. “The library at DarkSkull will help with that. Maybe Dawn’s right and Howell was thinking about Shakar more as a metaphor for something or someone else.”

      “A what for something else?” Dashan asked.

      “Try looking it up in a book,” Alyx muttered, unaccountably irritated by the question. “Oh that’s right, reading isn’t one of your strong points, is it?”

      “You’re in fine form tonight, mage-girl,” Dashan snapped. “At least I can manage not to drop my staff in a fight.”

      “I’d rather be smart and knowledgeable than a brainless soldier any day,” she fired back, her dark mood finding a convenient target in Dashan.

      “Brainless, is it? You’re really flinging about the insults tonight.” His jaw tightened. “At least I’m not cruel.”

      At that, he rose from the table and stalked off to the bar. Alyx turned to see the rest of them staring at her.

      “What?”

      Dawn gave her a look. “That was nasty.”

      Damn. Dawn was right. Guilt uncurled, sweeping through her in an uncomfortable wave. “It was, I know. I’m sorry, I haven’t got a good hold on my temper tonight. These nightmares really have me on edge, and being back at DarkSkull doesn’t help my mood any.”

      “I think you’ll find he knows very well what a metaphor is,” Finn said with a slight smile.

      More irritation. “Then why did he ask?”

      “He was playing dumb. I’ve noticed he does it a lot, especially when you’re around.” Finn’s smile widened. “It’s a very effective technique he uses to irritate you. From what I’ve seen, it works every time.”

      “And you wonder why I was being nasty?” Alyx looked incredulously at Dawn.

      Finn gave her a sympathetic look. “I suspect Dashan is used to being thought of as useless, a wastrel, so he plays the part. It lowers peoples’ expectations and that way it’s less likely he’ll disappoint them.”

      Just like the mask of charm he put on to deflect attention from his pain. She was beginning to wonder if she’d ever truly known Dashan at all, despite having grown up with him in her life. And for Finn to have deduced all this so easily after such a comparatively shorter period of friendship—Alyx despaired sometimes of being the better person she wanted to be.

      “We were having an important discussion,” Tarrick interrupted, voice laced with irritation. “Something about an evil mage? It escapes me.”

      Dawn smiled. “And back to the point, which is, the more we know about Shakar the more likely we are to understand what—or who—is behind Alyx’s nightmares.”

      “If anything,” Finn pointed out. “Howell was right that they could just be really bad nightmares.”

      Dashan reappeared with another mug of ale. “Even the brainless soldier can see that would be possible.”

      “I’m sorry, Dashan,” she said quietly, touching his arm. “I don’t think you’re brainless.”

      “You could have fooled me,” he retorted.

      Alyx glanced up as the door to the inn opened and swore under her breath when it revealed Galien, along with Fengel and Oscar. She hated how he could still make her afraid even from across a crowded room. Her hope he wouldn’t notice them proved vain when his idle glance caught on her watching gaze. Without hesitation, he moved towards them.

      Dashan frowned at their expressions. “What’s going on?”

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t DarkSkull’s finest.” Galien’s mocking voice made Alyx wince. “You should know better than to be out and about at night alone. Bad things could happen.”

      “That sounds suspiciously like a threat.” Dashan was standing before Alyx could react. He was as tall as Galien, but broader in the shoulders and chest. And he wasn’t afraid.

      “Who is this?” Galien’s eyes narrowed. “A man of the blood consorting with Rionnan filth.”

      The reference to his Shiven blood predictably made Dashan’s face darken. Spotting Dashan’s curling fists, Tarrick stood to catch Galien’s attention. “We’re just having a drink,” he said. “Leave us alone, and we’ll leave you alone.”

      Galien laughed. “And who are you to tell me what to do?”

      “Why don’t you back off?” Dashan challenged him, ignoring Tarrick’s attempt to defuse the situation. Recognising the signs of his growing temper, Alyx stood, placing a calming hand on Dashan’s forearm. He shook it off and looked at her. “Who is this guy?”

      “Someone we don’t want to mess with, Dash. Leave it. Please.”

      “Why don’t we go?” Dawn said. “It’s getting late anyway. Galien, you can have our table.”

      “I’ll leave when this piece of filth apologises for his attitude.” Galien pointed a finger at Dashan.

      “How about you apologise!” Dashan’s fist caught Galien by surprise, taking him square in the jaw and sending him stumbling backwards. Galien snarled in fury and lashed out just as quickly, his fist connecting with a sharp crack. Dashan staggered back into the wall, dark eyes snapping with fury. Flames sparked along Galien’s forearms and he pressed his advantage, lunging towards Dashan.

      Stunned by how quickly things had developed, Alyx froze, but Tarrick reacted instantly. He leaped up onto a table between Galien and Dashan, the mother-of-pearl glow of his concussive mage power illuminating his hands and forearms.

      “Stop.” He raised a glowing hand in warning.

      A few drinkers shouted in alarm as they caught sight of what was happening, and people began scrambling away from the scene.

      While the two young men stared each other down—Galien clearly considering how far he was willing to take things—Alyx shook herself out of her momentary shock and jumped up onto the table beside Tarrick. She didn’t know what she’d do if Galien attacked, but there was no way she was leaving Tarrick alone to face him, especially when Dashan was under threat. A quick glance showed her Finn had edged around the table to ensure Dashan was all right, and Dawn was positioning herself behind Tarran and Fengel, discreetly drawing her staff.

      Alyx turned back when her peripheral vision caught Dashan attempting to lunge forward, but Finn held him back, murmuring furiously in the angry Bluecoat’s ear.

      “I could destroy you.” Galien’s voice was ice-cold.

      “Maybe,” Tarrick responded. “But you’d destroy this inn in the process, and what do you think that would do to Romas’s tolerance for having you at DarkSkull? Not to mention the privilege of apprentices being allowed off grounds?”

      The flames along Galien’s arm sparked up and Alyx tensed in readiness, but all at once they died down and he stepped back. “There’ll come a time when there isn’t any inn in the way. You know it’s inevitable.”

      “I do.” Tarrick allowed his power to fade as well, and Alyx relaxed her grip on the staff. “But that’s for another day.”

      

      “Ouch, that really hurt.” Dashan winced as Alyx dabbed at the bleeding gash on his cheekbone. “Who is that guy?”

      “He’s a final year apprentice and a mage of the higher order. Not a particularly good choice of someone to hit.”

      “A mage like you?”

      “Yes, except he can use his magic when he wants to, and he’s very powerful.”

      “And he hates you?” Dashan prompted.

      “Yes. He spent much of last year trying to kill us, well, me in particular, and on one or two occasions almost succeeded.”

      Dashan’s eyes darkened. “You never told anyone. Why?”

      She shrugged. “Once I got safely home, I didn’t want to think about it anymore. I figured if I could forget, everything would go back to the way it had been before I left.”

      Dashan nodded and was silent for a moment. Alyx went to the door of the room—Dawn and Tarrick were still trying to talk the innkeeper out of reporting the incident to Master Romas. Finn was in the kitchens looking for ointment for Dashan’s face.

      “You were really brave out there.”

      Alyx turned at Dashan’s soft words and re-entered the room. “I don’t know what I would have actually done if Galien had attacked.”

      “Neither do I.” His grin returned. “I’ve seen your skill with the staff.”

      She chuckled. “I could have thrown it at him, that might have worked.”

      “You need to be careful. That guy wasn’t kidding. His desire to hurt you all was clear as day.”

      “And you now too, most likely,” she said jokingly, then, “we’ve already survived a year of Galien, we’ll be fine.”

      Comfortable silence filled the space between them, their earlier fight forgotten for the moment.

      “It must have been hard, coming back here,” he ventured into the silence.

      “It was,” she said simply.

      “Oh, I forgot!” Dashan straightened suddenly in his chair, a hand reaching up to dig inside his jacket pocket. “I’ve got a letter for you.”

      She looked at him in surprise. “Ladan responded already?”

      “No, it’s from Cayr.” Dashan passed her a bulky envelope. “I promised him before I left that I’d pass on anything he wrote to you. It was a way for him to get around the no letters rule at DarkSkull.”

      “Oh.” Alyx stared at the smudged writing on the front of the small package, pleasure warming her. “Thank you.”

      “I thought it would involve sneaking in and out of the grounds in the middle of the night and climbing a tower to your bedroom to give them to you, which is why I agreed to do it.” Dashan grinned. “It’s all a bit too easy now, though.”

      Alyx said nothing, her fingers tracing over the letters of her name written in Cayr’s spidery handwriting. Delight and anticipation bubbled in equal measure inside her, and she had to fight an internal war not to rip it open straight away.

      “I can send letters back to him too, if you like,” Dashan said softly into the silence.

      “I appreciate that.” She looked up, giving him a wide, genuine smile.

      “Anytime, mage-girl.”

      “All right. Fresh chamomile tea and a clean bandage coming right up,” Finn said cheerfully as he entered. “No ointment, I’m afraid, but the tea should help relax your soreness.”

      Placing the tea down, Finn busied himself inspecting Alyx’s cleaning job on Dashan’s gash before efficiently applying the bandage.

      “Make sure you clean that out regularly, at least once a day,” he said once he was done. “If it opens up again, apply pressure to stop the bleeding. There’s no damage to your cheekbone that I can tell, but your face will be pretty stiff and sore for a day or two.”

      “That’s nothing new. Thanks, Finn.”

      “No problem. We should head off now, though, or we’ll miss curfew. At least the others have managed to prevent the innkeeper from reporting us, which is probably the only good thing to happen this evening.”

      “Okay.” Alyx stood and rubbed tired eyes. “Take it easy for at least a day, Dash, and we’ll see you soon.”

      “Sparring lessons in two days, I haven’t forgotten,” he sing-songed at her.

      “Good night.” She rolled her eyes and went to leave, but paused in the doorway. “I really don’t think you’re brainless.”

      “I know.” His face was sombre as he peered up at her. “That’s what scares me.”

      

      Alyx read Cayr’s letter as soon as they got back to their dormitory, straining her eyes in the dim light of the moon coming through their window.

      Dearest Alyx,

      It’s been nearly a month since you left, and I think I lasted about half a day before missing you terribly. My whole life, as far back as I can remember, you’ve been there. I still haven’t adjusted to that not being the case anymore, even though we went through it last year too.

      I didn’t tell you before you left, I was still processing all of it, but Alyx—I’m so proud of what you’re doing. I need you to know that I respect the choice you’ve made, and I think it was the right one for so many reasons. I will never not want a future with you. And the idea of a queen who stands at my side as a powerful woman in her own right... it makes me smile every time I think about it.

      Not a lot of note has happened here since you left. I see your father a lot—he seems tired, but well. He misses you as much as I do, though. He works tirelessly at my father’s side, and I hope one day to have the same support from my senior lords.

      I hope things are going well for you at DarkSkull. I hope they’re better than they were for you last year. And if they’re not, well, I know you’ll face it down and come out the other side even stronger.

      Write back if you can.

      I love you,

      Cayr

      She re-read the note several times before folding it carefully away in her chest and climbing into bed. That night she fell asleep with a smile on her face and slept a deep, restful sleep, nightmare free.
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      “Even I’m getting sick of the amount of homework Master Prajana gives us,” Finn grumbled.

      Alyx nodded absently, pulling her cloak more tightly around her as she frowned over the book in her lap. Rain spattered against the windowpane she leaned on, while a small fire flickered in the grate of the circular tower room, providing both light and heat.

      Their first assigned watchtower duty had so far proven uneventful. Alyx smiled at the memory of how eagerly Tarrick had sat in the assembly where Rothai had outlined what was required of them while on duty, back straight and eyes shining.

      More strongly affected by their role in the last attack, especially given what had happened to Brynn, she and the twins were less enthused. She had no desire to be the first line of defence against an attack, but as with most things at DarkSkull, she had no choice in the matter.

      The single advantage Alyx could see to being on guard duty was the fact they weren’t required to attend their usual classes during the time they were on shift. Of course, for each of the classes they missed, they were given notes to read and assignments to complete before their return.

      This was their first night on duty—manning the south-eastern tower for a two-day stretch—and Alyx been cooped up in the tower room with Tarrick and the twins for most of the afternoon, completing their mapping and languages work. Cario had disappeared several hours earlier, claiming he would guard the front entrance to the tower.

      Tarrick lay sprawled on the floor, book open in front of him, small concussion ball hovering over his head to give him extra light to read. It was something Howell had suggested as a method of practicing his control. Alyx stifled a laugh as, while she watched, the little ball exploded with a loud pop. Scowling, Tarrick jerked a finger and another one appeared over his head. She counted that as his seventh for the evening.

      “Surely we’ll get some leeway?” Dawn said, coughing to hide her chuckle.

      “Ha!” Alyx snorted. “You really think Prajana is going to care that we missed two days of classes when she gives us our test next Fifthday?”

      “Guard duty is an honour,” Tarrick said soberly.

      “I’m glad you’re so excited by it,” Finn said. “I assume that means you’ll be the one staying awake all through the cold night so the rest of us can get some sleep?”

      Tarrick turned and gave him a quick smile. “I don’t think I’m quite that excited.”

      “Stop distracting me,” Alyx murmured absently. “I have two precious days to try and make some headway with Shiven verb pronunciation.”

      “Still haven’t caught up yet?” Finn asked sympathetically.

      “I’m getting there,” she said. “And I don’t intend to give up.” Despite how much time that meant she had to spend outside of classes studying instead of resting or relaxing with Tarrick and the twins. Maintaining her motivation was a struggle, particularly in subjects that didn’t interest her.

      “You’re doing well in strategy class, though,” Dawn said. “Master Rogan was astonished the other day when you solved his puzzle before anyone else in the class.”

      Alyx smiled as she remembered the glow of pride that she’d felt. “Strategy classes make more sense to me than the stupid Shiven language.”

      “Here,” Finn slid a sheaf of papers across the floor towards her. “My notes from last class. See if that helps.”

      “Thanks. You’re a gem.”

      “This is where you Rionnans suffer from a poor education system,” Tarrick raised his head from his book. “It appals me how little you all know about things crucial to a mage’s life.”

      “Rionn doesn’t really consider learning the Shiven language to be all that important,” Finn said.

      “And you wonder why the Shiven army is beating down your door.”

      “Tarrick, enough,” Alyx said wearily. “We’re trying to study.”

      “I’m just trying to make a point. The Shiven and Tregayan languages are taught to children in Zandia, even those that don’t become mages. You Rionnans close yourselves off in a little bubble, as if there’s no wider world around your country.”

      “Tarrick—” Dawn tried to speak, but he cut her off.

      “I’m right,” he insisted. “If you had a thriving trade relationship with Shivasa, one their economy depended on, it would be substantially more difficult for them to invade you. As it is, they seem to have simply decided to take what they want.”

      He was right. Alyx had learned enough to understand his argument and see that it made perfect sense, but she certainly wasn’t going to admit that to him.

      “Tarrick, I’m not sure that it’s Finn, Alyx and my fault that Rionn has such a ‘poor’ education system,” Dawn said.

      Finn changed the subject. “Did you know that the Shiven actually elect their leader?”

      “Really?” Alyx looked up from her notes, interested.

      “Yes. The leadership of Shivasa isn’t hereditary,” Finn said. “Their voting system isn’t perfect; often the choices are few, and it seems to me the process can be corrupted, but it is an interesting way to do things.”

      “How do you know this stuff?” Tarrick asked.

      “I read,” Finn said smugly. “Learn about that in your fancy Zandian education did you?”

      Tarrick settled for responding with a scowl.

      “And if your Zandian teaching is so comprehensive, why does Cario get better marks than you in all our languages work?” Dawn asked.

      Tarrick’s scowl deepened. “Cario gets better marks than everyone in the class. Besides, just because they teach it in Zandia, it doesn’t mean I paid attention in my classes.”

      Alyx bit back a smile and returned to her notes.

      “Do you think it would be inappropriate for me to invite Dashan to the festival dance?” Dawn asked aloud.

      There was a brief silence at this abrupt change in subject, then;

      “Like as your partner?” Finn spluttered.

      “The festival is still months away,” Tarrick spoke simultaneously.

      “Yes, as my partner, and Tarrick, there’s no harm in planning ahead,” Dawn said. “We missed the dance last year because of the attack on DarkSkull. The festival is one of the very few fun things that ever happens here, and I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Perhaps we could discuss your love life at another time?” Finn said plaintively.

      Dawn ignored her brother. “Alyx, what do you think?”

      “Dashan isn’t exactly the courting type, Dawn.” Alyx stifled a yawn. “But if you want to ask him, go ahead.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “Why would I mind?” Alyx looked up again from Finn’s notes, mystified.

      “You’re old friends, aren’t you?”

      “Sure.” Alyx shrugged. “But if you’re asking whether it bothers me, it doesn’t. I will warn you to be careful, though. Dash isn’t the marrying and settling down type. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “You think he would hurt me?”

      “Not intentionally, no.” Alyx meant her words. “But Dash is who he is, and that won’t change.”

      “Can we get back to the subject at hand now?” Finn said.

      “Which was what, again?” Tarrick asked. “Rionn being a bubble or Shivasa electing its leader?”

      “Anything but who my sister wants to take to the festival dance does me fine,” Finn grumbled.

      “How about some silence so I can read Finn’s notes without being distracted?” Alyx suggested.

      Silence fell for a short while, interspersed with the crackling of the flames. Alyx glanced out the window into the dark night every now and then, giving her eyes a break from the small, spidery writing she was reading. There wasn’t much to see beyond the rivulets of rain running down the window. Winter had begun in Tregaya and it had been snowing earlier in the day, with more expected the next morning.

      It grew late, but while she was tired, Alyx preferred to keep studying. It was something that kept her occupied and held off sleep. She’d not had another nightmare since the last, but it was only a matter of time. Howell hadn’t gotten back to her with any advice and she was torn about what she wanted his response to be. If they were just nightmares, then there was no solution. She’d have to suffer through until they eventually went away, if they ever did. On the other hand, if someone was doing this to her... she wasn’t sure she wanted confirmation of that. It was a truly terrifying idea.

      She was startled from her thoughts as Finn closed his book with a thump, then dragged over a bag he had brought with him. Opening it, he pulled out several thick, dusty books he’d clearly pilfered from the library.

      “I’ve had enough study for one day,” he said in response to their questioning looks. “And I thought we’d intended to learn more about Shakar, so I brought some books that might help.”

      Their response was forestalled by the tower door creaking open and Cario making an appearance. A cold draft seeped into the room, and Alyx shivered.

      “Is there a problem?” Tarrick asked immediately.

      He closed the door, rubbing his hands together. “No. I thought I’d come up where it’s warm for a little while.”

      “Someone should be on the front door.”

      “Alyx is sitting at the window overlooking the front door. She’ll notice anyone coming, I’m sure,” Cario pointed out as he crossed to the fireplace, his gaze falling on Finn’s pile of books. “How did you get those out from under Howell’s nose?”

      “With great stealth,” Finn said.

      “How is studying those books any different from doing homework, Finn?” Alyx asked pointedly.

      “We do need to get to the bottom of your nightmares.” Tarrick’s firm tone decided the matter. “Good idea, Finn. Come on, let’s get reading.”

      “I got one for each of us.” Finn passed them out.

      When he reached Cario, the young man simply raised his eyebrows. “How exactly is us reading those going to help with Alyx’s nightmares?”

      “We’re hoping they’ll help us learn more about Shakar.”

      “I don’t see the connection,” Cario said in genuine mystification.

      “We think Shakar might have had the ability to enter people’s minds and give them nightmares,” Dawn explained.

      Cario shook his head. “Even if he did, learning about it isn’t going to explain where Alyx’s nightmares are coming from. Count me out.”

      “And that’s another item on the list of things Cario doesn’t care about,” Alyx muttered. “My nightmares.”

      “You catch on quick, Egalion. I like that about you.”

      She scowled at him, but he was already turning away. Finn shrugged and returned to his spot by the window. Alyx pushed aside her annoyance at Cario, opened the book Finn had given her, and did her best to pay attention to the words on the page.

      Cario dragged the room’s only chair over to the fire, then settled himself comfortably in it, feet stretched toward the warmth. When Alyx glanced over a little while later, his eyes were closed.

      They read deep into the night, the sound of the fire crackling in the grate and the rain tapping at the windows the only sounds filling the room. Alyx learned all about the various towns Shakar had destroyed in his effort to take over the rule of the council. There had been many.

      “This Shakar seems to have been a pretty nasty character,” Finn commented, breaking the silence.

      “You don’t say,” Tarrick muttered.

      “Seriously, do none of you grasp the concept that guard duty means two days of no work?” Cario drawled sleepily. “Put the books away and do something more interesting.”

      “He’s right, it’s late and I’ve learned nothing useful,” Dawn said. “We should get some rest. How about we hit the books again in the morning?”

      “Sounds good.” Tarrick yawned and stretched. “I’ll take the first watch, walk around a bit to keep myself awake. Finn, I’ll wake you in two hours.”

      “I’ll just stay right here,” Cario waved his hand languidly. “I’m not really suited to night shifts.”
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      When Alyx woke the next morning after an early dawn watch, it was to find the world outside carpeted in white. Finn was looking dubiously out the window as she entered the tiny kitchen on the ground floor to find something to eat.

      “One of us is going to have to go out on patrol,” he said glumly.

      “I’ll go,” she offered.

      “Really?” Tarrick perked up. “I was going to suggest Cario go, since he refused to do a watch shift last night, but I get the feeling nobody makes Cario do anything he doesn’t want to do.”

      “I don’t mind. It will be good to get out of these walls for a while, and I’m supposed to meet up with Dashan for a training session later anyway.”

      “Alyx, we love you dearly.” Dawn smiled.

      “I’ll even bring you a cup of tea.” Tarrick poured it from a bubbling pot and delivered it to her at the table.

      Alyx chuckled and drank the hot liquid, relishing it as it warmed her insides and woke up her sluggish brain. Once she’d eaten—toast made especially for her by Finn—she went to collect her warm cloak and staff.

      Tingo was as eager as she was to escape the confines of the tower’s tiny stables, and he danced about energetically in the snow while she saddled him.

      “We’ll expect you back after midday,” Dawn called from the doorway. “If you’re not back, we’ll come after you.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Alyx promised as she swung herself into the saddle.

      Tingo half-reared in exception to being held in, so she loosened the reins and he was off like a shot. Her staff tapped against her back as he stretched into a gallop, and she took him up towards the top of the valley wall, then along the DarkSkull border wall down to the southwestern tower.

      Everything looked fine; the snow was unbroken the entire way, and the woods around the southwestern tower were quiet. Jayn was amongst the group of apprentices on guard there, and emerged from the front door as Alyx rode up.

      “Hi, Alyx.” Jayn gave her a friendly wave. “I was about to ride up to the north-eastern tower to check on Tari and the others. Everything quiet down your way?”

      “It’s all fine.”

      “That’s a good thing. You don’t want something to go wrong on your very first shift.”

      “Absolutely not.” Alyx smiled. “I’d best get going. Have a good day.”

      “You too.”

      Tingo had made good time, and after farewelling Jayn, Alyx turned him down into the valley. They cantered past the frozen-over summer pools and continued further down the narrow path to the open field. It, too, was a carpet of white, and her breath steamed as she reined in and looked around.

      A single figure caught her eye, and she urged Tingo into a canter towards him. Snow sprayed from the stallion’s iron-shod hooves, liberally covering Dashan in the stuff as Alyx rode up at a gallop before reining in at the last moment.

      “Thanks very much, Egalion,” he said, shaking snow from his hair.

      “I’d say sorry, but we both know I wouldn’t mean it,” she said lightly.

      He scowled. “I’m surprised you came, considering the weather.”

      “We’re on guard duty up at the south-eastern tower, and I needed to get out for a while.” She shrugged. “Plus, I feel like I’ve actually made some progress recently.” Not enough to get past her fear of Fengel during sparring class, but progress nonetheless.

      “The snow will be good practice for you, too. Come on, get down here, mage-girl.”

      Alyx jumped down from the saddle and took off her cloak, leaving it across Tingo’s back as he bent his head to snuffle for grass. She unhooked her staff, then swept it around her in wide circles, warming up her muscles.

      Dashan followed suit. “Let’s see if you can actually land a hit on me today.”

      Alyx had learned enough by now that she could hold her own in a light warm-up session. When she swallowed her instinctive defensiveness around him, Dashan was actually a good teacher, in much the same way Finn was. And like her lessons with Finn, Alyx found that if she paid attention and tried hard, she was a quick learner.

      Fighting in the snow was challenging. The stuff was ankle-deep and constricting when she tried to make quick moves to attack or defend. At one point as they were warming up, Dashan slipped and fell on his behind. Alyx burst into laughter, shaking so much that she was too distracted to avoid his hand as it lashed out to grab her wrist and drag her down after him. Snow soaked through her breeches, making her shiver.

      “You look so young when you laugh.” He shook his head, pulling her to her feet.

      “Implying I look old most of the time?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “You look tired most of the time,” he corrected. “Not just physically, but like you’re weary to the soul. It makes you look older than you are.”

      “I could say the same thing about you.” She lunged at him with her staff, managing not to slip on the snow.

      Dashan blocked her attack, the sound of cracking wood echoing across the field. When he launched a counter, she stepped agilely aside, bringing her staff up to slide along his in a deflection. In the moment before the two staffs disengaged, she gathered herself and gave a quick flick of her wrist, employing strength from her core as she pushed out. Dashan’s staff flew outwards, leaving him wide open to her attack. Her staff came within a whisker of his stomach before his lightning reflexes brought his staff swinging back in to knock hers away.

      “Nice, mage-girl!” He stopped, genuinely pleased. “You almost had me.”

      “Almost,” she grumbled. Damn! She needed to be quicker.

      “Again,” he instructed, moving to attack almost before the word had left his mouth.

      For the next half hour there were few words as they concentrated on keeping their breath for sparring. At one point, Alyx went for a period of several minutes without Dashan landing a hit on her, surprising both of them. And as she grew more comfortable with the fundamentals of grip and footwork he demanded, his instructions began to make more sense. Her increasing skill only made him more merciless, though, and he began exerting himself more, coming closer to using his full strength and speed. Several times he got through her guard and delivered a resounding blow to her ribs, shoulders or stomach.

      “Watch it,” she warned after one particularly painful tap to the ribs. “I might lose my temper and set your clothing alight or something.”

      “Pleasant,” he remarked between blows. “I take the time to teach you, and you threaten to set me on fire.”

      “Ha! Face it, Dash, the only reason you’re doing this is so you can regularly take the opportunity to hit me with that thing.”

      “Well, when you put it like that.” He grinned. “Seriously, though, how is your training going?”

      She stopped, stepping back and taking the opportunity to catch her breath. Her stamina was improving steadily too, but it irritated her immensely that while she was red-faced and panting, Dashan had barely broken a sweat. “You really want to know?”

      “Stop looking at me as if I’ve sprouted another head,” he said, breath steaming in the cold air. “I wouldn’t have asked otherwise.”

      “I still haven’t been able to use a shred of magic since I got here.”

      “Except when you lost your temper at me,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, except then. I’m starting to think Howell was wrong about me, that I don’t really have much power at all.”

      Dashan appeared to consider that for a moment, leaning comfortably on his staff. “You know what the problem is, don’t you?”

      “Enlighten me,” she said dryly.

      “Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but hurling a wooden staff across a field and shooting concussion bursts from your hands are not indications of somebody with only a little bit of power.”

      “Not generally, no,” she acknowledged. “But I’m not really an expert on mage lore.”

      “Your problem seems to be that you’re unable to consciously wield your magic. Because when you’re angry, or afraid, or your loved ones are in danger, your power comes instinctively, correct?”

      “I hadn’t really thought of it like that, but yes.”

      “There you go then.”

      “There I go what?”

      Dashan smiled, brown eyes twinkling at her, but then his face turned serious. “You’re blocking yourself. When you actively try to use your magic, you’re subconsciously preventing yourself from accessing it. You’re only able to use it when you’re not thinking about it.”

      “Why would I be blocking myself?” She frowned.

      “That’s something you’ll have to answer, but if I had to guess, I’d say it had something to do with you killing that man at DarkSkull last year during the attack on the watchtower. I’m sure killing more Shiven in Alistriem didn’t help either. You don’t want to kill anybody else, so you’re afraid of your magic.”

      His words sliced through the thin scab that had formed over the emotions she’d mostly buried since that night, sending them spilling everywhere. She stared at him, trying desperately not to show anything on her face. “How do you know about the watchtower?” she managed.

      “I heard Dawn say something to Finn, back in Alistriem.” Dashan shrugged. “I asked her about it. She didn’t want to tell me, so don’t blame her. I was insistent.”

      She shook her head, grasping for composure and not quite finding it. “Does Cayr…”

      “No, Cayr wasn’t around.”

      Alyx looked at her feet. “I killed him in cold blood, Dashan. I looked at him, and I wanted him dead, and then my magic killed him.”

      “The way Dawn tells it, the warrior was about to kill Finn. If you hadn’t killed him Finn might be dead now, and you might too.” He paused. “You lost a friend that night, too, she said?”

      “Brynn.” Alyx swallowed back tears, still unable to look at Dashan.

      “That only makes the effect that night had on you worse. But Alyx, I think it’s time you forgive yourself for what happened. It was an awful situation, but you did what you had to do and came out the other side.”

      “I came out the other side broken,” she whispered.

      “Not broken,” he said gently. “Just older. And less innocent. Brynn’s loss wasn’t your fault, and that Shiven wouldn’t have died if he hadn’t tried to hurt people you love.”

      “It’s not that easy.” Alyx dug at the snow with her boot. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      She was so lost in memories of that night that it took her a moment to realise that Dashan had gone silent. She looked up to find him staring down at the ground, the hard look on his face again.

      “Dash?”

      He looked up at her voice, and for a moment she saw so much pain reflected in his expressive brown eyes that she almost gasped. It was gone in a second, and a bland expression settled over his face.

      “Come on, let’s go again.”

      “No,” she said firmly.

      “Alyx…”

      “Tell me.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Anger flared. “So you get to stand there and tell me all about what’s wrong with me, but when I ask what’s wrong with you, you tell me to go away? That’s not fair.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

      “Now you’re lying,” she said evenly.

      “I killed people too.” The words burst out of him, raw and bitter. “I killed people too, Alyx.”

      She stared at him, surprised that he’d given in. “When you were posted to the disputed area?”

      He gave a sharp nod, his jaw still tightly clenched. “I can’t tell you, even if I wanted to. I don’t have the words. I just don’t.”

      “If you…” Alyx took a breath, injecting as much sincerity as she could into her voice. He had to know she meant this. “If you want to talk, I’m here.”

      He barked out a laugh. “The last thing I want is your pity.”

      That sparked her temper. “I told you before that I don’t pity you, Dash, at least not for the reasons you think,” she snapped. “I offered to talk because I know what it’s like, and I had nobody there who really understood when it happened to me. I wasn’t pitying you, I was trying to help.”

      Wondering why she’d even bothered, Alyx picked up her staff from where it had fallen and stalked off.

      “Why do you pity me then?” His voice followed her across the snow.

      “What?” She turned back.

      “You said you don’t pity me for the reasons I think. Why then?”

      Her anger made her more honest than she otherwise might have been.

      “I pity the drinking, and the women, and the gambling. You think you’re not worth anything so you don’t even try. It’s such a waste, because you’re far from worthless.”

      He had nothing to say in response, and she thought he might be genuinely taken-aback by her words. Had no one ever said anything like that to him before? Of course not came the instant answer—who else in his life would care enough to? Only Cayr, but he loved Dashan blindly, seeing past his faults rather than understanding them. Abruptly she felt emotionally and physically drained, missing the simplicity and depth of Cayr’s love badly. “I have to get back.”

      She wasn’t sure he even heard her—his gaze was far off in the distance, jaw clenched tightly.

      Alyx had her foot in the stirrup when a shadowy movement in the trees lining the field caught her eye. At the same time, she felt a whisper of thought in her mind. She tried to catch it, to follow it, but as usual her powers weren’t working on command.

      “What is it?” Dashan asked.

      “It’s probably nothing. Can you stay here a moment, watch my back?”

      Sensing no danger, Alyx walked across the snow towards the trees. A frozen stream lay beyond the edge of the field, and she jumped it lightly, holding her staff loose in her hand. Her breath frosted in the icy air, and although instinct told her everything was fine, all her senses were alert. The flicker of movement came again, but she was ready for it this time. Brushing past tree branches into a tiny clearing, she stopped dead at the sight of a cloaked figure a few paces away.

      Almost in slow motion, he pushed back the hood of his black mages’ cloak. Her breath sucked in with a hiss, eyes widening at the familiar face revealed beneath the hood. She swayed slightly, fingers clenching around her staff, shock, disbelief and astonishment warring within her.

      “Alyx.” He smiled; that cheerful, sparkling smile she remembered so well. Her heart leapt into her throat, the disbelief vanishing.

      “Brynn?”
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      It couldn’t be! She’d missed him and hoped for so long... could he really be standing there across the clearing from her? His name sounded wonderful on her lips, and she knew she was gaping, but couldn’t help it.

      “It’s really me.”

      Alyx crossed the clearing at a run. He moved to meet her, and they hugged fiercely in the middle. She wrapped her arms around him as tightly as she could, needing to feel how real and warm he was.

      “What happened?” She stepped back eventually, words rushing from her. “They took you… Romas said… he said you were dead… Oh, Brynn, I missed you so much.”

      “Me too.” He was still smiling.

      Behind them, the bushes rustled. Brynn’s eyes shifted to the space behind Alyx. She looked back to see Dashan had moved to stand behind her. His hand rested on the hilt of his sword, dark eyes watchful. “Everything okay?”

      “It’s fine. I...” Her surprise was so powerful it was hard to find words. “Dash, this is Brynn.”

      His eyes widened. “Your friend you told me about? The one that died?”

      “I’m the one.” Brynn’s smile widened into a grin. “I’m not quite dead yet, though. And who might you be?”

      “This is Dashan Caverlock,” Alyx explained. “He commands my Bluecoat detail.”

      “I see. She told me about you too,” Brynn said, his eyes taking in Dashan’s protective stance with slight amusement.

      “It’s good to meet you, Brynn.” Dashan offered his hand.

      Brynn returned the handshake. “I’m sorry Alyx, but I don’t have much time and I need to speak with you before I leave.”

      “I’ll leave you to it.” Dashan stepped back. “I’ll see you for our next lesson, Alyx?”

      “Sure.” She nodded absently, eyes still fixed on Brynn, drinking in the sight of him. Tears welled in her eyes as the reality of it crashed down around her.

      “You’re really here,” she whispered.

      “I am.”

      “What happened? We truly thought you were dead. Where have you been all this time?” Her shoulders straightened, the words flowing on without giving him a chance to respond. “The others are up at the watchtower. They’ll be thrilled to see you—come with me and you can answer all our questions at once.”

      “I can’t.” Some of the light faded from his eyes. “In fact, they can’t even know I’m alive. It’s too much of a risk.”

      A beat of silence passed. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      Brynn stepped closer, speaking quickly and intently. “During the attack on the watchtower, I went with Galien willingly. He and Fengel took me away from DarkSkull to a council safe house. I was acting on orders from Master Romas and the council. The orders came only days before the attack, and I was instructed to tell nobody—they threatened me with expulsion from the order if I did.”

      “Wait, they knew the attack was coming?”

      “They’d been tracking the Shiven for a week and planned to use the attack as a diversion for faking my death. Their information was bad, and they didn’t know about the second unit of Shiven who attacked the tower we were at.”

      I don’t believe this. The words were on the tip of her tongue, but never came out. She did believe it. The council weren’t above manipulating circumstances to their advantage, even if that meant risking lives.

      “They thought they knew the full extent of the attack and could drive the Shiven away without any real risk to DarkSkull or its students,” Brynn added, as if that made it better.

      And afterwards Romas and Rothai had stood before her and told her bare-faced that Brynn was presumed dead. Even seeing how much Brynn’s loss had affected Alyx. Her underlying anger at both men twisted in that moment, turning into something bitter and dark.

      “What did they want from you?” she asked Brynn.

      “They wanted me to become a spy.”

      She frowned, anger momentarily driven away by confusion. Brynn had only been an initiate at the time, nowhere near a fully trained mage. “What? Why?”

      “You know about my mage talent, my voice?” he said, continuing when Alyx nodded. “What you don’t know is the full scope of it. When I want to, I can make people listen, I can influence them with my voice.”

      “You never told us that.” All she remembered was his unique ability to imitate any sound after only hearing it once.

      “I never realised I could use my power that way until Romas told me.”

      “You agreed to be a spy?” Alyx couldn’t understand it, not from Brynn with his cheerful nature and warm personality.

      “They told me I was needed, that I could do good work.”

      “And have you?”

      “I’ve undertaken many tasks successfully for the council.”

      Alyx’s temper flared, though it wasn’t all directed at Brynn. “We thought you were dead! We mourned you... you have no idea how much your loss affected us. I have nightmares!”

      His green eyes darkened as her words hit him, but he remained resolute. “I told you, I had no choice. Either I followed orders or was expelled.”

      “Why are you here now?”

      “I’m taking a calculated risk. You’re my friend, and I needed you to know. I needed someone apart from my family to know that I still exist.”

      The pain in his voice tugged at her. “So the council doesn’t know you’re here?”

      “No.”

      “Why tell me and not the others?”

      “We both know thoughts can be read. The more people that know, the greater risk the council learns I’ve breached their trust.”

      “Telepaths can read my mind too, Brynn.”

      “You’re strong enough to keep them out.”

      “No, I’m not,” she said helplessly.

      “Of course you are.” He smiled suddenly. “It’s really good to see you.”

      “I still don’t understand,” she said, sensing he wasn’t telling her the full truth. She’d uncovered so many lies in the past year it was becoming easier and easier to pick them out. “Will I see you again?”

      He nodded. “I’ll be back and forth from DarkSkull over the next few months. My work is so lonely, I’d really like to maintain some connection to all of you. The Mage Council…”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” A shadow flickered over his face and was gone as quickly as it had come. “But I have to ask… I was astonished to learn you’d returned to DarkSkull. What happened? How are you?”

      “Miserable.” She huffed a breath. “Not much has changed there.”

      “Did your father go back on his promise?”

      “No,” she said simply. “I chose to return.”

      He smiled in sympathy. “I get the sense there’s a long story behind that decision.”

      “Long and complicated,” she said dryly.

      Brynn gestured in the direction Dashan had gone. “The Bluecoat is very protective of you.”

      “He has to be; he’s in charge of my guard detail.”

      “I like him.”

      Bemused, Alyx shrugged. “Good.”

      Brynn shook himself, as if realising he was lingering too long. “Next time I’m here, we’ll talk more, I promise,” he said.

      She sighed, torn between being overjoyed and worried. “Stay safe, Brynn. I don’t want to lose you again.”

      He gave her his old smile, the sight of it bringing tears to her eyes, then turned and was gone. She waited in the clearing for several moments after he’d vanished from sight, trying to convince herself he’d actually been there.

      What he’d had to tell her was troubling in a way that made her uneasy right to her core, even though she couldn’t have said why. And her anger at what Romas had done to her... still, seeing Brynn again, knowing he was alive, it was as if one of the small tears in her spirit had been mended. When she finally turned to walk back to Tingo, it was with a wide smile spread across her face.

      

      Tarrick and the others looked surprised by the cheerful energy bubbling in Alyx when she returned to the watchtower, and they teased her about her uncharacteristically good mood.

      “It’s nothing.” She tried to shrug it off.

      “I’ve never known icy cold and heavy snow to put anyone in such a good mood,” Finn muttered.

      Dawn gave her a few strange looks, as if her magic picked up that something had happened from Alyx’s mind, but she was too good a friend to pry.

      “I’m fine, Dawn,” she told her friend later. “Truly. I promise.”

      And oddly enough, her words were true. Something inside her had shifted and settled at seeing Brynn alive, leaving her feeling more grounded than before. Not that it was easy to have to lie to her friends—Dawn in particular still suffered Brynn’s loss, and now Alyx was forced to keep the truth from her for his sake. Once again, the council’s manoeuvring was forcing her into actions she detested.

      And in the dark hours of the night, Brynn’s words played through her waking thoughts and dreams. The council had allowed the attack on DarkSkull to go ahead. Romas had allowed it. That knowledge only reinforced her determination to never trust them.

      Not with anything.

      

      Winter arrived with gusto, bringing with it bitterly cold temperatures and heavy snows. One morning classes had to be cancelled after a blizzard the night before left snowbanks reaching almost to the first-floor windows around the dormitory buildings. Instead, the students spent most of the day digging entrances and pathways between buildings.

      Two weeks after their first watchtower duty, Alyx and Finn walked together towards the library, having left breakfast early to get some studying in. The previous night had seen more heavy snowfall, and thick grey clouds still hung low over the valley, shrouding everything in thick fog.

      “She’ll definitely put sentence structure in the test,” Finn said. “And there’s always a spelling component.”

      “Right. What about tense? I still struggle with that—it makes no sense the way the Zandian language uses it.”

      “That’s still pretty advanced, I don’t think...” Finn stopped walking and chuckled as one of the outbuildings loomed out of the fog ahead of them. “We got off the path somehow.”

      “I should concentrate more on where I’m walking.” Alyx smiled at their silliness and turned around. The smile dropped from her face when she saw Galien standing there, a smirk on his face.

      “You never seem to learn, do you, Egalion?” he said. “Me, on the other hand? Well, I quite enjoy foggy mornings like this. They offer quite the… well, opportunity.”

      “Go for Tarrick,” Alyx muttered.

      “I’m not leaving you.” Finn shook his head minutely. “He’d stop me, anyway.”

      “Imagine my astonishment to see you both leave the dining hall so early,” Galien continued, amusement threading his voice now.

      Alyx cursed herself for her stupidity; she’d been so focused on the upcoming test, feeling like she was finally catching up on her classes, that she hadn’t considered the risks in venturing out alone into the fog with Finn. They’d grown complacent.

      Galien looked between them, seemingly enjoying the looks of fear on their faces, before he gave a casual shrug. “No need for more chatter.”

      Finn gave a stifled cry, his hands grabbing at his throat as he began to choke. Alyx reached instinctively for her staff, but Galien wrenched it from her hands with his power and sent it flying into the fog. It landed with a thud some distance away. Finn stumbled to his knees, his face turning an alarming shade of red. Panic threatened to overwhelm her, and with it came a searing warmth in her forearms.

      Galien didn’t miss the emergence of Alyx’s magic and his eyes dragged insultingly over her, literally daring her to do something. Unable to remain strong in the face of his utter contempt and overwhelming strength, the light in her arms faded. Her knees started to buckle but Galien leapt forward, grabbing her shoulders and pushing her hard up against the stone wall. She winced as ice-cold stone dug into her shoulder blades.

      “You are pathetic,” he hissed in her ear.

      Trapped against the wall, suffocated by his sheer physical presence and magic, Alyx didn’t even try to struggle. His dark eyes gleamed with triumph and hatred as they burned into hers. Finn remained curled on the ground, clutching weakly at his throat. The terror in her mixed sickeningly with self-hatred at her helplessness.

      “Useless,” Galien murmured.

      The sound of voices through the fog saved them. Galien leaned closer, his breath warm on her frozen skin, his fingers trailing down her cheek before closing painfully around her throat.

      “I’m going to kill you one day. We both know it. Why don’t you just leave? Go home to your pretty dresses and rich father. Marry your prince. There’s no need for any of this.”

      He was gone before she could summon a reply, striding gracefully away and disappearing into the fog. Gasping for air, Alyx sagged against the wall, trying to blink through the blurriness in her vision. As soon as she’d managed some sort of clarity she stumbled over to Finn, relief swamping her to see him sitting up, winded but alive.

      “You okay?” she rasped.

      He nodded, still trying to suck in air. She took his hand and helped him stagger to his feet.

      “We should go before he comes back,” Finn mumbled.

      Ignoring him, she spun and kicked the wall hard, once, twice, three times, ignoring the pain stabbing through her foot. “Damn it!”

      “Alyx, calm down.” Finn grabbed her shoulder but she yanked away from him.

      “I hate what he does, and I hate that I can’t do anything about it,” she cried out, kicking the wall once more for good measure. “I should be better than this, and I’m not. I’m weak.”

      “You’re not weak,” Finn said firmly. “Come on, we’re in no shape to study. Let’s go back to the others.”

      Her shoulders slumped, but she nodded agreement and followed him in silence back to the dining hall. Tarrick was going to be furious.

      

      Alyx struggled to concentrate in their first class with Renwick. Her heart still hadn’t calmed and the sweat drying on her skin left her clammy and uncomfortable.

      Shifting slightly, she glanced over at Finn. He appeared to be paying close attention to Renwick, but his left foot was jiggling rapidly and his left hand kept lifting halfway to his bruised throat before dropping back to the desk. Nearby, Dawn tossed concerned glances between Alyx and her brother.

      Alyx caught her glance, mouthing, “We’re fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Dawn’s mental voice was clear.

      Alyx nodded firmly, and Dawn settled back at her desk with one lingering glance towards Finn. They were fine, Alyx assured herself, though it certainly hadn’t felt like it earlier.

      By the time the class ended, she had calmed down, but her throat ached, her toes throbbed and she still felt twitchy from the leftover adrenaline. Vivid black and purple bruising had grown to full prominence around Finn’s throat, and though Alyx’s wasn’t as bad Dawn and Tarrick insisted they both report to the healers.

      “It’s nothing, just bruising,” Finn said.

      “He’s right, Dawn,” Alyx said. “Besides, going to class will help distract me. Sitting around in the healers’ wing isn’t going to help.”

      “We’re all to blame.” Tarrick said angrily. “Just because Galien was quiet for a while doesn’t mean he will continue to be. We have to go back to last year, when we were careful to a fault. Understand?”

      “Yes,” Finn mumbled.

      “Don’t do it again.”

      “We won’t, I promise,” Alyx said, and meant it. Even catching up on classes wasn’t worth her life.

      “What happened to you two?” Cario joined them on their way to Howell’s class. “Some sort of weird choking competition?”

      “Galien happened,” Dawn said succinctly.

      “Ah.”

      “We’re touched by your evident concern,” Finn said dryly.

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled.

      “Tomorrow is Seventhday and our day off.” Tarrick changed the subject, probably trying to cheer them up. “How about a trip into Weeping Stead?”

      “No way.” Alyx shook her head. “If Dash gets one look at these bruises on my neck, nothing short of an army of mages would stop him and the Bluecoats marching in here to try and make Galien pay. Then Galien would kill him, and it would all be a disaster.”

      “I suppose that’s true.” Tarrick’s shoulders sagged.

      “It’s probably best we stay here anyway, given Galien and his henchmen will likely leave the grounds,” Dawn said.

      Finn brightened. “It will give us plenty of time to study, too.”

      Cario stepped forward and opened the classroom door for them. “Since I have neither bruises on my neck, nor a psychopath wanting me dead, I think I’ll take my day off to… you know… actually have a day off. Maybe I’ll bring you all back an ale from Weeping Stead.”

      Howell took one look at Alyx and Finn when they entered the class and heaved a long sigh. “You’ll never learn, will you? What random piece of luck saved you this time?”
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      The crack of wood echoed sharply through the morning, mixed with the occasional grunt of effort and a liberal sprinkling of curses. The layer of snow over the ground had turned to muddy slush and along the southern edge of the yard, the lake lay still and frozen over.

      Rothai ducked out of the gate to speak with one of the other masters and many of those sparring instantly took the chance to stop for a brief rest and watch the young initiate who could fly. As usual, his sparring partner was struggling to attack him while he hovered in the air just out of her reach.

      Fortunately, Fengel continued to be fascinated by the flying mage, giving Alyx a temporary break from his constant pounding. There was something about Fengel that had prevented her from getting the edge on him, despite Dashan’s patient training. At least the snowfall had stopped at dawn—that always made morning training utterly miserable.

      Dawn shot her a sympathetic glance from across the yard; her partner was another female apprentice of a similar skill level and they got along well. Finn, too, continued to improve. Alyx had been impressed two days earlier when the healer had disarmed Rickin during a particularly intense sparring match. The look of pride on his face had caused an uncontrollable smile to spread across her own.

      Cario was harder to work out. Most of the time when she glanced over at him, he was idle, sleeves rolled up, staff hanging loosely from his hand. He only engaged in sparring when forced to, and had managed to find a partner who was entirely happy spending any time when Rothai wasn’t watching chatting.

      “What’s going on?” Rothai’s familiar voice barked suddenly.

      Everyone jumped guiltily as the master reappeared, anger tightening his already severe features. Students hurried to return to orderly rows of partners, but Rothai stopped them with a raised hand.

      “If you all need a rest so desperately,” he said, voice dripping contempt at the very idea, “form up and we’ll have a demonstration fight. I’ll point out some of the techniques many of you appear to have so much trouble acquiring. Apprentice Egalion, you and your partner in the centre please.”

      Her heart sank. Rothai regularly took pleasure in seeing those who weren’t his favourites fail, and today seemed to be her turn to be humiliated. Not even Dawn’s encouraging look could make Alyx feel better as she joined Fengel in the centre of a large circle surrounded by apprentices and initiates. A glance at Tarrick showed his fists clenched at his sides, eyes fixed on Fengel in helpless anger.

      “I’m sure you’ve all noticed Apprentice Egalion isn’t exactly a shining example of my teachings,” Rothai said to a few chuckles and titters. “But Apprentice Dirsk has developed a high level of skill. There are several things you could learn from his technique.”

      Alyx shifted back to face Fengel as Rothai stepped out of the circle. The Zandian was looking at somebody else in the assembled crowd, eyebrows raised slightly in query. She followed his gaze, fear tugging at her chest when she saw Galien. He gave Fengel a surreptitious nod and a slight smile flashed across the apprentice’s face.

      Alyx swallowed, checking to see whether Rothai had noticed the exchange—not that it would matter if he had, she supposed. A death during training would be too public for Galien to attempt, surely. Rothai wasn’t stupid enough to not realise what was happening if that was Fengel’s intention. On the flip side, the sparring master certainly wasn’t one to stop a fight if it got too violent.

      She took a deep breath and tried to force away the fear, sliding her hands along her staff into the positioning Dashan had taught her. She was about to get a beating, and she knew it. The only thing she could do was keep her head high and maintain whatever dignity she could.

      This was going to hurt.

      “Begin.” Rothai clapped his hands sharply.

      Fengel came at Alyx without hesitation, a quick thrust straight at her stomach. Caught off guard by the speed of his attack, she jerked desperately to the side, slipped on the icy ground and went down hard. Fengel didn’t break off his attack, smoothly changing the movement of his staff to bring it slamming down into the ground less than an inch from Alyx’s ear.

      She scrabbled away from his second blow and managed to regain her footing. Her staff moved almost of its own accord to block another powerful blow, but it came in too fast and she blocked wrongly, her forearm taking the entire force of the blow. Agony swept through her arm and her staff dropped from lifeless fingers.

      Panic flared, clawing at her insides. Fengel wasn’t holding back. He was attacking her with every inch of speed and strength he had. Triumph flickered in his dark eyes when he saw the dawning realisation in hers, and he came in quicksilver fast again, slamming his staff into her ribs as she bent to pick up hers.

      The blow sent her sprawling, and despite the pain flaring in her side, she continued rolling to avoid the follow-up attack she knew was coming. As quickly as she could, she staggered back to her feet. On the other side of the circle Fengel paced, his staff swinging loosely in his hand. He was toying with her.

      Sweat trickled down her neck, a sharp contrast to the icy cold sludge that had soaked through her right side. The pain in her ribs made breathing difficult. Around them, the apprentices and initiates were quiet, expressions ranging from mild interest to uneasiness.

      “Keep going!” Rothai clapped his hands impatiently.

      Alyx glanced at him, meeting his unyielding gaze. There wasn’t a shred of concern in those blue eyes. Resigned to her fate, she limped warily towards her fallen staff and picked it up. Pain flared in her side and she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out.

      Fengel attacked as she was straightening. She managed to deflect his initial attack, but wasn’t quick enough to avoid the second, which smacked into her right shoulder and sent her stumbling away again. Trying to right herself, she ducked under the next blow, came around and tried for a sweeping blow to Fengel’s side. He saw it coming and danced away.

      She despaired.

      Fengel circled her, staff swinging smoothly. In contrast, Alyx stood half-hunched to protect her side, staff rigid in a white-knuckled grip. Her eyes caught on Cario as Fengel passed him. His arms were crossed over his chest, features impassive as he watched the fight. Something about his stillness allowed her to refocus, and she straightened her shoulders. She’d come back to DarkSkull so that she could stop being helpless. She wanted to be strong.

      Fengel’s next attack came blindingly fast, the end of his staff slamming into her abdomen before she could raise hers to block. Agony flared and the air whooshed out of her lungs. What courage she’d summoned slipped away as hot pain screamed through her body. Alyx staggered backwards, frantically trying to suck in air.

      Someone yelled in anger, she thought it was Tarrick, but Rothai’s cold voice told him to be quiet or he could expect dishes duty for the rest of the year. She gasped, panicked at the lack of air getting into her lungs. A scuffle sounded, but not even that was enough to get her attention. All she could think about was trying to breathe.

      Fengel circled her until her breathing came under control and she could straighten. He was playing with her, destroying her in pieces. There was nothing she could do but raise her staff again and face him down. Alyx caught his eyes flicking towards someone in the watching crowd, saw him nod acceptance.

      Too exhausted and in too much pain to attack, she simply hefted her staff and waited for him to come. He didn’t disappoint her. When he attacked it was swift and with as much strength as he could muster.

      He’d finished playing with her.

      Alyx raised her staff to block, but Fengel’s first swing was so strong he sent it flying from her grasp and clattering onto the cobblestones nearby. His follow up strike smacked into her shoulder, then he reversed the attack and hit Alyx in the side of the head. The force of both blows in such quick succession sent her flying sideways, twisting in mid-air to crash heavily onto the icy cobblestones of the training yard.

      “Fengel!” Rothai’s voice snapped out. “You know the boundaries. No head shots!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If she’s not up in another minute, the fight is yours.”

      Rothai’s voice filtered dimly through the ringing in her ears. Melted snow soaked through the front of her robe and breeches, and her fingertips curled helplessly against the icy ground. The pain sweeping through her was so intense it made her nauseous. Something was badly wrong with her shoulder. That last blow had done serious damage.

      If she’s not up in another minute....

      Sucking in a breath, she turned her gaze slightly to see Galien and Rothai. The first looked triumphant, the other watchful, almost anticipatory. The crowd was deathly quiet. Everything hurt, and she wasn’t sure she could stand if she tried.

      The fight is yours.

      Something inside Alyx, some inner source of stubbornness, refused to let her give up. Her mind hung on the edge of consciousness, a tantalising escape from the pain and misery. But if she let go now, she would always be the victim. She’d allowed the misery of DarkSkull Hall to happen to her. She’d come back, and she’d applied herself, but she hadn’t really committed, never sought to improve her circumstances. Maybe she hadn’t wanted to be a mage, maybe this life was not what she had wanted to choose for herself.

      But she had chosen it.

      She had been born with magic, and when given the choice, she’d come back to learn how to wield it. It was time she embraced that fully. Maybe all she could hope for was to keep standing until Fengel beat her into unconsciousness, but at least she’d face him with dignity and strength. She refused to be helpless any more.

      Reaching down inside herself, she touched her magic, dove into it, allowed it to rush through her body from fingertips to toes. Using magic against Fengel would disqualify her from the fight but there was no rule against using it to bring strength to her body, to temporarily ward off the pain and exhaustion. Her eyelids fluttered as, so long repressed, her magic swarmed to life. It gave her the strength and heart to move.

      Her pride did the rest.

      Murmurs broke out amongst the crowd as Alyx pushed herself up onto her hands, then hauled her body into a crouch. She paused there, taking deep breaths to control the stabbing pain in her ribs and shoulder. Then she reached out and picked up her staff lying nearby before staggering to her feet. Her entire body hurt, and she was dizzy from the blow to the head, but she refused to acknowledge it. Fengel watched her, surprise flickering on his features.

      Looking past him, Alyx’s gaze fell on Cario again; his features were still expressionless, but his blue eyes were blazing now, bright against the grim day. She shifted her glance back to Fengel.

      “You won’t break me,” Alyx rasped, hefting her staff into the ready position.

      A contemptuous look filled his face. “You’re done, Egalion.”

      “Not until you kill me.”

      The muttering from the watching crowed grew louder, surprised and now concerned. Alyx ignored them, eyes closing to summon the focus she needed, hands unconsciously sliding once again to the position Dashan had taught her.

      “Quiet!” Rothai barked at them. “She’s up, Fengel, the fight continues. No more head shots or I’ll disqualify you.”

      Fengel nodded. He was tall and confident as he faced her, sure in his skill and ability to beat her. “Yes, sir.”

      Alyx’s eyes opened and she took a deep breath.

      Fengel was already attacking. But now, no longer clouded by her fear of him, she recognized the style of attack. Stepping to the side as his blow came through, she slid her staff along his to deflect it, then flicked her wrist at the last moment, using her entire body weight to shove him aside. She’d done it a thousand times with Dashan, and now was no different. Fengel staggered back a few paces, off balance, staff spinning wildly, almost out of his hand.

      A stunning realization hit her, and if she hadn’t been so tired, hurt and desperate she would have cursed herself for a fool. Her fear of Fengel had blinded her—he wasn’t as good as Dashan. He wasn’t as quick.

      Hope leapt in her chest and she steadied her stance, hands firm on her staff. When he came at her again, she blocked him, this time exploiting her advantage and going after him, following through with a blow to his stomach before reversing and swinging her entire body into a blow to his shoulder. Again, it was exactly as she’d practiced with Dashan, only Fengel was slower. Shock flared on his face, followed by a sharp wince of pain.

      Alyx kept one eye on him while focusing on breathing through the pain screaming through her body. She just had to hold on a little bit longer, and then she could let go.

      Raising her left hand, she reached out towards him and curled her fingers in a beckoning gesture. Someone cheered, another person clapped. Then ragged cheers began spreading through more of the onlookers. Infuriated by it, Fengel came at her with all his strength.

      Alyx stepped back, swung her staff. Everything she’d learned from Rothai, from Dashan, now clicked into place as her confidence surged. Confused, unable to respond to her sudden change in demeanour, Fengel found himself outclassed, retreating across the circle.

      Hesitation trickled into his movements as she rattled him, made him careless. It was like a dance, as she weaved and ducked and then attacked when she had an opening. Eventually they broke off, panting. Pain beat relentlessly at Alyx’s concentration, but she dug up every reserve of determination she possessed to ignore it and push through. The cheers had faded now, replaced by a tense silence that blanketed the drill yard.

      Fengel attacked again, seeing her distress and not wanting to give her the opportunity to rest. He got in two more blows, both forcing her to grit her teeth and literally will her body to do what she wanted it to, but her determination wore him down.

      Eventually she had Fengel backed up right to the edge of the crowd. With a spinning blow, she sent his staff flying from his hands and placed the end of her own staff at his throat. She met his gaze, a small smile on her face as she stared him down.

      “You’re done, Fengel,” she said, words ringing out through the silence.

      He swallowed, face contorting into a rictus of hatred as he raised his hands in the air, a symbol of surrender.

      All at once, as if a spell had been broken, raucous cheering and clapping broke out. Alyx stepped back from Fengel until she was at a safe distance, then dropped her staff and sank to her knees, breath wheezing as the strength fled her body. Exhaustion and pain claimed her and she swayed, falling to the ground. Iron will had pushed her body past its limits and now she had nothing left.

      She caught a hint of Dawn’s fragrant scent as her friend put an arm around her shoulder, then Tarrick was lifting her head into his lap and Finn was kneeling in front of her, hands on her forehead. A rush of sweet energy flowed through her, taking the grogginess and sharp edge of pain away. Their worry and concern for her filled her mind as her awakened magic picked up the thoughts of everyone nearby.

      “Better?” Finn asked.

      “A little.” She summoned a faint smile. “I don’t think I can walk, though.”

      “Let’s get you to the healers,” Tarrick said, easily scooping her up into his arms as he stood. She whimpered as pain flared into bright hot agony in her side, and he gentled his hold.

      Rothai stepped up to them as Tarrick approached the gate of the sparring yard. Alyx lifted her head slightly, wondering what to make of his characteristically severe expression. He’d stood by and watched her get badly beaten, and she didn’t think she’d ever be able to forgive him that.

      “You’ve been practicing,” he said in clipped tones. “Perhaps you will be the mage of the higher order Master Howell thinks you can be.”

      “Please stand aside, sir. Alyx really needs to get to the healers,” Tarrick said, unsuccessfully trying to hide the anger in his voice. He stood toe to toe with the warrior mage, refusing to back down.

      “Of course.” Rothai moved aside. “I’ll notify Master Howell. You are excused from classes for the rest of the day.”

      Alyx allowed her head to drop onto Tarrick’s chest, a sense of safety filling her. He wouldn’t let anyone hurt her now. She was vaguely aware of being carried inside and laid on a soft bed before the grogginess in her head sent her spiralling into blackness.
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      Alyx was in the healing rooms for three days before she began to feel normal again. She’d sustained cracked ribs, a torn shoulder and severe bruising in several places. The blow to her head had caused the healers the most concern, resulting in two days of drifting in and out of consciousness.

      Although the healer mages could speed the healing process, only rest could help her cracked ribs, and she would be wearing her left arm in a sling for at least a fortnight to allow her shoulder to fully heal. Their worry about her head injury faded after two days left her fully lucid aside from a faint headache.

      On the third night, Alyx was awake and alert, the nagging pain in her ribs and shoulder keeping her from proper sleep. It was past curfew, so the twins and Tarrick had gone to their rooms and Alyx was bored without their company. Not that she really felt up to more eager questions from Finn about her sudden ability to access her magic at will.

      She was rearranging her pillows for the hundredth time in an attempt to get comfortable when voices sounded in the hall outside the ward. The door swung open, and two healer mages carried in a stretcher. Her eyebrows shot upwards at recognising Fengel lying unconscious. His face was swollen with bruising and a deep gash split open one eyebrow.

      They took him to the opposite end of the room. She tried to see what they were doing, but it was too hard to tell from where she lay. Curiosity burned in her, but sleepiness finally overtook her before she had the chance to ask one of the healers.

      

      When the twins visited after breakfast the next morning, Finn was grinning from ear to ear. His grin widened when he and Dawn spotted Fengel down the other end of the room, either sleeping or unconscious still, Alyx wasn’t sure which.

      “Do you know what happened?” she asked.

      “He was out drinking last night in Weeping Stead with his friends,” Finn said. “Stupid fool stayed later than the others, and headed back here alone. He was attacked along the way and beaten pretty badly. I spoke to the healers just now and unfortunately, it looks as if he’s going to pull through.”

      “He was beaten up?” Alyx clarified.

      Dawn was trying and failing not to smile. “He was.”

      Alyx rolled her eyes, allowing her head to drop back to the pillow. “Which one of you told Dashan what happened to me?”

      The twins glanced innocently at each other, shrugging simultaneously.

      “Seriously, come on.”

      “It wasn’t us, I promise.” Dawn laughed. “We probably would have if it had occurred to us, but we’ve been so worried about you, we just didn’t think of it.”

      “Then how…”

      “Lieutenant Caverlock and I passed each other in Weeping Stead early yesterday evening. He quite rudely bailed me up, asking about some letter you’d apparently promised to give him the day before.”

      All three heads turned in astonishment to see Cario leaning casually against the door, hands in his pockets. Alyx hadn’t seen him since the sparring match, and it was a surprise to see him there now.

      “Oh, he did, did he?” She raised an eyebrow.

      Cario nodded. “I might have mentioned you probably hadn’t passed on the letter because you were in the healer’s room.”

      “And of course, because Dashan is such an upstanding guy, he would have asked you what it was that had put Alyx in the healing ward?” Finn chimed in.

      “I couldn’t lie, of course.” Cario shrugged.

      “Yes, you could!” Alyx groaned. “You should have said I had a fever. You don’t know what he’s like.”

      “Oh, look at that, it’s time for us to go.” Cario straightened. “Languages class, I believe. Good to see you well, Alyx.”

      Finn rose with a smile. “Yes, we wouldn’t want to be late for Master Prajana.”

      Dawn lingered, her curious gaze following the young men out the door. “I still can’t figure Cario out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He was there two weeks ago when we decided not to go to Weeping Stead because of what Dashan would do if he saw the bruises on your neck. Cario knows perfectly well what Dashan is like.”

      Alyx’s mouth fell open. “I hadn’t thought of that.” Maybe Cario wasn’t as uncaring about everything as he insisted he was. It was a novel thought, and it made a smile curl at her mouth.

      “I’d better go. We’ll come by and visit as soon as classes are over.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m really glad you’re well.” Dawn hesitated. “It was one of the most awful things I’ve ever been through. We both know Fengel wanted to hurt you.”

      “And he did,” Alyx said quietly.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, I think so.” Alyx smiled slightly. “I stood up to him, Dawn.”

      “You did.” A wide smile spread across Dawn’s face. “I think you were amazing.”

      Alyx turned pink. “Now you’re being silly. Go on off to class.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Dawn’s laughter filtered back to Alyx as she left.

      

      The culprit himself swaggered into the room over an hour later. For once his uniform was neat, and he wore the Blue Guard’s distinctive blue hat at a jaunty angle over his recently trimmed, regulation-length hair.

      “You finally cut your hair,” Alyx said sourly.

      “Good morning to you too, kitten!” he said cheerfully.

      “What are you doing here, Dash?”

      “I’m certainly not here for your welcoming presence,” he said, dragging a chair over and sitting by her bed. “I have a meeting with Master Romas.”

      “Ah. Only the head of DarkSkull Hall could inspire the proper wearing of uniform. What are you meeting with him about?”

      Dashan shrugged and picked at an invisible piece of lint on his uniform pants. “I had an idea regarding the defence of this valley. I’ve been hearing about the attacks on DarkSkull ever since we got here.”

      “You have?” Alyx asked.

      “Sure. The local boys wish they could do more—the militia hate the idea of Shiven warriors brazenly conducting attacks on their territory,” Dashan said. “Anyway, the Weeping Stead unit commander liked my idea, and gave me permission to speak to Master Romas about it. I’m meeting him in a few minutes.”

      “That’s great.” Alyx was pleasantly surprised at Dashan’s initiative.

      “It was your fault really.” He leaned back in his chair. “With all your talk about me hiding and thinking myself worthless. You know how I like to prove you wrong.”

      “Oh.” She wasn’t sure what to make of that. Since when had Dashan paid any attention to the things she said? Silence fell, throughout which Dashan regarded her, an amused smile slowly spreading across his face.

      “You didn’t have to beat him up,” Alyx said finally.

      Dashan’s features assumed an innocent expression. “I did nothing of the sort. The poor idiot stumbled over his untied bootlaces and fell down a steep incline.”

      “I’m sure he did.” Alyx glanced pointedly at Dashan’s bruised knuckles.

      “I’m in charge of your protection, Alyx,” he said, all lightness gone from his voice.

      “You could get into a lot of trouble. When Fengel wakes up and tells them what you did—”

      “You think a guy like that is going to admit to other mages he got beaten up by a mere human?” Dashan cut her off. “He won’t rat me out.”

      “Speaking of, how did you manage to beat up a mage? Fengel is pretty handy with a fireball and he’s a skilled fighter.”

      “He did manage to singe my other uniform pretty badly.” Dashan grinned. “This is the only one I’ve got now. Plus, the boys helped. He was close to drunk, which helped too.”

      “The boys?”

      “Casta and Tijer. Nario too. They like you; no idea why, but they do. In fact, the whole unit was pretty worked up over the whole thing. I think they wanted to ride in here and declare war on Fengel and that Galien jerk. I had to order them not to.”

      “Really?” Alyx couldn’t help but smile at the thought.

      “Absolutely.”

      She nodded slowly. “I think I might be able to start protecting myself from now on.”

      He looked up and smiled warmly. “Yeah, from what your friend Cario told me, I think you might.”

      “I owe you thanks,” she said awkwardly. “It was your teaching that helped me beat Fengel. I know I wasn’t the most patient of students.”

      “No, you weren’t, but you worked hard.” Dashan glanced up, and his eyes were full of light as he looked at her. “I’m proud of you, Egalion.”

      She smiled, delight uncurling inside her at his genuine regard. “Thanks, Dash.”

      He nodded and stood. “Well, I’d best go to this meeting with Romas. I wouldn’t want to be late and prove you right again.”

      “Dash, wait,” she called after him as he walked to the door. He paused, one hand on the door frame, turning back to look at her.

      “I’ve been awful to you since we left Rionn,” she said ruefully. “You rub me the wrong way, so I’ll probably keep being awful to you.”

      “You’re warming my heart here.”

      “What I didn’t say, that day in the snow?” Alyx looked at him. “I think there’s a good and clever man in there, under all that bluster and charm. That’s why I pity the drinking and the gambling.”

      He made no reply. He simply looked at her for a long moment, lost in his own world, then strode off down the hall.

      

      Left alone again for most of the afternoon, Alyx’s thoughts returned to her mother. Her quest to learn about what had happened to Temari Egalion had fallen by the wayside given the distraction of recent events. So when Tarrick appeared for a visit, she took advantage of his much greater knowledge of the mage world to ask some of the questions she had, starting with the Taliath.

      “Will you tell me all you know about them?” she asked. “Assume I know nothing but what Howell has told us.”

      “No offence, but you pretty much do know nothing apart from what Howell has taught us.” Tarrick scowled.

      “Ha ha. Start talking.”

      Tarrick leaned back in his chair, legs reaching out to rest on her bed. “Well, you’d have to ask Finn about the origins of the Taliath—from what I know it’s all a bit murky, just like how mage power came to exist. I do know the word Taliath is an old Shiven term.”

      “What else?”

      He lifted his hands. “Can you be more specific?”

      “Howell says Shakar absorbed Taliath ability from his lover, and that’s what made him so dangerous—particularly the invulnerability aspect of his Taliath’s power. But why couldn’t another mage of the higher order just have absorbed his powers?”

      He gave her a look. “Mages of the higher order can’t absorb from each other.”

      “Really?” Alyx was surprised. “That’s interesting to know.”

      “It’s one of the reasons Shakar was so unbeatable. He deliberately absorbed powers at a much greater rate than any other mage of the higher order, and none were able to absorb them from him to match him.” Tarrick explained. “When you add that to his Taliath invulnerability… it almost makes me glad that the Taliath have all but vanished.”

      Apart from her father and brother. They were both thinking it, but neither spoke the words aloud.

      “Why would you say that?” Shocked by the sentiment, Alyx’s voice came out sharper than she’d intended.

      “Imagine Galien taking a Taliath lover.”

      “You’re saying we should be happy that an entire group of people are gone, on the off chance someone like Galien might take one as a lover?” Even the thought of it made Alyx angry.

      “No,” he said. “But think of Galien with Taliath invulnerability. Think of any mage of the higher order that was as powerful as Galien and practically invincible at the same time. We’d have another Shakar on our hands.”

      “You don’t know that,” she objected. “And even if you did, that doesn’t mean the Taliath shouldn’t exist.”

      “Over four hundred mages died in the battle against Shakar, not counting the hundreds of innocent civilians caught in the crossfire,” Tarrick said quietly. “Which is the greater evil?”

      “It’s not the same thing. The Taliath have a right to live.”

      He looked at her curiously. “Why are you so personally interested in the Taliath?” His voice dropped. “Your father has given up his sword. He’s not one of them anymore.”

      “That doesn’t matter. Magical or not, they’re people just like us. It’s not their fault that their abilities can be absorbed.”

      “I know,” he said soberly. “It’s fortunate they’ve all but disappeared, saving the council from a complicated problem to solve.”

      Something in his words triggered a spark of uneasiness in her, but before she could catch hold of it, Tarrick was standing and saying his farewells.

      “Finn will be in to see you tomorrow.” He smiled. “He even promised to bring you something to read.”

      “Thanks. Make sure it’s something halfway interesting, will you?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      After he’d gone, Alyx settled back against her pillows, thinking. Their conversation about the Taliath made her curious about her father and his story. She’d never once seen a sword in their home, or even seen her father touch one, not in seventeen years. But Howell had said Alyx’s mother hadn’t inherited her father’s Taliath ability, which only confused things further. Why Shakar and not Temari?

      Her parents had both been scared, for themselves and their children, that much was clear. Her mother had been the most fearful, reasonably so given the disappearing mages and the fact she was a mage of the higher order. What had she been doing in the year after leaving her father, before going to Widow Falls? Logically, the pieces of information Alyx had pointed to her mother trying to work out who was killing the most powerful of mages. And no doubt the council was inextricably mixed up in all of it.

      Her thoughts turned unexpectedly to Brynn. She wondered what he was doing, what the council was asking him to do. She wished he was here, at DarkSkull, and not out in the dark, a barely-trained mage doing who knew what for Romas and the council.

      Ugh. She hoped Finn brought plenty of reading material. So much time alone with her thoughts wasn’t conducive to sleep or rest.

      

      On the evening of the fourth day, Alyx was discharged from the healers’ ward, her left arm strapped tightly to her chest. Tarrick and the twins hovered anxiously outside, waiting to escort her to dinner. When she joined them, they all offered greetings, but none moved. Finn’s foot tapped on the ground and Tarrick cleared his throat.

      “What?” she asked.

      Dawn spoke first. “There’s something you should know before we go.”

      “All right, what is it?”

      “They all know about you,” Finn said.

      Alyx fought hard not to roll her eyes. “Know what about me?”

      “That you’re a mage of the higher order,” Dawn filled in. “Some of the apprentices overheard Rothai mention it when Tarrick was carrying you out of the sparring yard. The news spread through this place like wildfire by nightfall.”

      “It’s not as bad as you think,” Tarrick hurried to add. “All the apprentices are aware of the danger facing mages, especially ones like you, and the initiates that don’t will have it impressed upon them by every master here. They’ll be discreet.”

      “I’m not sure why you’re all behaving like this will upset me.” Alyx frowned. “My worst enemy here already knew what I was. Besides, it was always going to be hard to hide once I learned how to use my magic.”

      Dawn chuckled under her breath, casting a pointed glance at Tarrick.

      “Yeah, okay, she’s fine,” he muttered. “I wanted to make sure.”

      “Can we go to dinner now?” Finn asked plaintively.

      It was freezing outside, the cold causing her shoulder to ache abominably, and Alyx was glad to jog up the steps and reach the relative warmth of the hall. They were amongst the last to arrive, so the hum of conversation from inside was already loud.

      Tarrick in the lead, they paused inside the doorway to let a small group of initiates leave, and it took a few moments for Alyx to register that the chatter had slowly died. Once she realised, it took only a second to notice that almost the entire room was staring at her.

      “What is going on?” she murmured under her breath.

      “Let’s go and line up for food.” Tarrick started walking.

      They were late enough that there was only a short line, and the silence persisted as they received bowls of stew and a single hunk of bread apiece. The back of Alyx’s neck itched and she tried her best to ignore it.

      When she and the twins turned to begin making their way to their usual table on the periphery of the room, several apprentices sitting at the table closest to Galien’s suddenly shot to their feet. Lifting trays and mugs, they pushed chairs back and carried their things to a different table.

      “Is that for us?” Finn asked in a stunned tone.

      “It is.” Tarrick’s voice was tight.

      “I’m not sitting there.” Alyx pushed past Tarrick and headed towards their usual table. To do that, she had to walk close by the centre table, where Galien, Oscar and Tarran lounged. Fengel—still in the healing ward—was a noticeable absence, but Cario sat there too. He looked amused.

      “Good.” Galien’s voice rang out as Alyx and her friends bypassed the table that had been cleared for them. “You don’t belong there. Your place will always be at the bottom, Egalion.”

      Alyx spun, dumped her tray on the nearest table and strode straight towards him. He rose from his chair to meet her, mouth curled in a snarl. She stopped before him and raised her right hand into the air, palm facing outwards. A whoosh sounded as her arm lit up in a pearly green glow. The silence of the room thickened, everyone turning to watch with rapt attention.

      “Alyx—” Tarrick’s voice held a warning note.

      “I belong here as much as you do.” She looked Galien straight in the eyes, ignoring Tarrick. “Don’t push me, Galien.”

      He stepped closer to her. “You don’t scare me. Beating Fengel in a sparring bout doesn’t mean you can come close to matching my power. I can still destroy you.”

      The magic in Alyx surged, wanting to be let free. He saw it on her face but he didn’t back down.

      “What is going on here?” Master Dirrion’s voice snapped from the doorway.

      With an effort, Alyx let go of her power and stepped back. Conversation resumed as if by tacit agreement, and chairs creaked as students returned to their meals. By the time Dirrion made it over to Galien and Alyx, she’d picked up her tray and Galien had resumed his seat. The master gave them a hard look.

      “You know the rules, Apprentices.”

      “Yes, sir,” Alyx acknowledged.

      “Go and eat your dinner.”

      Without another word, Alyx re-joined Tarrick and the twins and they continued on to their table.

      “What was that all about?” Tarrick demanded.

      Alyx smiled at one of the initiates on a nearby table who was staring at her in fascination. “I’m not backing down anymore.”
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      When Alyx rose from the breakfast table the next morning, the initiate she’d smiled at the previous night approached.

      “Apprentice Egalion, I was hoping I could ask you a question about Master Prajana’s class.”

      Stunned, it took Alyx a moment to reply. He took her initial lack of response for anger and apologised profusely, going red in the face.

      “I don’t mind you asking me questions.” She tried to relax him with a smile. “I’m just not very good at languages. Finn would be able to help you though.”

      “Sure,” Finn piped up. “I’d be happy to help if I can.”

      “Thank you.” The young man beamed at them. “I’m Randen, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you.” She gave him a wry smile. “I’m glad to hear that I’m not the only one who struggled in Prajana’s class as an initiate.”

      “What’s your question?” Finn pulled out a seat for the boy. “I don’t have to leave for class yet.”

      Dawn left with Alyx, both planning to spend some time in the library before sparring class.

      “That’s a new development,” Dawn said as they walked outside.

      “That, and the whole clearing a table for us last night.” Alyx shook her head. “All because I beat Fengel in a fight?”

      “I think it’s more because they found out you’re a mage of the higher order.” Dawn smiled. “Do you think any student has ever been brave enough to ask Galien for help in one of their classes?”

      Alyx nodded thoughtfully. “I think it’s a good idea that the students here, initiates particularly, are shown an example of mage power that isn’t about harshness and cruelty.”

      “I agree.”

      

      Alyx sat on a wooden chair, leaning forward slightly, eyes locked on Cario’s. In direct contrast, he sat slouched and relaxed opposite her, a tiny smile on his face. A yellow ball zoomed through the air above their heads, chased by a similarly-sized green ball. She frowned in concentration as Cario’s green ball zoomed closer to her own yellow one. Using a spurt of telekinetic power, she pushed her ball sideways, but Cario had read her intentions and with precise control, he sent his green ball to intersect with hers. They crashed together with a soft pop, then fell to the floor.

      “Damn,” Alyx muttered, sitting back in her chair. They’d been doing this for most of Howell’s class and Cario had beaten her every time. It was still a new sensation, being able to access her magic at will. She now found it absurdly easy to summon enough magic to push the little yellow ball across the table with her mind, or practice controlling energy balls with Tarrick. She couldn’t deny that she enjoyed it—she liked the small rush that using magic gave her.

      “One more round,” Howell said. “This time, Alyx tries to catch Cario’s ball.”

      “Ready for this?” Cario raised an eyebrow at her.

      Alyx nodded and loosened her uninjured shoulder before sitting forward again, locking her gaze on his. “Let’s go.”

      With a flick of her finger, Alyx lifted the yellow ball off the ground and sent it zooming towards the ceiling. Cario was only a second behind her, and as soon as his green ball began moving, she sent her yellow ball diving after it. The green ball jerked aside, and her yellow almost crashed into the floor before recovering. Alyx clenched her jaw and sent her ball zooming after the green one again.

      Cario’s control over his telekinetic magic was exquisite, and he could move an object in ways Alyx was desperately trying to emulate. Her yellow ball chased his around the room for a good while, but he always managed to manoeuvre out of her way at the last second.

      Frustration began to burn through Alyx as he evaded her time and time again, that little green ball hovering, tantalizing, just out of her reach. Cario’s control was simply better than hers and he was going to win, unless… Alyx sent her yellow ball diving after Cario’s again, this time deliberately forcing him in a particular direction. Her left hand, resting in the sling, twitched in anticipation.

      When the green ball zoomed sharply away from the floor towards the ceiling, Alyx’s yellow ball turned in pursuit. When she got too close, Cario made the yellow ball jerk to the side and then dive back towards the floor. Alyx felt a spark of triumph as the green ball came zooming downwards, her yellow ball right behind. She waited for the exact right moment, then gestured sharply with her left hand. Finn’s languages book rose suddenly off the table, flew across the room, then…

      Bam!

      With a loud thudding sound, the book squashed the green ball to the floor. Alyx let out a loud whoop and sat back in her chair, exhausted but triumphant. Dawn loudly applauded her efforts while Finn cast a mournful glance towards his book on the floor. Cario smiled widely, a graceful loser.

      “Well done, Egalion.”

      “Creative thinking, Alyx, very good,” Howell said approvingly.

      “Of course, I can make more than one thing fly through the air, too,” Cario challenged.

      “Next time,” Howell said. “I’d like to spend some time working with Dawn for the remainder of the class. The rest of you work on the individual exercises I’ve set you, please.”

      

      As soon as Alyx’s shoulder and ribs had healed enough to return to morning sparring, Rothai partnered her with one of the initiates, remarking with an almost-smile that she might like to pass along her new skills.

      “You can continue to make further improvement in this class, so I expect you to focus and pay attention,” he added, then raised an eyebrow. “And whatever practice you’ve been doing outside of class… I expect that to continue also. Display any regression in skill and you won’t find me at all understanding. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Keera, the initiate, was a friend of Randen’s. The boy had become almost a regular at their breakfast table—his love of learning equalled Finn’s, and he took any opportunity he could to pick Finn’s brain.

      “I hope you don’t mind being stuck with me.” Keera looked a little awestruck at facing off across from Alyx.

      “Not at all. Anything is better than being partnered with Fengel.”

      The girl smiled. “I’ll do my best not to waste your time.”

      It was the first occasion Alyx actually enjoyed sparring class. Without fear and intimidation blocking her, Dashan’s training quickly came to the fore. Keera didn’t have the skill level of either Dashan or Fengel, but she was more advanced than Alyx had been as an initiate.

      “That was wrong.” Keera winced as she tried to block a thrust from Alyx and caught her finger instead.

      “You need to work on that cross-block. It’s weak, and a strong blow could break your arm.” Alyx moved closer, echoing the words Dashan had repeated over and over. “Place your hands here, and here, so that you can move the staff like this.”

      The class passed more quickly than Alyx was accustomed to, and she supposed that had to do with not hating every second of it. Keera wished her a good day before leaving to join her friends and go to class. Alyx fell in with Tarrick and the twins as they walked towards mapping.

      “Those lessons with Dashan really have paid off,” Tarrick said. “Your fundamentals are excellent.”

      She nodded. “Fengel had such a hold over me I couldn’t make any progress in class, but with Dashan I really was learning. When I let go of the fear, I realised I could at least hold my ground against Fengel—he was so surprised to see me fight back that I could take advantage of it. I wouldn’t want to face him outside of a monitored class though.”

      “Speaking of, Galien is due back from patrol today,” Finn commented. “I heard some of the apprentices in the dorm talking about it last night.”

      Their nemesis had been out riding with First Patrol since the day after Alyx had been released from the healing ward, and they all suspected a distinct correlation between the two events. Master Dirrion had obviously reported the scene he’d witnessed in the dining hall.

      Dawn sighed. “I suppose we just keep taking the same precautions.”

      A familiar frustration surged and Alyx wanted to dismiss their concern, tell them they didn’t need to fear Galien anymore. But they did.  Being half-capable with a staff and having access to her magic didn’t make her his equal, not yet. That would take time and even more hard work. So she nodded, reaffirming the pledge that had kept them all alive so far.

      But one day…

      

      The next day was their day off and they slept in late before bundling up for the cold and heading down to the stables. A world of white greeted them after heavy snowfall overnight, and several sets of tracks were imprinted in the snow where others from DarkSkull had already made the journey to Weeping Stead.

      “I say after collecting Dash we spend the afternoon indoors somewhere warm,” Finn proposed, shivering.

      “We did that on our last day off,” Tarrick said. “I say we go sledding. That will warm you up quickly.”

      “I’m with Tarrick,” Alyx said. “If we stay indoors, you’ll end up playing cards all afternoon and that’s boring.”

      “Very boring,” Dawn echoed firmly.

      “Sorry, Finn, I think you’re outvoted,” Tarrick said.

      “Since when do we live in Shivasa?” Finn grumbled.

      The others looked at Finn blankly, but Alyx caught on to what he meant. “You mean how they vote for their ruler?” She shrugged. “If we didn’t vote, we’d have to do what our ruler said anyway. Since that’s not you, we’d still be going sledding.”

      “And why am I not leader?” Finn asked mock-indignantly.

      “Because Tarrick is,” Dawn and Alyx spoke at once, then laughed at the scowl on Finn’s face.

      Alyx was in the lead as they passed through the town and headed towards the militia barracks, a sprawling compound stretching out from the east side of Weeping Stead. They dismounted by the tethering posts near the front gates, Alyx shivering despite the relative warmth of her cloak. Two young militia officers nodded politely as she approached the gates.

      “Good morning. We’re here for Lieutenant Caverlock?”

      Both their stern expressions softened. “You mean Dash? You’re friends of his?”

      “Yes. I’m Alyx Egalion,” she said, then gestured to the others. “Dawn, Finn and Tarrick. As you can probably tell, we’re apprentices from DarkSkull Hall.”

      The men relaxed completely at her words. “He’s talked about you. Come on in.”

      One of them opened the heavy gates while another kept watch on the road.

      “Here, I’ll take you through. It’s a bit like a maze in here.” The soldier opening the gate smiled again. While not especially handsome, he had short brown hair and a friendly face that Alyx warmed to. “It’s nice to meet you, Apprentice Egalion.”

      She was a bit taken aback by the warmth of their welcome, but pushed it to the back of her mind as they were led through walkways that ran between buildings. It was like a maze. Just behind her, Tarrick and Finn murmured about the outer defences of the barracks.

      “My name is Rodin, by the way,” the soldier said suddenly. “I’ve worked with Dash and his Bluecoats quite a bit since they arrived. He’s done wonders for us. Your Blue Guard are truly the best of the best.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Alyx smiled.

      “We were uneasy when the commander told us a unit of the Bluecoats would be spending several months with us,” Rodin chattered on. “We expected they would be arrogant and superior, but they’ve been the opposite.”

      That did please her, and she made a mental note to pass the compliment, along with her own praise, to the Bluecoats when she got a chance.

      At that, they all emerged into a rectangular drill yard. A large group of men wearing the dark green militia uniform were gathered in the centre, heavy packs lying at their feet. Alyx picked Dashan out immediately at the head of the group, his height and blue jacket distinctive. Rodin jogged across the yard and spoke to Dashan for a minute.

      “I wonder what’s going on?” Finn asked.

      “Looks like they’re preparing for an exercise,” Tarrick said.

      A moment later Dashan came striding over to them, cheeks flushed from the cold, an easy smile of welcome on his face.

      “Hey,” Tarrick greeted him. “Want to come sledding?”

      Dashan swore lightly. “Right, it’s your day off today. I completely forgot. Sorry, but I can’t.”

      Alyx’s eyes widened; he’d never refused an invitation to skive off work before.

      “I’m taking the militia out on a training exercise,” Dashan explained in response to their surprised looks. “They don’t have much experience fighting in strict formation, and they need to learn. My boys are going to stage an attack on them up in the hills.” He glanced back at the gathered group. “Sorry, I really have to go. Next time?”

      “Sure.”

      “Good luck,” Alyx offered.

      “Thanks, mage-girl.” Dashan winked at her. “I’ll try and be free on your next day off.”

      “Who’s that, and what have they done with the real Dashan?” Finn chuckled as they left the barracks.

      “No idea.” Alyx glanced back, as curious as Finn. “Come on, I’m freezing over. I want a hot drink before we start sledding.”

      

      A familiar prickling of magic skittered across Alyx’s mind. Glancing up, she was unsurprised to see Galien looking through the classroom door at her. Her mouth tightened. It was a familiar trick of his, to show up during class and attempt to torture here without the teacher noticing.

      She turned away from the door, refusing to give him the satisfaction of her attention. Instead she pretended to concentrate on Alaria’s lecture about scaling distances. Moments later, the quill lying next to her right hand rose off the desk and hovered in the air for a moment. Then, ever so slowly, it drifted over her hand. She tensed instinctively, knowing from experience that at any moment its sharp point would plunge down painfully into her skin.

      No more.

      The resolution she’d made to herself while lying on the icy ground of the sparring yard came flooding back. This time, when the quill came stabbing down towards her hand, Alyx used a touch of magic to halt its path mid-flight and send it toppling to the floor. Heads around her glanced up as it clattered onto the stone surface.

      Alyx looked up and met Galien’s eyes unflinchingly through the glass. His hatred for her burned, the emotion alive in his dark gaze. Balling her right fist, she raised it off the table and then flung it towards the door. A low-energy concussion burst flew from her hand and exploded into the glass before Galien’s face. He jerked backwards as the glass shattered into pieces and a low boom echoed through the room.

      “Apprentice Egalion!” Alaria snapped. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      She looked back at him, unrepentant. “Defending myself, sir.”

      Alaria glanced between her and the doorway before giving a faint nod. “You use magic in my class again, Apprentice, and I’ll fail you. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      

      “Alyx, you need to be more careful,” Tarrick was repeating as they stepped through into the dining hall that night. “He’s still a threat. Not only that, but you don’t want to get yourself expelled.”

      “I know that,” she said impatiently, stopping dead as she caught sight of Galien at his usual table. The pale skin of his face was thrown into stark relief by the bright red of two long cuts down his left cheek. Fierce satisfaction burned in her chest.

      Finn whistled under his breath. “You did that?”

      “I must have.” Reluctantly, Alyx took her eyes off Galien and they went to line up for food.

      “Did you see where Fengel is sitting now that Galien is back?” Dawn asked quietly.

      Alyx hadn’t, and looked now to see the Zandian seated at the far end of the popular table, a scowl plastered firmly on his face. None of the others at the table appeared to be including him in their conversation.

      “Galien isn’t the only one you need to be careful of,” Tarrick added. “If Fengel hated you before, that hatred has deepened tenfold. You shamed him and took away his standing.”

      “It’s nothing more than he deserves.”

      “Maybe.”

      Both Randen and Keera waved a greeting as Alyx and the others sat down with their food, and not a few other initiates and apprentices passing their table greeted them with a friendly hello or smile.

      “I find this unsettling.” Finn shook his head. “From complete obscurity to almost-popularity.”

      “If people weren’t so afraid of Galien, we’d be more than almost-popular,” Dawn said. “I’ve caught so many thoughts in that vein I’ve lost count.”

      “And all because of Alyx.” Tarrick’s smile flashed. “It’s just like being back in Alistriem.”

      “It’s not only because of me,” Alyx disagreed, raising her hand when Finn opened his mouth to speak. “I mean it. Students here are as terrified of Galien’s friends as they are of him. Now they’re seeing for the first time a powerful mage who doesn’t make it their mission to hurt and bully them—but my friends are just like me and they see that too.”

      “You’re right,” Dawn said firmly.

      A comfortable silence fell between them as they ate. Alyx finished first and pushed her bowl away before relaxing back in her chair. Her thoughts wandered idly, falling eventually on Dashan. It had been surprisingly disappointing that he’d been unable to spend time with them on their day off. She hoped he was well.

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      Alyx started at Finn’s voice. “Sorry?”

      He grinned. “You drifted off there. Don’t tell me you’re too tired to get in some studying before bed.”

      Alyx groaned. She wasn’t sure she felt alert enough for proper study, but it was about time she wrote another letter to Cayr. She’d had a second letter from him a few weeks earlier, but hadn’t had time to reply to it yet. “No. I’ll come with you.”

      “We’ve got watch duty in two days.” Dawn sighed. “So I’ll come too, make sure I’m all caught up before we miss more classes.”
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      As winter deepened, Alyx’s days grew even busier. She’d finally caught up on her classes, and while she would probably always struggle at languages and mathematics, she now regularly passed all the tests she was set. An equal amount of effort was required to keep up, however, and now that Alyx was set exercises and homework from Howell’s class as well, her spare time dropped markedly.

      One morning coming down to breakfast with Dawn, Alyx was surprised to note the sombre mood of the dining hall. The initiates who’d awoken on time were huddled together looking scared, and conversation was muted at best.

      A lot of eyes flicked towards Alyx as she walked in, but they all slid away when she looked directly at them. Unease trickled down her spine. The unusual silence persisted as she and Dawn lined up for food, and the greetings they’d become accustomed to from other students were non-existent.

      Tarrick and Finn were already at their table, but they weren’t talking. Finn picked at his food while Tarrick, jaw clenched, merely stared at his bowl.

      “What happened?” Alyx asked them.

      “It’s nothing,” Tarrick said quickly. “An incident with one of the initiates, that’s all.”

      Finn looked up sharply, giving Tarrick a hard look. “Keera was found in the woods late last night. She had a broken leg and was almost dead from exposure. She told the masters she’d taken a bad fall while exercising her mare.”

      “That’s awful.” Horrified, Alyx immediately looked over at the table where Randen and Keera normally sat. The initiate was pale, and he avoided her eyes. Her heart sank. “There’s more. What is it, Finn?”

      “She left DarkSkull before dawn this morning. Apparently she asked to be taken home immediately.”

      Alyx’s gaze turned back to Tarrick, who was still glaring down at his bowl. A growing dread made her voice sharp. “Why?”

      “Keera really wanted to be a mage,” Dawn added. “A fall bad enough to break your leg is nasty, but I don’t really see it making her want to leave so desperately.”

      “Keera was your sparring partner, Alyx,” Tarrick said.

      “And?”

      “And she was a good friend of Randen’s, who’s been joining us a lot for meals recently, but won’t even look this way today.”

      She stiffened, increasingly upset by what he was implying. “You’re suggesting it wasn’t a fall. You think Galien did something to her?”

      “It’s exactly what he tried to do to you multiple times last year, wasn’t it?” Tarrick pushed his bowl away so hard it almost collided with Finn’s.

      “After your defeat of Fengel, then what you did to Galien in mapping class, and standing up to him like you did in the dining hall....” Dawn trailed off, understanding spreading across her face as she looked at Alyx before continuing. “But surely he wouldn’t have…”

      “He did,” Finn said. “And everyone knows it.”

      They were right. Of course they were right. The shock vanished, extinguished by a rapidly rising fury. The emotion was so potent that Alyx’s grip on her spoon turned white-knuckled. Keera was an innocent. She’d done nothing wrong.

      “Alyx... take a breath.” Dawn was clearly picking up something of Alyx’s thoughts. “I know you’re angry, but—”

      “I won’t let him get away with this.” Alyx shot to her feet, sending her chair clattering backwards. “He can’t hurt people because of me.”

      The pearly green glow was already coalescing around both her hands as she turned and took a step away from the table.

      “No you don’t!”

      A vice-like grip closed around her wrist, and Alyx found herself being shoved back down into her chair with enough force to send the breath whooshing out of her. Before she could react, Cario, having appeared out of nowhere, pulled up a chair beside hers, utterly crowding her personal space. His eyes were bright as they locked on hers.

      “Starting a war with Galien is in nobody’s best interests,” he said, his voice low and intense. “You may have bested Fengel, but Galien is a mage of the higher order who is far better trained and more experienced than you. Don’t provoke him further, or someone might die next time, including your friends.”

      “I can’t allow him to—”

      “Yes, you can,” Cario said firmly. “You have no choice. Let him have this one.”

      “Let him have it?” She angrily shook off his hold on her wrist. “He hurt someone for no reason other than that they were my sparring partner.”

      “And if you do something to him now, he’ll hurt more people, maybe worse. Is that what you want?”

      “The masters will—”

      “Do nothing because they can’t afford to see that their pet mage of the higher order is a monster. And Galien is clever enough to feed into that by hiding his tracks.” Cario cut through all her arguments with insulting ease. “Do you really want this to escalate, Alyx?”

      Her jaw clenched in helpless anger. She didn’t want to see the sense in his words but was unable to refute it. Frustration burned, leaving a bitter taste in her mouth. “No.”

      “Then leave it.”

      “I didn’t think you cared about anything,” she snapped.

      Cario stared at her for one long moment, then abruptly rose and walked away without responding, heading for Galien’s table. Alyx turned back to her breakfast, still wrestling with herself.

      “He’s right,” Finn said gently.

      “I know,” she ground out.

      “I’m sorry.” Dawn squeezed her hand.

      Alyx shook it off. “That’s not good enough.”

      

      “I’ve heard good things about you.” Brynn’s voice sounded in the dimness.

      Having picked up a snatch of his thoughts some distance away, Alyx wasn’t startled by his words, even though his form was shrouded in shadow. The message with instructions to meet him had been slipped under her pillow for her to find when she returned to her room after dinner.

      “You’ll start hearing bad things if I get caught out here after curfew,” she grumbled. Despite her complaint, she had been glad to receive his message. After the events of the morning, she didn’t think sleep would be easy to come by. Her helplessness and frustration at the situation hadn’t faded much throughout the day.

      “Nobody comes into the orchards at night.”

      “True enough.” She sat next to him. The air was bitingly cold, and Alyx pulled her cloak more tightly around her. “However, there is that wide expanse of completely open fields I have to cross to get back to the dormitory building.”

      Brynn’s smile flashed in the darkness. “You’re a mage of the higher order, I’m sure you’ll work it out.”

      “That doesn’t mean as much as people think it does,” she murmured.

      “It makes you uncomfortable, does it?” he asked, as if reading her thoughts. “Being famous?”

      “I’m used to being treated with respect and deference because of my position in life, because of who my father is.” Alyx tried to explain. “I was used to it because things had been that way my whole life.”

      “But this is different. People are giving you respect and deference because of what you are, not what your parents are.”

      “And I’m not really all that special. I worked that much out after my first year here.” She paused. “Did you hear about the initiate that went home?”

      “Yes.”

      She huddled further into her cloak, shrinking away from his inquisitive green gaze. “It was my fault, indirectly. Me being a mage of the higher order didn’t help her, and it doesn’t help me stop Galien.”

      Brynn smiled slightly. “That’s a depressing outlook.”

      “You’re laughing at me,” she accused, stung out of her melancholy.

      “I’m not,” he said, nonetheless beaming at his success in breaking her mood. It should irritate her, but it didn’t. Brynn certainly had a knack with her. “How is it going, your troubles with Galien aside?”

      “I think I’m beginning to get somewhere,” she said. “But I won’t bore you with talking about myself any longer. What about you? You implied last time I saw you that your family knows you’re alive... does that mean Sarah too?”

      He nodded, face softening. “It was a non-negotiable for me. With everything else Romas was asking me to give up, I wouldn’t do that to her. Even if it meant expulsion.” His little smile widened. “She’s agreed to marry me.”

      “Oh, Brynn, that’s wonderful.” Alyx hugged him impulsively. “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “How do you manage things, with what you do?”

      “I see her as often as I can. She knows about my work. Whenever I’m in the area, I’ll visit,” he said. “The council has agreed to give me time away after we’re married. At least a month. For now, she’ll keep living in the village and I’ll visit whenever I can.”

      “I really am happy for you. This is lovely news to hear.”

      “I’m happy too,” he said, then sobered. “Now, for the real reason I’m here.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I’ve already given this information to Master Romas and the council, but he’s not likely to pass it on to students, and I know you and the others are assigned to watch tower duty this year.”

      “Right.” Alyx glanced around. “So this is another secret meeting. They don’t know you’re talking to me.”

      “No.” He lowered his voice. “I’m sure you’ve noticed there hasn’t been another attack on DarkSkull since last year,” he said. “I think that’s about to change. I’ve been hearing a lot of things, nothing concrete, but my instincts tell me another attack is coming.”

      Alyx frowned. She’d been hoping she’d not have to face another night like that ever again. “For what purpose?”

      “I haven’t been able to figure that out. What advantage do the Shiven get from attacking DarkSkull?”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “You know the Shiven are behind the attacks?”

      “I do, and I know that Romas has told you. I assume that means you’ve also told Tarrick and the twins.” Impatience tinged his voice.

      “I did. But if you know the Shiven were behind the attacks, then you know Shivasa is worrying the council immensely,” Alyx said. “They’re concerned the increased activity along the Rionnan border and the attacks last year could be indicative of invasion plans.”

      “Nobody wants another war,” Brynn said bleakly. “But removing all the future mages in training would be a key strategic goal if I were Shivasa and planning to expand my territories.”

      “As would getting rid of as many powerful mages as you could as discreetly as possible,” Alyx mused. “Do you think they could be behind the disappearing mages?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “What makes you think another attack on DarkSkull is coming?”

      “Instinct, added with a few things I’ve seen and heard. My task isn’t to find out why the attacks on DarkSkull are happening, or who is behind them,” Brynn explained. “The information I do have, I came by incidentally in my other duties.”

      “Which are?”

      “Best not discussed.”

      Alyx caught a flash of his surface thoughts. “You have doubts?”

      “That’s beside the point. I’m carrying out orders. It’s my job as a mage.”

      “It is the point if your orders aren’t right.”

      “Spoken by the girl who decided to come back here and be a mage,” Brynn said. “You’ll be following their orders someday too.”

      She was silent a moment. As happy as she was that Brynn was alive, she missed the old sweetness he used to have about him. This Brynn had an edge, his words dripping a harsh practicality she shied away from.

      “I know,” she said eventually, her voice quiet.

      “I’d better go. I want to visit Sarah before leaving the area.” He squeezed her hand. “It was good to see you.”

      “You too, Brynn.”

      “And don’t be too hard on yourself about Galien. You stood up to him, and that’s a good thing. With time and training you might be able to stop him.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Night.”

      Alyx watched him go, remaining in the dark shadows of the orchards a while longer. Brynn’s cryptic words about his work worried her, as did his suspicions of renewed attacks on DarkSkull. It didn’t surprise her that Romas hadn’t passed this warning onto the students; he remained a mysterious figure. She had no idea what his true motives were.

      Brynn was right, though—one day she’d have to do as the council ordered. Either that or swear allegiance to Cayr’s father and effectively be forced to follow Lord-Mage Casovar. She hadn’t quite considered that when making her grand and noble decision to come back.

      Alyx shook her head and stood, dousing the mage light. That was a problem for another day, a day still a long time in the future.

      

      The following morning at breakfast, the mood had almost returned to normal and conversation hummed freely. The initiates remained withdrawn, however, and none acknowledged Alyx and her friends in any way. She understood completely, and made no effort to approach or speak to any of them. Tarrick and Finn had joined Alyx and Dawn at their table when Jayn appeared, placing her bowl beside Alyx’s and swinging into a chair.

      “You mind?”

      “Not at all.” Alyx smiled. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

      Jayn shrugged. “It’s about time someone stood up to Galien. And he and his friends aren’t going to find me as easy to scare as an initiate. You guys don’t mind if I start sitting with you occasionally?”

      “You’re very welcome.” Dawn smiled at her.

      “Finn! Think you can take me this morning?” Rickin clapped the apprentice on the back as he dropped into the seat beside him.

      “I can try,” Finn said ruefully.

      “That you can.” Rickin chuckled, saying nothing further as he began eating hungrily.

      “They really need to do something about this slop,” Jayn remarked, spooning through her grey-looking oatmeal.

      Alyx chuckled. “Or at least vary the colour of it.”

      “Finn, if you’re looking to beat Rickin this morning, attack to his left with a sweep hook,” Tarrick advised. “He still hasn’t mastered the right block for that one.”

      “You know nothing, Tylender.” Rickin sniffed.

      “Try it, Finn.” Tarrick bit back on a grin.

      “Oh, I will.”

      Rickin rose with a laugh, having finished already. “You still won’t beat me. I look forward to you trying though. See you out there soon.”

      “I should go too.” Jayn picked up her bowl. “Bye.”

      “There are some good people here,” Finn noted as the two apprentices left.

      “Galien had them all under his thumb, but not all of them were there willingly,” Dawn mused. “They needed someone to take the first step.”

      Alyx shifted as the three of them turned to look speculatively at her. “Don’t give me credit I don’t deserve. He’s still a monster and will continue to hurt people, and I can’t stop that.”

      Tarrick shrugged and turned back to his food. “Not yet, anyway.”
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      “Apprentice Egalion?” Rothai’s voice snapped across the yard as they finished sparring for the morning and students began filing out to their next classes. “A moment please.”

      Reluctant, she crossed to him. “What is it, sir?”

      As hard as she’d tried to keep her voice even, a trace of bitterness leaked into it, and Rothai didn’t fail to notice. “Do you have a problem with me, Apprentice?”

      The gall of the question triggered the impotent anger and frustration that had been building in her all year. It spilled out and she was helpless to stop it.

      “I’m not sure what makes you think I wouldn’t have a problem with you,” she said coldly. “You stood by and watched me get beaten within an inch of my life.”

      “I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.”

      “You hoped?” She gaped furiously. “That was my life. Don’t pretend you don’t know Galien wants me dead.”

      “It was a calculated risk. Howell was being too patient with you,” Rothai said. “You needed to come into your magic, and it was taking too long. The threat to your life served its purpose.”

      She stared at him, breathing hard, his words shocking her even though she shouldn’t be surprised. His ice-blue eyes were unflinching despite the sudden glow of mage power lighting up her arms.

      “You did it on purpose.”

      “I did.”

      It was a sucker punch, but she swallowed the rush of emotion. “One day I will be powerful enough to take you down.”

      He smiled thinly. “Believe it or not, Apprentice Egalion, I look forward to that day.”

      The response was not what she expected and took away some of the force of her anger. Realising she faced expulsion if she pushed further, she slowly clamped down on her anger until she had it under control.

      “Are we done here, sir?” she asked. “I have classes I need to attend.”

      He stepped closer, blue eyes directly on hers. “You have potential, but you’re not invincible. Don’t let pride ruin you.”

      “I’ll see you later, sir.” She walked away.

      

      The others waited for her outside the gate as she came stalking out. From the looks on their faces, it was clear they’d seen at least part of her interaction with Rothai.

      “What was all that about?” Tarrick demanded. “I saw your magic light up. Alyx, you can’t threaten a master!”

      “He stood by and watched me almost die that day,” Alyx snapped. Not to mention his lies about Brynn’s death. “So back off.”

      “I don’t think he deliberately—”

      “He did. He just told me so himself. It was an attempt to force my magic out.”

      “Look, you’re both right,” Dawn spoke into the tense silence. “Alyx, what Master Rothai did was wrong, there is no doubt. But that doesn’t mean you should challenge him openly. Do you want to be expelled?”

      “I know I shouldn’t have done it.” She gritted out the words, admitting it difficult in the extreme. “It was stupid. I’ve been so frustrated over Galien, and I’m still furious when I think about what Rothai did. It all seemed to boil out of me.”

      “He was wrong,” Finn said earnestly. “And we get that it isn’t easy for you.”

      Alyx let out a breath. “Rothai thought Howell was being too patient with me, that’s why he forced me into the sparring match with Fengel.”

      “That’s no excuse!” Dawn said indignantly. “What if it hadn’t worked? And even though you won in the end, you were badly hurt.”

      “My apologies, Alyx,” Tarrick said stiffly.

      “Tarrick, I know—”

      He raised a hand. “I’d really prefer not to talk about it. Can we get to class?”

      He strode off without waiting for a reply, and Alyx fell in behind them. Tarrick often struggled between his friendship and sense of duty towards Alyx and his instinctive respect and love for the mage order. It couldn’t be easy for him, the way she was constantly in conflict with the council and the masters.

      She sighed. It wasn’t easy for her either.

      

      Alyx stood in the entrance hall of the Magor Inn, pulling on her cloak in anticipation of the bitterly cold winter’s night. They were on watch duty at the northern tower starting at midnight, and had come to Weeping Stead for a mug of hot mulled wine beforehand. Her shoulder gave a twinge as she stretched out her arm, but the pain was much diminished, and she’d regained full mobility.

      She glanced out the window where Dawn and Tarrick were already walking back towards the horses, glad to see it had stopped snowing for the moment. She debated whether to go after them or linger in the warmth until Finn and Dashan finished settling their account at the bar in the back room. She’d just made up her mind to face the cold when Finn appeared, walking quickly through the narrow corridor between the dining tables, a grin threatening to break out on his face.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked suspiciously as he stopped beside her, reaching for his cloak.

      He opened his mouth to respond, but was forestalled by shouts coming from the back room. Seconds later, the door swung open, and Dashan came running through with a laughing grin on his face.

      Alyx frowned, opened her mouth to ask Finn again, but closed it abruptly as Galien come sprinting through the door behind Dashan. Oscar and Tarran were close behind and they all looked furious.

      “Run!” Dashan called, half-laughing. “Quickly.”

      Finn needed no further urging. He grabbed his cloak off the hook, shouldered the door open and sprinted out into the night. Dashan reached Alyx, grabbed her arm and dragged her with him. At the look of murderous fury on Galien’s face, she moved of her own accord, ducking out the door and letting it slam behind them.

      They emerged into the night, breath steaming from their mouths, boots skidding in the snow as they turned onto the main road. Ahead, Finn caught up to Dawn and Tarrick and all three broke into a run.

      “What did you do?” Alyx asked, glancing back to see Galien and his cronies burst out of the inn and come running after them.

      “I put a handful of baby spiders in their jug of ale.” Dashan laughed as he ran. “Found a nest about to hatch out near the privy earlier. Both Tarran and Galien got a mouthful of spiders before they realised.”

      “You idiot!” Alyx groaned, not sure whether to be pleased or worried that he’d successfully pulled a prank on Galien. “They’re gaining on us.”

      “Run faster, then!” he urged, doubling his pace.

      Alyx fought to keep up. Her cloak whipped about her, expensive boots holding up admirably on the snowy ground. The others had disappeared from sight ahead.

      Behind them, Galien called out furiously, demanding they halt and face him. Dashan dodged into a side street, then swung himself over a fence and into someone’s back yard. Rolling her eyes at his showy athleticism, Alyx hauled herself less gracefully over the fence and followed him through the yard, hoping the occupants of the house couldn’t hear them.

      They crept through a gate and then emerged onto another side street. Dashan grabbed Alyx’s hand and pulled her down a narrow alley. Seconds later they re-emerged onto the main street.  Now when she glanced back she couldn’t see their pursuers—Dashan had lost them for the moment.

      They sprinted to the end of the street and up a set of stone steps leading to the town’s eastern gate. Finn, Dawn and Tarrick had already reached the horses and were untying the reins.

      “Did you lose them?” Tarrick asked, like Alyx looking torn between amusement and concern. “Or are we going to have to ride for our lives?”

      Dashan was looking around him. “I have a better idea.”

      “What are you doing?” Alyx stopped too, looking warily back the way they’d come.

      “Just a second.” Dashan ran to the public horse trough, grabbed a nearby bucket, and scooped it full of water. He then jogged back to the steps and tossed the bucket of water onto the stone.

      “Dash, come on, we need to get out of here,” Finn urged, his mare shifting restively as she caught his anxiousness. Galien, Tarran and Oscar appeared suddenly, rounding a corner at a sprint. Dashan tossed another bucket of water over the steps before running for his horse.

      Shouts echoed down the empty street. Even at a distance the anger in their voices was unmistakable, and worry began to overtake her enjoyment of the prank. Alyx took hold of Tingo’s reins and leaped up into the saddle. Together they rode a short distance away before Dashan urged them to stop and wait.

      Tingo danced about and Alyx held him tightly, watching as their pursuers reached the steps. Galien was in the lead—at full sprint he hit the first step and slid spectacularly backwards onto his backside. Those close behind him suffered the same fate, boots finding no grip on the now-iced over stone.

      Dashan crowed with laughter, and Alyx couldn’t help but be amused by the spectacle.

      “Nice one, Dash,” Dawn said, her beautiful laugh ringing out.

      “Come on, we’d best vanish before they recover,” Tarrick said finally, slapping his reins. He and the twins set off at a canter along the road back towards DarkSkull. Alyx followed a little behind, looking up in surprise as Dashan spurred his horse up beside Tingo.

      “I’ll ride with you,” he said. “I’m on duty tonight.”

      “Duty where?” Alyx asked.

      “I’ve been training the local lads to be deployed as a support unit to the mages on guard up at the watchtowers,” he explained.

      She looked up in surprise. “Really? Whose idea was that?”

      “Mine. This is their second night on duty. I chose a sheltered spot along the valley wall within sight of both southern watch towers. Fifteen soldiers will be camped out there at all times. A similar post is set up on the northern side of the valley. If an attack comes, they’ll see the bonfire alerts straight away.”

      She huffed out a breath, finding herself staring at him for a long moment. “That’s an impressive plan.”

      “It certainly is.” He gave her his cocky grin. “When another attack comes, you’ll have fifteen Blue Guard-trained militia soldiers riding up in support.”

      “When, not if?”

      Dashan glanced around them before reining in his stallion to a slower pace. Tingo followed suit so that they dropped back further from the others.

      “This information is being kept very quiet—only myself, the key commanders in the region, and Master Romas are aware—but another attack is expected imminently. The militia may not have our level of experience and discipline but they are really good at collecting information. They’ve learned that two separate Shiven units crossed the Tregayan border three weeks ago. Their scouts haven’t picked them up yet, but it’s a safe bet they’re headed here, given what happened last year.”

      That corroborated what Brynn had said to her. It seemed like he might be a half-decent spy despite her doubts about it suiting his character. It also made her worry. Another attack on DarkSkull appeared inevitable, and she shivered. “Have they put you in command of the militia soldiers?”

      “Commander Helson thought it would be best if the support units had a Bluecoat commander for now, largely because I have more fighting experience. In time, though, the idea is that the militia will be entirely self-sufficient.”

      “No wonder the local soldiers like you so much.”

      “It’s not me. They like the idea of being able to fight back, to do something about the incursions into their territory.”

      “Yes, but you are a large part of that.”

      “I was thinking, if you came back here next year, I would come too,” he said, glancing over at her. “The boys and I could expand the training to other militia units in the region. I think it would be a good thing for Rionn to have an allied neighbour with a well-trained and effective army.”

      “You’re assuming I would want you in charge of my guard detail next year,” she said airily.

      “Of course... I mean, I wouldn’t…” He spoke awkwardly, his smile fading.

      Alyx frowned at his response, having expected a cocky rejoinder. “Dash, I was joking. I wouldn’t want anyone else.”

      “Really?” He sat straighter in the saddle.

      “You’re doing good work here. I’ve been paying close attention in my strategy classes, and I agree with your assessment about the militia. In fact, when I return, I might ask my father to send more Bluecoats under your command. The more men you have, the more militia you could train, correct?”

      “Absolutely. If the king sent more men, though, I wouldn’t be able to command them.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m only a Lieutenant. More than twenty men and I don’t have the rank to be in command.”

      “I’ll talk to my father about that.”

      “You sound like Cayr.”

      “I’m not Cayr,” she said sharply. “And I’m not promising you a promotion or a larger command. I’m just promising to speak to my father.”

      “Fair enough,” he said. “Thank you, Alyx.”

      “And I do plan on coming back next year,” she said quietly.

      “I thought you might.”

      A comfortable silence fell between them for a while, and neither made any effort to catch up to the others. Alyx wasn’t late for her shift yet, and despite the cold it was a beautifully clear night.

      “Dash, about Galien?” She waited until she had his full attention. “While what you did back there was amusing, and the sight of him slipping on the ice will never fail to make me smile, I think it’s best if we all leave him alone.”

      “I got the impression things were better there after you beat Fengel in that fight?”

      “Galien is still stronger and better trained than I am…” She hesitated. “And after I showed him up in class a few weeks ago, one of the initiates I sparred with was found with a broken leg in the woods, almost dead of exposure. She begged to go home and left the next day.”

      “Galien?”

      “It’s something he tried to do to me last year.” Alyx looked across and met Dashan’s eyes in the darkness. “I know it was him, and I know he did it because of me.”

      He glanced away, his fingers toying with the reins. She recognised the stiffening of his shoulders and hard cast to his jaw, but let him think through what she’d said without pushing. Eventually he did speak.

      “I understand. I’ll leave Galien and his friends alone from now on, no matter how tempting it might be to put spiders in their ale.”

      “Thanks,” she said, taken aback by his easy capitulation.

      “Don’t look so surprised, Egalion. I’m not a completely horrible person. I understand the position you’re in.”

      “You really do,” she said, surprised by that, as well.

      “Indeed.” His face darkened then into something truly fearsome. “But if I ever find myself alone in a room with that Shiven piece of scum I’ll tear him apart limb by limb for what he did to you, mage of the higher order or not.”

      “Dash... ” Her voice shook, even though she didn’t know why.

      “I will never let anyone hurt you if it’s in my power to stop them. You know that, right?”

      “Yeah, I do. Thanks.”

      He cleared his throat. “So, I’ve been meaning to ask, have you seen that friend of yours again? The one who showed up in the woods that time?” Before Alyx could respond, Dashan raised a hand in the air. “And no, I haven’t told anyone about seeing him, I promise, not even my pet hamster.”

      “You don’t have a pet hamster.” She laughed. “But yes, I’ve seen him again. He works for the council but he won’t tell me what he does for them.”

      “Isn’t it odd, a mage initiate already working for the council?”

      “It’s very odd. I think he has a particular skillset they’re taking advantage of.”

      “It makes you uneasy,” Dashan said perceptively.

      “Yeah, it does.”

      “It’s always a good idea to go with your instincts.”

      They reached the cleared area before the watchtower then. Tarrick and the twins had already dismounted and were leading the horses into the barn.

      “See you later, mage-girl.”

      Dashan spurred his horse and was gone before she could do more than raise a hand in farewell.

      “I’m surprised we couldn’t hear the bickering, you two weren’t that far behind us,” Tarrick said jokingly as Alyx led Tingo into the stables.

      “Oh, we were just talking,” she said absently.

      “You look distracted,” Dawn said. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure.” Alyx nodded.

      

      The four apprentices on duty met them at the door, told them everything had been quiet, then went off in search of their warm beds back at DarkSkull.

      Cario came riding in as the apprentices were leaving, giving Alyx the opportunity to tell them Dashan’s information about an impending attack. She also related the details of his plan to have militia soldiers encamped close to the watchtowers.

      “I like it,” Tarrick said approvingly as they made their way up the spiral stairs to the top. “Having a unit of cavalry to support the watchtower mages in case of attack strengthens DarkSkull’s defences exponentially.”

      “It might even prevent an attack,” Alyx said.

      “Exactly, or at least make the Shiven more cautious about one,” Finn agreed.

      “All right, who wants first watch?” Dawn raised her eyebrows. “I’m happy to volunteer, I’m not sleepy yet.”

      “I’ll join you,” Alyx said. “I’d like to get a start on the pages of equations Dirrion set us yesterday.”

      “Okay, then Finn and I will take the second watch. Cario, you’ve got dawn watch,” Tarrick said.

      “Oh, I think you all know me well enough by now to know that won’t happen,” Cario said easily. “I’ll take first watch in the morning.”

      “I’ll take dawn watch and catch up on sleep in the morning.” Alyx hid her smile as Tarrick scowled.

      

      “Only two and a bit months until the spring dance.” Dawn said softly.

      Alyx glanced across the circular tower room, catching the wistful look on her friend’s face. Both girls were sitting in opposite window seats, where they could see any signal fire being lit. Finn and Tarrick slept curled on mats on the floor, while Cario sprawled in the single chair by the fireplace.

      “That can be a long time in DarkSkull weeks.” Alyx paused, curious. “You seem very excited about this dance.”

      “I am. You should be too—the festival is the only bit of fun we’re going to have all year. Plus, once the dance arrives, it won’t be long before we get to go home for the summer.”

      “Have you asked Dash yet?” Alyx teased.

      The girl flushed. “No.”

      “You really like him.” Alyx hadn’t intended to sound as surprised as she did, but it caused Dawn’s face to redden further.

      “It’s just a silly crush.”

      “There’s nothing silly about it,” Alyx said firmly.

      “I do like him,” came the soft response. “He’s really funny, and charming, but all that’s only a cover for this really sensitive man.”

      Alyx smiled into the darkness. “I have to admit, Dashan has surprised me recently. I can see why you’d like him.” She paused. “Do you want me to talk to him for you?”

      “Absolutely not.” Dawn laughed. “It’s sweet of you to offer, but I’ll talk to him myself.”

      “All right.”

      “You must miss Cayr terribly. Both times you’ve gotten letters from him you’ve smiled for days after, but it’s different this year. You don’t talk about him as much.”

      “They were good letters.” Alyx gazed dreamily out the window. “Cayr’s been in my life as long as I can remember. We know each other inside out. Until a year ago, we experienced every moment of life together. And then, of course, there is the fact that we’ll probably end up marrying. So, the answer to your question is yes, I do miss him, very much.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ in there.”

      “I never knew who I was apart from him.” Alyx shifted slightly. “I think I’m starting to finally learn who I am, just me, Alyx Egalion. I miss Cayr, because having him around was always familiar, comforting, like a safety blanket. But for once, I’m also enjoying being me.”

      Dawn paused, but it was obvious she was thinking hard, so Alyx spoke again. “What is it? You know you can ask me anything.”

      “You said you know each other better than anyone. Do you think that will still be the case after everything that’s happened?”

      Alyx glanced down at Finn’s notes in her lap, troubled by the question even though she didn’t want to be. “Things were already different after my first time here. And by the time I get back... well, two years of mostly being apart is a long time. But it hasn’t changed the fact that I love him. And when I finish my training, we won’t be apart any longer. We’ll have plenty of time to re-learn each other.”

      “It’s nice that some things never change, isn’t it?” Dawn mused. “Even after DarkSkull, and what happened with Jenna, you and Cayr still love each other enough to want a future together.”

      “That’s a nice way of putting it.” Alyx smiled slightly. “Not that we’re technically together right now. I left him without any promises. Both of us are free until I return.”

      Dawn turned to face her. “I think that was a good idea. Better to be absolutely sure of each other and what you want.” Her expression lightened. “Has anyone asked you to the dance yet?”

      Alyx chuckled. “I think it’s a little early for that.”

      “You never know, I bet you get heaps of offers.”

      “I don’t think…” Alyx started, then stopped and straightened as she spotted an orange glow out the window. “Dawn, I can see the signal fire at the south-western tower!”

      “You’re kidding?” Shock flared on her face and she dropped her book to the floor with a loud clatter.

      “No I’m not.” Alyx scrambled off the window ledge and ran straight to where her staff leaned against the wall. Her next words tumbled out even louder than she’d intended, a mix of excitement and fear. “Wake up, we have to move!”

      “What?” Finn asked sleepily.

      Dawn reached down and literally hauled her brother half off the floor. “Signal fire at the other southern tower,” she shouted in his ear.

      Cario’s tousled head appeared as he sat up and stretched. “Do I really have to…?”

      “Yes you do. Get up and light the signal fire then meet us down in the stables. We’ll saddle up your mare!” Tarrick snapped, already halfway to the door. “Come on, hurry up!”

      Alyx stared at them vanishing out the doorway, slow to process what was happening. Then reality snapped back into focus and she was running after them, adrenalin warring with fear inside her. One thing she knew for certain.

      If DarkSkull was truly under attack, she was going to have to kill again.
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      The four of them hurtled down the tower stairs at a run, pausing only briefly at the front door to grab their cloaks. The horses snorted and danced restlessly in their stalls, picking up the suppressed urgency in their riders. Alyx was first out the barn door with Tingo. Bright orange light flared above as the signal fire roared to life from the watchtower roof.

      Hoofbeats sounded in the near distance, and by the time Tarrick and the twins were exiting the stables with Cario’s horse, a unit of Tregayan militia had arrived, galloping out of the trees. Rodin was amongst the lead riders and Alyx waved him over as she swung up into the saddle.

      “Apprentice Egalion!” he hailed her. “We saw the signal fire and came immediately.”

      As Rodin reined in before Alyx, Tarrick and the twins joined them. All five pairs of eyes turned as the watchtower door slammed closed—it was Cario, approaching them at a run.

      “You’re in charge of the unit?” Tarrick asked, attention shifting back to Rodin.

      “That’s right,” Rodin said. “But we’ve been given instructions by Lieutenant Caverlock and Commander Helson. You have command of the situation, Apprentices.”

      Alyx cast an eye over the militia; the constant shifting in their saddles and excited faces betrayed their eagerness for action, but at the same time they held their horses capably and were sitting in disciplined formation, hands lightly on the hilts of their swords.

      “Didn’t think we’d be testing Dash’s new idea so quickly,” Tarrick muttered as they all looked to him.

      “They’re fine, Tarrick. And it’s not like we have any more experience than they do.”

      He grinned at her. “Then let’s go get some. First thing is to get to the southwestern tower as quickly as possible. Everyone fall in behind me. Once we arrive, you wait for my word before doing anything. Clear?”

      Glad that Tarrick had taken charge, Alyx nodded along with the others. Within moments they were galloping as fast as they dared in the darkness along the narrow track leading to the southwestern tower. The distance between the two towers seemed to take forever to travel, though she knew it was probably only a few minutes. The militia streamed along behind the mages.

      They came upon the scene of attack suddenly, rounding a corner in the path just as an enormous bang sounded and a large section of the southern boundary wall blew inwards.

      “What the hell!” Tarrick shouted as debris rained down around them despite their distance from the wall.

      “They’ve got mages with them,” Finn said calmly.

      Alyx heard his words while her gaze took in the situation. The wall was not far below them, down a slight incline with the watchtower rearing above them to their left. The Shiven had chosen a place to attack that was wide open and bare of trees. The hole they’d blown in the wall was large enough for several warriors to stream through at once.

      “Right. We’ll need to—”

      Tarrick’s words were cut off as another blast sounded. Rock, stone and debris exploded across the ground towards them. Alyx swung hard to the left to avoid a piece of stone flying at her head, and almost fell from the saddle. By the time she’d righted herself, more Shiven warriors were pouring through the even-larger gap in the wall.

      “Hold tight,” Tarrick called. “Can anyone see where the apprentices stationed here are?”

      Dawn pointed after a moment’s concentration. “Down at the breach.”

      Alyx looked where she was pointing. It was hard to discern in the darkness and chaos, but she managed to pick out the grey robes of the five apprentices close to the breach in the wall. Even as she watched, they vanished from sight, swallowed up by the Shiven pouring through the breach. A moment later, a clear shield sprung up around them.

      “Good news. Jayn’s down there, and that means Rickin is too,” Finn spoke the words before Alyx could. “They’ll keep their heads.”

      “They’re also in serious danger.” Urgency flooded Alyx and she turned to Dawn. “Where are the mages from the other towers?”

      Her eyes closed briefly, then opened. “On their way. Close, but still some distance out.”

      “Your orders?” Rodin pulled his horse up between them, voice tight with urgency. The militia’s patience for sitting still was wearing thin.

      “Take two thirds of your unit, swing up to the left, and circle through the forest behind the watchtower. Take cover there and wait for my call,” Tarrick said. “We mages will attack the Shiven coming through the wall where the apprentices are pinned down. Hopefully we can scatter them into smaller groups and force some in your direction to trap them between us. That should ease the pressure on those down at the wall and allow them to get back into the fight.”

      “And the rest of my unit?”

      “Hold them here in reserve. We might need a fourth angle of attack.”

      “Aye. Flanking manoeuvre coming right up.” Rodin efficiently divided his unit with a series of succinct orders, and soon most them were galloping up into the trees behind the tower.

      “I hope they can hold the line,” Tarrick said.

      “That’s presuming we can force the Shiven that way,” Cario drawled. “There are only five of us, and you want to openly attack the right flank?”

      “There isn’t time for argument,” Alyx said quickly. “Tarrick, tell us what to do.”

      “Right now, their attack is concentrated. We need to break them up and force them out of their attack strategy,” he said. “So Alyx, if you wouldn’t mind softening them up for us?”

      There was no time for hesitation, no time for doubts. Alyx reached up for her staff, aimed it at the group of Shiven clambering through the breach, and sent a concussion blast shooting straight towards them. Using her staff as a focus point for her magic was a new skill she’d been working on, and despite her nerves and the chaotic situation, it worked perfectly.

      A bright green light blinded them all as her magic hit the Shiven with an explosive force strong enough to disintegrate those closest to it. The concussion blast followed a second after, emitting a massive boom and spreading out in a green-edged circle across the clearing. Once the brightness faded there was nothing left, darkness hiding most of the carnage. But Alyx could imagine it anyway, knew exactly what a man disintegrating from her magic looked like. Nausea surged, and she almost lost her dinner before she could bring it under control. There was no time for this. Jayn and Rickin needed her to be functional.

      A second silver glow lit up the night as Tarrick followed Alyx’s lead with his own concussive blast. Even at the distance they were sitting, seconds later they were buffeted by both blasts.

      Recognizing quickly they were under mage attack, the Shiven mass split smoothly into smaller groups. It was a more coordinated scattering than Tarrick had hoped for, Alyx thought, but even so, smaller groups were more manageable than one large one.

      Several Shiven continued to harass the apprentice mages by the wall, who were holding them off with their staffs and magic combined. Another group—identifying the immediate threat—started up the incline towards Alyx and Tarrick.

      “Rodin, go!” Tarrick bellowed.

      Shouts echoed down through the trees as the militia came galloping down the incline, sweeping in from the left flank and slamming into the Shiven warriors in a chaotic and noisy mess of horses, bellowing and clashing blades.

      Turning her attention back to the approaching Shiven, Alyx spun her staff in one hand, lined up the Shiven heading towards them, and felt the ground shudder under Tingo’s feet as she let loose another concussion ball that lit up the night. Again, Tarrick followed suit, and within a few seconds, the warriors were decimated.

      Her stomach turned at the sight of open space where only moments ago there had been running warriors. Forcing herself to turn away, Alyx looked for Rodin’s militia. They were temporarily overwhelming the Shiven from the left flank, but were severely outnumbered. More warriors were coming in through the destroyed section of wall.

      “How many are there?” Cario shouted the question on all their minds.

      “Dawn?” Tarrick turned to the telepath.

      “A lot,” she said. “I’m reading too many minds to count; there’s at least one more wave of fighters beyond the wall. Maybe upwards of fifty?”

      Alyx tried not to let that panic her. “There have to be at least that many inside the wall already. That is a massive force to be attacking us with.”

      “Wait!” Dawn raised a hand. “Jayn and the others are hemmed in, but they’re okay. There is only one mage with the attacking force and Rickin’s gone after him.”

      “We’ll have to go in—the left flank will break if we don’t try and ease some of the pressure. They’re too intermixed now for us to be able to indiscriminately loose concussive bursts,” Tarrick said.

      “What about us, Apprentice?” one of the remaining militia asked.

      “You’re coming with us,” Tarrick said. “Try and stay in formation as best you can. We’ll attempt to hold down the right flank and keep the Shiven sandwiched between us. See if you can fight through to the apprentices down there too, they’ll bolster your force.”

      “I think it would be better if I stayed here to protect Dawn,” Cario said. “She’s of more use up here away from the fight where she can use her power to locate and attack the minds of the Shiven commanders.”

      “I can do that?” Dawn asked in surprise.

      “Yes, and I can tell you how.”

      “Do it,” Tarrick said tersely. “Everyone else with me.”

      Alyx followed at Tarrick’s left, racing Tingo down the incline at a gallop and ploughing into the Shiven warriors massed at the bottom. Tingo reared and struck out with deadly iron-shod hooves, while Alyx leaned down and laid about with her staff, trying to avoid the swinging swords of the Shiven as she did so.

      She glanced back up the hill—Dawn had her eyes closed in concentration; a flash of thought told Alyx the telepath was looking for the commander of the Shiven attack. Cario was murmuring in her ear, eyes focused on the battle below.

      Moments later, Alyx, Finn and Tarrick fought their way clear, momentarily stopping the onrush of Shiven up the hill. Tarrick gestured for the militia to take over, then waved Alyx and Finn back from the fight. The three rode up the hill to join Dawn and Cario.

      “Cario’s right. We’re of best use clear of the fight where we can use our magic from a distance,” he said tersely when Alyx raised a questioning eyebrow.

      It wasn’t going well. Shiven continued to scramble through the breach in the wall, and while the militia were fighting with real energy and skill, they were severely outnumbered. Alyx shuddered to think of what would have happened if Dashan hadn’t implemented his idea and they’d had no backup at all.

      They needed mage reinforcements from DarkSkull immediately; it was a wonder they’d held off the attack this long, though she supposed barely ten minutes had passed. It felt like longer.

      “Alyx, can you help Dawn?” Tarrick asked tersely.

      “I can try, but telepathy is my weakest ability. I think I’d be more of a distraction.”

      His reply was cut off by the sound of crisp orders being shouted from the western side of the battle, where the road led from the north-western tower. Seconds later and Dashan’s Bluecoats came galloping into the fray, driving deep into the right flank of the fight. Behind them rode the second unit of militia.

      Dashan rode at the head of the new force, standing tall in the stirrups, sword raised. The appearance of reinforcements gave Rodin’s men new heart, and as Dashan called out an order to them, they reformed into a tighter unit.

      “Got them,” Dawn’s eyes suddenly snapped open. “Two commanders. Alyx, Tarrick, can you see?”

      Two faces flashed clearly into Alyx’s mind, followed quickly by an image of where they were, and she nodded. She used a brief snatch of magic to show Tarrick’s mind an image of the commander she would take, then the two of them urged their horses back towards the battle. Using Dawn’s mental signature and clear image, Alyx quickly found her target. Raising her staff, she aimed carefully and sent a concussion blast straight for him.

      Tarrick had loosed his power at the same time and the booms went off simultaneously, rocking the ground at their feet and sending blinding light ripping through the fighting. The Shiven faltered, and Dashan bellowed orders as he saw what was happening, driving his Blue Guard deeper into the battle.

      Alyx scanned the surroundings. More Shiven were coming through the breach, despite the fact she and Tarrick had killed their commanders. Then her gaze fell on the debris of rock and stone lying strewn over the ground. An idea occurred to her.

      “Dashan!” she shouted the word at the same time she sent it telepathically.

      His head came up with a snap, and he turned his horse to meet the onrushing Tingo. She pulled the stallion in with an effort, bringing him alongside Dashan’s mount.

      “I have an idea,” she shouted over the noise, relating it as quickly as she could.

      “You can do that?” he asked when she was done.

      “I think so, yes.”

      He nodded, brought his mount around, and started snapping more orders. The Blue Guard began wheeling around, moving away from the wall. The militia fell in behind, following Dashan’s orders without hesitation.

      “Damn, he’s good,” Alyx muttered to herself as she saw Dashan’s redeployment of his force was not only distancing his soldiers from the wall, but herding the Shiven right towards it.

      “Can you cover me for a minute?” Alyx sent the thought to Dawn as she rode Tingo back up the incline. Reining him in, she waited for Tarrick, Cario and the twins to appear and surround her.

      “Tarrick, Cario, I’m going to need your help.” She sent them an image of what she planned to do, then smiled. “Just like in class with Howell.”

      “We’ve never succeeded at this in class,” Cario pointed out.

      “We can do it,” Tarrick said firmly. “No room for doubts.”

      Alyx studied the fighting below, waiting until Dashan and his men were far enough away from the wall. Concern tightened in her chest as they briefly became encircled by a group of Shiven, then deepened as Dashan dismounted and began laying about with his sword. He fought with ruthless skill, decimating any that came against him as if they were boys with toy swords. The Bluecoats cheered as he won them a path through, then hauled himself back into the saddle.

      Once they were clear, Alyx sheathed her staff in its sling down her back, then dropped the reins and calmed Tingo with a hand. Taking a very deep breath, and trying to focus her mind as best as she could, she raised both hands.

      “Let’s do this,” she whispered into Cario and Tarrick’s minds, bolstered by Tarrick’s calm determination and her knowledge of Cario’s exquisite technical skill.

      Channelling Howell’s talent, Alyx reached out with her power to begin locating and picking up all the pieces of rock and stone that had blown inwards with the Shiven attack on the wall. One by one, she lifted them high into the air, the strain on her magic intensifying the more she lifted. By the time every piece she could find was in the air, her body was literally shuddering with the power she was exerting.

      “Your turn, Cario,” she whispered, her mental voice faint with effort.

      A second later, Cario’s familiar power slid up against hers. They worked together— Alyx’s pure strength alongside Cario’s sublime control—to put every piece of stone back together. She gritted her teeth at the rapid drain on her magic, desperately willing herself to hold it long enough for Cario to finish.

      Soon, a wall floated in the air above them. Dimly, she heard shouts of surprise below, but ignored them. It was taking all her concentration simply to will her magic to keep flowing.

      “Tarrick,” Cario said calmly.

      Tarrick joined them then, struggling as he always did to control the surge of his power. Alyx’s hold began shaking, but just as she thought she would lose it, she felt a hand rest on her shoulder and then the sweet coolness of Finn’s healing power flooding through her body, bolstering her energy. A whisper of thought from Dawn—reassurance mixed with unshakable confidence in all of them—steadied their magic instantly.

      Tarrick fought to gain control and won, sending his concussive power surging into the rock just hot enough to fuse it all together without breaking it apart again.

      “Now, Alyx,” Dawn whispered in her mind

      With another deep breath, Alyx drew upon every shred of power and focus she had left and heaved all of it, the entire remodelled stone wall, thundering towards the gaping breach.

      Shiven warriors in the way were thrown aside or crushed. As the remodelled section of wall reached the hole, Tarrick’s magic re-joined Alyx’s, and they created a glow of white-hot heat that fused the new section of wall to the old, filling the breach in the wall completely.

      For a moment there was silence, then the Shiven trapped inside the wall began scrambling to escape. Not hesitating, Dashan’s voice rang out, giving crisp orders to chase down the fleeing Shiven.

      “We did it.” Tarrick’s voice was an equal mix of exhaustion and disbelief.

      Alyx sagged in the saddle, utterly drained. Finn’s hand on her shoulder tightened briefly, draining some of her exhaustion, before he rode over to do the same for Tarrick, whose dark skin had gone deathly pale. Cario’s hands were trembling, but he waved away Finn’s help, claiming he’d be fine after a few moments.

      “Dawn, are you able to pinpoint any stragglers that have escaped Dashan’s cordon?” Tarrick asked.

      “Sure.” Dawn closed her eyes.

      “Tarrick! You guys sure helped us out of a tight spot.”

      They looked down to see Jayn leading four other apprentices up the hill to them. A couple looked bloodied, clothes torn, but all were walking unaided. Rickin held his staff ready as if to fend off another attack.

      “You got the mage?” Tarrick confirmed.

      “I sure did,” the young man said tiredly. “He was nothing on fighting with Finn every morning.”

      “You all okay?” Dawn asked them.

      “Yeah, we’ll be fine.”

      “That shielding was impressive,” Alyx told Jayn.

      “Tell us about it.” Tari, a male apprentice Alyx faintly knew, smiled. “We’d have all been dead in those first few moments without her.”

      They shared a chuckle, most of them deciding to take a seat where they were standing and get a few moments of rest.

      Just as the Shiven were rounded up, and the battle quite decisively went to the mages and militia, reinforcements from DarkSkull Hall came thundering up the valley wall, led by Rothai.

      Tarrick, Jayn and Alyx went to meet them, while Dawn stayed with Dashan to help him track down any scattered Shiven and Finn went to work on the wounded soldiers. Cario dismounted and slumped on a rock, telling them to come get him when it was time to go. Tari and the other two apprentices from Jayn’s group joined the hunt for stragglers.

      “The battle is in hand, sir,” Tarrick reported formally.

      “Is it?” Rothai frowned.

      “Yes, sir. It was dicey there for a while but Alyx managed to fix the breach in the wall. After that, it was a matter of sweeping up the remaining Shiven. Dawn is helping Lieutenant Caverlock and the militia track any who might have escaped into the valley.”

      Rothai nodded slowly, glancing inscrutably between Alyx and Tarrick. “Very well, we’ll go down and assist in those efforts. Both of you give your reports to Master Dirrion immediately, please. He’s just behind us.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      It took a while, but Alyx eventually finished giving her report to Dirrion, and picked her way down the slope to where some of the militia had built a large fire.

      Those that had fought in the attack were standing around it, warming themselves now that the icy cold of the night replaced the adrenalin that had been surging through them. Alyx slipped into a small gap between those closest to the fire and thrust her palms towards the warmth of the flames. She too was starting to feel the bitterly cold night.

      “Here you go, Lady Egalion.” Tijer appeared, pressing a small silver flask into her hands.

      “You did well tonight, Tijer. My thanks.” She smiled at him. “Please pass that on to all the Bluecoats.”

      “I will. Thank you, my lady.” He tipped his hat and left.

      Alyx sipped at the flask, closing her eyes briefly in enjoyment as the spirits inside seared a trail of warmth down to her stomach.

      Looking up, she spotted Dashan standing across the fire from her. His warm brown eyes were watching her steadily, made alive by the flickering firelight. She returned his gaze and a smile broke out across his handsome face. An answering smile crossed hers, and his widened.

      They’d done well.

      Alyx felt a knot that had been tightly wound inside her start to uncoil and relax. They had done well. She’d been scared riding to the battle tonight, but the fear hadn’t overwhelmed her. She and Dashan were grinning at each other across a fire, alive, safe and having won the fight. Maybe she could do this.

      “Willing to share some of that?” Cario appeared, jostling her arm and breaking the look between her and Dashan.

      “Cario.” She passed him the flask with a smile. “The others done yet?”

      “Dawn and Tarrick are finishing up with Dirrion, but Finn will be working on the injured for a while.”

      “Did we lose any?”

      “Two militia, and there’s a couple more with some bad wounds.” He seemed to shrug that off. “A good result given the number of Shiven killed.”

      Alyx didn’t agree, but decided not to challenge Cario’s insistence on not caring about anything—she was too tired. Instead, she changed subjects.

      “How are you feeling?” She might have been a relative mage innocent, but even she knew that the level of control Cario had exhibited over his power earlier was far more advanced magic than a second-year apprentice was expected to be capable of.

      “I’m fine. A good sleep is all I need.”

      Alyx glanced towards Dashan again, saw a troubled look on his face, and raised an eyebrow in query. He shrugged, tipped his hat in salute, and then turned and disappeared into the crowd surrounding the fire.
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      Howell’s group was summoned into Master Romas’s presence immediately following breakfast the next morning. Alyx wondered if they’d done something wrong the night before and were in trouble again—it certainly wouldn’t surprise her if Romas found something to criticize in their actions.

      As they walked across the snow-carpeted grounds, weariness tugged at her every step. Her shoulder ached and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to summon magic anytime soon. Tarrick looked in a similar state; dark shadows lined his eyes and weariness was etched on his drawn face. Finn had been falling asleep at the breakfast table and Dawn was quieter than usual, as if it were too much of an effort even to speak. Only Cario looked his usual unruffled self.

      Her thoughts turned to wondering how Dashan was and whether he was still sleeping the morning away, as he tended to enjoy doing. He hadn’t looked hurt in any way during her brief glimpse of him after the fight, but he’d disappeared before she’d had the chance to talk to him.

      They were shown through as soon as they presented themselves outside Romas’s office. The head of DarkSkull was sitting behind his desk, and Rothai leaned against a tall chest of drawers behind him.

      “Please have a seat, Apprentices.” Romas gestured to the chairs before his desk.

      Alyx shared a raised eyebrow with Dawn as they took chairs—he’d almost smiled as he’d addressed them—but decided not to send anything telepathically in case Romas picked it up.

      “You wanted to see us, sir?” Tarrick started, formal as always.

      “Yes. First, I wanted to commend you. From all reports, it was your guard shift that played a critical role in successfully defending against the Shiven attack last night.”

      Alyx fought to keep her mouth from dropping open; was Romas actually thanking them? Tarrick shifted in his chair and sent a sideways glance to the others, while Finn’s mouth did fall open, before snapping shut.

      “We only followed our orders, sir,” Dawn said. “We saw the signal fire and went to help. It was what Master Rothai trained us to do.”

      “To be honest, sir, it was Lieutenant Caverlock’s training and plans that really made the difference,” Alyx said. “Had the Tregayan militia not been there, the battle would have likely had a very different outcome.”

      Now it was Alyx who everyone stared at in surprise; when had she ever had anything nice to say about Dashan?

      “That is true, but Masters Rothai and Dirrion inform me that your team was a vital element in our success,” Romas said crisply, hands tapping at the papers on the desk before him. “The way you closed the breach in the wall… well, it was an exquisite display of teamwork. Master Howell is to be commended for fostering such capability in you.”

      Alyx’s eyes narrowed as she picked up the unmistakable note of triumph echoing off Romas’s thoughts. He was too powerful for her to read what he was actually thinking, but the sense of them was clear as day. He’d gotten exactly what he’d wanted. But what was that?

      “Perhaps you might consider some worth in his training of me after all, sir,” she couldn’t help but look at Rothai as she spoke. “He seems to have been on the right track all along.”

      Rothai said nothing, but Romas fixed her with a hard look. “Careful, Apprentice.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “DarkSkull Hall is clearly under increasing threat. The numbers of Shiven involved in last night’s attack were significant. Extra protection is needed, and in that vein, I’m going to establish a third fighting patrol. As you know, Master Dirrion commands Second Patrol, and Apprentice Galien First Patrol—under Master Rothai’s guidance. I’d like your group to form the core of a newly formed Third Patrol. Will you accept the duty?”

      Alyx shifted in her seat again, stunned by the barrage of surprises. Was he serious? They were only second-years. Even Galien hadn’t been in a patrol until his third year. The distraction prevented her from immediately processing her own reaction to Romas’s words.

      “What exactly would it involve, sir?” Dawn asked.

      “You would still pull watchtower duty, but you’ll also ride regular patrols outside DarkSkull grounds. In the case of another attack, First Patrol would be sent initially, and Second after them. In effect, you would be second backup,” Rothai spoke this time. “You’d need to name one of yourselves as Third Patrol leader, and I would assign at least two more students to your team.”

      Second backup? Alyx struggled to get her head around the fact that if DarkSkull were attacked, there was the possibility that the responsibility for defending it would land squarely on their shoulders.

      “Of course, you’ll need to maintain attendance at all your classes, except when officially excused for patrol duties and training, and on those occasions you’d be expected to catch up on anything you missed.” Romas paused. “It won’t be easy, but it is an honour that hasn’t previously been given to second-year apprentices.”

      “We accept, sir,” Tarrick said firmly, and the twins nodded agreement, though it was half-hearted, like it hadn’t really sunk in for them either. Alyx glanced at them, then turned to face Romas and nodded slowly.

      “I’m in too, sir.”

      Cario shifted, crossing one leg over the other. “While I’m sensible of the honour, Master Romas, I don’t think I’m really cut out for being in a fighting patrol.”

      “Really?” Romas’s gaze flicked to him. “I’m told you’re the finest telekinetic mage we’ve had in decades, Apprentice Duneskal, which isn’t surprising, considering your lineage.”

      “Even so, I’m not much of a fighter,” Cario demurred.

      “Also rubbish,” Rothai said smoothly.

      “We don’t always get what we want. You are in Howell’s apprentice group, so you will do as they do,” Romas said crisply before turning back to the rest of them. “I assume Apprentice Tylender will take command?”

      Tarrick and the twins glanced between Cario and Alyx, presumably expecting one or both to want the command for themselves.

      Cario gave a genuinely amused laugh. “No, thank you very much.”

      Alyx simply shrugged, and nodded again towards Romas. “Yes, sir. Tarrick will be our leader.”

      “Then it’s settled.” Romas didn’t sound particularly pleased, and Alyx wondered why. He’d been happy enough minutes ago. “You’ll start extra training with Master Rothai this week. We will choose apprentices to join your patrol, and you will be advised as soon as we decide. Dismissed.”

      Still utterly stunned, they rose and began filing out of the room. Cario looked as if he’d swallowed a mouthful of sour milk, while the others were sharing glances of suppressed excitement. Alyx waited until they were all out of the door, Rothai included, before stopping and facing Romas. He looked at her with raised eyebrows.

      “A moment, sir, if I may?”

      “Very well, shut the door.” He waved a hand. “And make it quick. I have work to do.”

      “Yes, sir.” Alyx stood relaxed, forming her words carefully. “You know who I am, don’t you, sir? You know about my parents, my background.”

      He nodded crisply. “Yes.”

      “That’s the real reason why Lord-Mage Casovar sent me here, isn’t it? Because of my mother? You wanted another mage of the higher order.”

      “Because of his status as a mage of the higher order, Master Casovar was aware of your parentage, yes,” Romas said. “And no doubt that was why he chose to send you here.”

      “Are you telling me that you had nothing to do with it?”

      “Your mother left the mage order, Alyx. She kept her children away from us. It was clear that she didn’t want you here,” Romas said. “So yes, we knew you existed, and of course were aware of your potential. But it was not our instruction that you come here. Master Casovar works for the king of Rionn now, not the council.”

      “Then why did Lord-Mage Casovar order it?”

      Something shifted in Romas’s face, but the flicker was gone before Alyx could decipher it. “I imagine he thought a second mage of the higher order in Rionn would substantially increase your country’s protection against Shivasa. Even you can see the strategic sense in that.”

      “When I returned home last year…” Alyx paused. “It didn’t seem as if he knew what I was. He told me Master Howell sent him a missive informing him that I had a middling ability only.”

      Romas smiled grimly. “I know what you think of us and our methods. Despite that, we do protect our own. It is a dangerous thing to be a mage in these times, especially one of your power. The choice to tell him—or not—we leave to you, Apprentice.”

      “You didn’t tell him about my power in order to protect me?”

      He must have heard the disbelief in her voice. “I know you think that ridiculous, but it’s the truth.”

      Disbelief flashed into anger. “You’ve hardly been a source of protection while I’m here, sir.” She barely managed to keep her voice below a shout. “I’ve nearly died more than once, not least because of another student you continue to insist won’t hurt me. Excuse me if I find it hard to believe my safety is a concern of yours.” She was panting by the time she’d finished, worked up and fists curled at her sides.

      Romas stood, his deliberate calm a sharp and no doubt deliberate contrast to her emotion. “I don’t have to justify myself to you, Apprentice Egalion. Is there anything else?”

      She stiffened at the dismissal. “No, sir.”

      “Then I suggest you go and get some rest. I’m sure Master Rothai has informed you that you’re required back in your classes tomorrow.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      It gave her the tiniest bit of satisfaction to slam the door on her way out.

      

      When Alyx and Dawn came down for breakfast the next morning, an initiate approached their table requesting their grey apprentice robes.

      “On Master Rothai’s orders,” he said shyly.

      “What does Rothai want our robes for?” Dawn asked Finn and Tarrick as they arrived at their usual table.

      “No idea, but he took ours too.” Finn shrugged.

      “Maybe it’s an endurance test of some kind,” Cario’s voice interrupted, dripping with distaste. “Survival out there in winter without proper clothing.”

      They swung around to see him standing at their table, plate in hand, sans robe. The shirt he wore underneath was as impeccably tailored as everything else he wore.

      “Joining us for breakfast today, patrol friend?” Finn asked.

      “I might as well. I apparently have to do everything else with you.”

      “Is that why you asked to join our group at the beginning of the year?” Alyx said pointedly. “Because you figured we were so awful we’d never get near any fighting?”

      “You’re smarter than you look, Egalion.”

      Tarrick frowned. “I would have thought your grandfather would be thrilled to know you made a fighting patrol so quickly.”

      “Oh, he will be.”

      “But you’re not,” Finn said.

      Cario rolled his eyes in irritation. “Despite my family’s thoughts on the subject, I have absolutely no desire to be a warrior mage.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’m not convinced us being in a fighting patrol is a good idea either,” Alyx said.

      Both she and Dawn broke into chuckles when Tarrick shot them a glare.

      Finn rose a few moments later with a sigh. “Time for our favourite class of the day.”

      They all shivered as they made their way across the snowy grounds to the sparring yard, but it didn’t take them long to warm up. After a few terse words from Rothai, Alyx found herself with Jayn as a new partner. Pleased by the development, Alyx enjoyed the class. Jayn was a skilled fighter, a challenging match for Alyx’s developing skill, and she learned a lot even within the one lesson.

      Today when they left the yard, breath steaming in the icy air, the initiate who had taken their robes at breakfast was waiting for them, robes in hand. Alyx took hers gratefully, noting that three green stripes had been sewn onto the shoulders of the robe. She had seen this before; two red stripes on the cloaks of those in second patrol, and one in blue on Galien and his friends’.

      Just like that, Tarrick Tylender was a patrol leader, and they were all part of a DarkSkull patrol. It took a moment for Alyx to realise the warmth she was feeling was pride, and a small smile crossed her face as she ran her fingers over the stripes. Glancing up, she saw Cario already making his way towards the classroom building, robe settled over his shoulders.

      She jogged to catch up with him, leaving Tarrick and the twins admiring their new robes. “Can I ask you something?”

      “If you have to.”

      “Why do you hate the idea of being a warrior mage so much?”

      “Why do you care?”

      Alyx persisted despite the edge in his voice. “I asked first.”

      Blue eyes flicked towards her, irritation gleaming in them. “Maybe I get scared when there’s fighting.”

      “I don’t think that’s true.”

      “Oh really?” He huffed a laugh.

      “I’m certainly nowhere near as good a telepath as Dawn is yet, but I didn’t pick up a shred of fear from you the other night. You weren’t scared.”

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “Our powers were joined. You kept yourself firmly apart from us, but I would have known if you were scared.”

      Cario said nothing in reply to that, just kept walking.

      “I know that I have no right to pry,” she tried again, “and you don’t have to answer my question. It’s only that Master Romas was right, yesterday. You’re probably the most skilled telekinetic at DarkSkull. You’d be a powerful warrior mage.”

      “I don’t care.” Cario stopped suddenly. “None of it matters to me. I don’t want to be a warrior mage because fighting is a messy, chaotic, violent affair and I have absolutely no desire to participate in it.”

      “So what do you care about?”

      Cario smiled, burying his hands in his pockets. “Why does that matter?”

      “I don’t know really.” Alyx shrugged. “Are we friends, Cario?”

      That question seemed to catch him off guard. The smug smile faded from his face, and genuine emotion flashed momentarily in his blue eyes. It reminded her of what she’d seen in them that day she’d fought Fengel.

      “I’d like it if we were,” she said quietly. “You’re distant and formal, and acerbic at times, but I like you. I enjoy it when we compete together in class.”

      “So do I.” His mouth curled in a little smile.

      “Friends then?” she asked.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Would it mean I have to sit with you all at mealtimes?”

      “Yes, but not all of them. At least one meal a day.”

      The smile widened slightly. “Deal.”

      “And you’d have to tell me… someday… what you’re hiding behind that indifferent smiling mask of yours.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “All right then.” Alyx started walking. “We’re late for class. Prajana is going to glare at us.”

      “She’s going to glare at you. She loves me.”
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      A bird swooped low overheard, screeching as it caught sight of a rabbit dashing across the snowy field. Distracted for a moment by the piercing sound, Alyx almost missed Dashan’s swinging blow. Just in time she caught it, allowing his staff to slide along hers for a moment before flicking her wrist and pushing him up and outwards.

      He took a few steps back and they circled each other, both breathing hard. She’d managed to eke out some time from her increasingly busy schedule to meet him for a sparring session, and fortunately the weather had held— the air was brisk and icy, and a thick carpet of gleaming white snow layered the ground, broken only by their footprints.

      “Break?” Alyx asked after a moment. They’d been going at it for over an hour, and her recently-healed shoulder was beginning to ache.

      “Sure.” He lowered his staff and they walked over towards a large fallen log by the edge of the field. Their horses had dug through the snow and were cropping grass a short distance off. “You’re doing good, mage-girl.”

      “I know.” She dropped onto the log in relief, reaching up to massage her shoulder.

      “Modest as always.”

      She flashed a smile at him, then sobered. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “If you have to.”

      “What do you want to do after this?” It was a question that had been playing on her mind for a few weeks, and she figured now was as good a time as any to ask him.

      “What do you mean?” He sat too, stretching out his long legs.

      “I mean when we go back to Alistriem. Do you want to be a Bluecoat for the rest of your life?”

      “What makes you think I wouldn’t want to be?”

      “You flout the rules whenever you can—you seem compelled to demonstrate your individuality by rebelling against them,” she said thoughtfully. “If you really wanted to be a Bluecoat and rise up the ranks, I’d imagine you’d want to follow their rules.”

      Silence greeted her words.

      “Dash?”

      “You’re right, as it turns out,” he said. “It was just a surprise, those words coming from you.”

      “Why? You’re not the only one who can be annoyingly perceptive.”

      He shrugged slightly, but said nothing for a moment. It was a contemplative silence and Alyx let him think.

      “I don’t really know what I want,” he said eventually. “My options are limited because of my blood. I love the swordplay and athleticism of the Bluecoats, but I hate its rigidity. I won’t ever rise through the ranks, so I’ll never get to a position where I can make the rules.”

      “That’s why you rebel so much? Because you don’t think you’re going anywhere, so you don’t feel like it matters what you do?”

      “Something like that,” he said.

      “What you said the other week, about coming back here with me again next year and training the militia?” Alyx said quietly. “I think you should do it.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. You’re right—few people in Alistriem will recognise the extent of your abilities because of your blood.” She shrugged. “Here, that doesn’t seem to matter. You’re doing good work.”

      “What about you?” he asked. “Will you really come back here again?”

      “It’s like you said. Being a mage is not what I would have chosen. Knowing that Rionn is in trouble, though, if I can help to fight back, then that’s what I have to do. If last year taught me one thing, it’s how awful it is to feel helpless, useless. I never want to feel that again.”

      “What about marrying Cayr and living happily ever after?” Dashan glanced down, where he was digging into the snow with his boot.

      “Being a wife is not the only thing I want anymore. I want to be more than that.”

      “Queen of Rionn is a big position to fill. It would be tough to make room for anything else outside of it.”

      “Maybe I can make something more of it.”

      “If anybody can, it would be you, Alyx.” He chuckled.

      They fell into silence again, Dashan’s words echoing in Alyx’s thoughts. It was the first time she’d acknowledged out loud what being queen of Rionn would mean. Her whole life, she’d always focused on the fact it would mean she was married to Cayr, not what else it entailed. Although Cayr’s mother had died several years ago, Alyx had seen over the years of her close friendship with Cayr the restrictions that his parents had lived with, the duties and responsibilities they carried.

      Did she love Cayr enough to take on all of that as well? Of course she did, came her instinctive response. The niggling doubt accompanying that thought she banished to the dark recesses of her mind.

      “Have you had any more nightmares?” Dashan’s voice broke the silence again. “You look like you’ve been sleeping better recently.”

      “You noticed?”

      “I am very observant, Lady Egalion.”

      “I suppose that is one of your few good qualities,” she teased. “Actually, I haven’t had a nightmare for a couple of months now.”

      He nodded. “And how have you been coping generally?”

      “I sense there’s a more specific question you’d like to ask?”

      “I’m attempting to be tactful.” He flashed her a quick grin.

      She snorted. “Since when?”

      “Fine.” His voice turned serious. “How are you feeling about your role in defending DarkSkull last week?”

      “You mean that fact I used my magic to kill again?” Alyx didn’t say anything for a moment as she tried to think of what to say. “I’ve being trying not to think about it. In the heat of the moment you barely notice it’s happening, but afterwards... I don’t ever want to have to do it again, but I know that I will have to.”

      Unconsciously, she began trembling. Taking so many lives that night had taken its toll on her but she’d repressed the emotion as deeply as she could bury it. The Shiven would have killed her, or other mages, if she hadn’t killed them first, but it didn’t change the fact that she’d taken more human lives.

      “You keep making me proud of you, Alyx Egalion.” His voice brought her out of the memories. “Stop it, or I might actually have to start liking you.”

      She didn’t say anything, inwardly trying to rebuild the wall around her emotions that Dashan had knocked down.

      “There was this one night… you know… when I was on the border last year.” His voice broke the silence again, but it was low and almost inaudible. “A Shiven unit ambushed one of our patrols—we’d gotten too close to Port Rantarin. The attack came out of nowhere, we weren’t prepared.”

      Alyx couldn’t bear the pain in Dashan’s voice. “Dash, you don’t have to—”

      “It was a chaotic fight, the type where it’s hard to tell who’s winning or losing. The darkness didn’t help. There was one moment though... I’d fought clear but the rest of the unit was still desperately trying to fight back. Jarra and Filey—they were both close enough for me to help, but Filey had been disarmed and Jarra was facing a more skilled opponent.” He broke off for a moment, giving a harsh laugh. “It’s amazing how much you can read in a situation in a matter of seconds. I had to choose, Alyx. I knew there was only enough time to save one of them, and I had to pick.”

      Alyx’s heart sank. “What did you do?” she whispered.

      “I went for Filey. I thought maybe Jarra could hold out a little longer. He didn’t.” Dashan’s voice cracked. “He bled out in my arms.”

      Alyx didn’t have the words to say to him. Instead, she crossed the distance between them, reaching out to take hold of his hand and squeeze it tightly in her own.

      He cleared his throat. “I haven’t told anyone else, not even Cayr.”

      “I know,” she said quietly. “I could see it in your eyes.”

      He squeezed her hand. They sat there in the snow for a long time, breath steaming, the silence settling over them like a warm blanket.

      

      Alyx woke at dawn, despite it being a day off, and rolled out of bed, pulling her cloak around her to ward off the chilly air. Quietly, so as not to wake the sleeping Dawn, she sat at the end of her bed and dug out a fresh piece of parchment from her chest.

      Using the light of the early dawn sun shining through their window, she wrote a one-page letter intended for Brynn, then blew on the ink to dry it. The routine reminded her that she was supposed to have written a letter to Cayr days ago. Surprised at herself for forgetting something like that, she resolved to find time to do it soon.

      “Sleepyhead.” Alyx smiled over at the sound of Dawn stirring. Ink dry, she sealed the note inside an envelope.

      “How long have you been awake?” Dawn yawned.

      “Not long. Come on, hurry up and dress, I’m starving.”

      Down at breakfast, Tarrick was already discussing potential plans for the day, all involving a trip to Weeping Stead to pick up Dashan. A small smile crossed Alyx’s face at Cario’s presence at their table, chatting easily with Tarrick and Finn and apparently planning to join in their activities.

      “You all go on ahead,” Alyx said. “I saw Dash yesterday and there’s something else I have planned for today.”

      “What?” Finn frowned.

      “I want to go and visit Brynn’s family.”

      The table fell quiet. Tears sheened in Dawn’s eyes, and both Tarrick’s and Finn’s gazes dropped to the table. Cario, having not known Brynn, frowned in confusion.

      “It’s all right. I’m fine,” she told them, trying to ignore the surge of guilt she felt at keeping them in the dark. “I feel bad for not going to see them earlier is all. You enjoy your day off. Say hello to Dash for me.”

      “We’ll come with you,” Dawn said. “It’s a lovely idea.”

      Having the telepath around Brynn’s family could be disastrous, and Alyx scrambled to think of an excuse to keep her away. In the end, she settled with, “thank you, but no. It would be difficult for you, hearing the grief in their thoughts. Besides, I don’t want to inundate them with people.”

      “Understood.” Tarrick swallowed a mouthful of oatmeal. “Just me then.”

      “I told you, I’ll be fine. I know you’d much rather spend the day sledding with Dashan and the others.”

      “Doesn’t matter what I’d prefer,” he said. “I’m your protector, and you certainly aren’t going off alone.”

      “Really?” Cario’s smile was wide and amused. “Her protector? She’s a mage of the higher order.”

      “Even so,” Tarrick said coldly.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend.” Cario sat back, hands in the air in an apologetic gesture.

      “You should let Tarrick go with you.” Dawn placed a hand on Alyx’s arm. “I’d feel better if you weren’t alone.”

      Refusing at this point would only look odd, so Alyx acceded. “All right. Thanks, Tarrick.” She’d just have to hope Brynn’s family didn’t say anything to Tarrick before she had a chance to warn them.

      They finished breakfast and went down to the stables together, riding out and separating at the front gates of DarkSkull. Dawn waved and promised to pass on Alyx’s greetings to Dashan.

      Alyx and Tarrick turned left at the gates and continued east on the main road until they reached the small, unmarked turn-off that Alyx remembered from her carriage ride with Brynn so long ago.

      Tarrick was reserved company; he didn’t say much at the best of times, and this morning he seemed to be more focused on scanning the trees for potential attackers than engaging in conversation.

      “Have you spoken with your family recently?” Alyx asked eventually, bored by the silence.

      “Not all of us have handy Bluecoats in Weeping Stead willing to pass secret letters back and forth,” he said dryly.

      “Ha!” She scowled at him. “You’re basically mage royalty. If your family wanted to send you a letter, they’d make it happen.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, then, “Master Romas told them about me leading Third Patrol. Apparently they want to come and visit during festival weekend.”

      “That’s wonderful, Tarrick.”

      “If Master Romas hadn’t said anything to them, they wouldn’t be coming.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said awkwardly. “Do your brothers feel the same way as your parents?”

      “No.” His face softened and he smiled at her. “But they’re very important to the Emperor and can’t afford the time to visit. That’s all right, I understand. Being a mage is a special thing.”

      They reached Brynn’s village before midday, and Alyx led the way to the small house she remembered visiting. A young pig-tailed girl answered the door, and Alyx thought hard, trying to remember his sisters’ names.

      “Amelda?” she guessed.

      “No silly, I’m Dana.” The girl dissolved into giggles. “I remember you, you’re Brynn’s friend.”

      “That’s right, I’m Alyx.” She gestured behind her. “And this is my friend, Tarrick. He was Brynn’s friend too.”

      “Hello, Tarrick.” The little girl looked awed as she stared up at Tarrick’s serious face and muscular height.

      “Dana, honey, who’s at the door?”

      An older woman appeared in the doorway behind Dana, her face breaking into a smile as she recognised Alyx.

      “Alyx? Welcome! Please, come in.”

      “Thank you. This is my friend, Tarrick.”

      “It’s an honour to meet you, ma’am.” Tarrick bowed slightly.

      “I think Brynn mentioned you.” Like her daughter, Massie seemed taken-aback by Tarrick’s imposing presence.

      “He mentioned you, too.” Tarrick continued. “He loved you very much.”

      Massie flicked a quick glance to Alyx. She shook her head gently and Massie smiled at Tarrick. “I appreciate that. Will you both come in?”

      Alyx couldn’t look at Tarrick, her guilt so acute she had to bite her lip not to spill the truth. The only way she could keep the pretence up was to keep reminding herself it was for Brynn’s own safety. Tarrick’s mental shield wasn’t as anywhere near as strong as his concussive ability. Still, it didn’t stop her from almost wishing Brynn had never told her he was alive.

      His sisters and brothers descended on Alyx and Tarrick as soon as they were in the door, excited to see Alyx again, and in awe of the apprentice warrior mage. Massie served cake and tea and they passed a pleasant hour in conversation and playing with the children. Even Tarrick seemed to lose some of his reserve around the young ones. The sight of him crawling around on the floor carrying Amelda and pretending to be a horse had Alyx giggling uncontrollably, all guilt temporarily forgotten.

      Brynn’s father came in from the small farm and joined them, and Alyx was pleased when Sarah appeared too.

      Eventually Tarrick rose. “I’m sorry, but Alyx and I should go. We need to get back to DarkSkull before curfew.”

      “He’s right.” Alyx smiled apologetically.

      “Of course.” Massie clapped her hands. “But you’ll take some cake with you?”

      “Oh no, we couldn’t,” Alyx protested, but Massie insisted on passing a cloth-wrapped bundle into her hands. The two boys and girls gave boisterous farewells until Brynn’s father sternly ordered them to be polite and let their visitors go.

      While Tarrick shook hands with Dorstan and gave their farewells, Alyx gave Sarah a quick hug, pressing her letter into the woman’s hands.

      “You’ll see he gets it?” she asked in low voice.

      “Of course.” Sarah smiled. “Thank you for visiting.”

      “I’d like to do it again, if that’s okay?”

      “We’ll look forward to it.”

      The whole family came to the front gates to see them off, waving and calling out goodbyes.

      Alyx smiled over at Tarrick as they reached the main road. “That was a good day.”

      Tarrick glanced over at her. “We should have gone to visit them earlier. It was the right thing to do.”

      Alyx nodded, once again forced to bite her lip. If she hadn’t had first-hand knowledge of Romas’s almost omnipresent telepathic magic, she might have been tempted to tell him the truth right there.

      “Brynn was very lucky to have such a family.” There was a wistful note in Tarrick’s voice. “They obviously loved him very much.”

      Alyx wasn’t sure how to respond to that either, so settled for silence. They remained that way for the trip back, Tarrick again looking out for potential danger while Alyx enjoyed the beautiful sunset over the hills.

      They made it back to DarkSkull in time for dinner, and Alyx handed out shares of Massie’s cake, to the twins’ delight. Cario returned to his usual table for dinner. She wondered briefly how Galien was taking Cario’s new dining arrangements. She supposed he was too much mage royalty for even someone like Galien to touch.

      “How was your day?” Tarrick’s voice tugged her attention back to their table.

      “Great,” Finn said enthusiastically. “The snow was perfect for sledding.”

      “It was also amusing for us when he crashed.” Dawn chuckled. “Which happened a lot.”

      “Do us a favour though, Alyx, and don’t go off anywhere again without a signed declaration for Dash that you’re alive and well.” Finn rolled his eyes. “It was like facing an inquisition when we showed up without you this morning.”

      “He takes his protective duty very seriously,” she told them, biting into a mouthful of delicious cake.

      “We assured him you were fine.” Dawn smiled. “And he relaxed when Cario pointed out that Tarrick was with you.”

      “How did your day go?” Finn asked, mouth full of cake.

      Tarrick launched into a glowing account of Brynn’s family, and at the looks of sadness that appeared on the twins’ faces, Alyx couldn’t stand it anymore. Appetite gone, she rose and asked if Finn would accompany her to the library to study.

      Damn this world of mages—and Brynn too, for that matter—that forced her to lie to her friends, knowing that they continued to grieve his loss just as she had. But most of all she was angry with herself for going along with it.
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      Their next day was mostly taken up by a mandatory training session with Rothai. By the time they made it to the Magor Inn to relax over a hot dinner and ale, Alyx’s muscles were trembling with weariness. If it weren’t for the lively music drifting through the room, she would be in danger of falling asleep.

      “What have I missed in the past week?” Dashan asked.

      “Nothing much.” Tarrick shrugged. “We have extra training sessions with Rothai, but he and Master Romas are still vetting apprentices to round out our patrol.”

      “How would you feel about working more closely with a militia unit?” Dashan asked. “You could train together, and be assigned watchtower duty at the same time.”

      “I like it!” Alyx said. “If we were deployed to respond to an attack, we’d have a unit of militia we’re familiar with to fight alongside.”

      Everyone turned to look at her, and she realised what she’d said. “Oh, sorry, Tarrick. I didn’t mean to sound like I was agreeing on your behalf.”

      “It’s fine.” He smiled. “Good idea, Dashan. Let me mention it to Rothai and see what he says.”

      Tarrick rose to get more drinks, and the twins fell into an animated discussion about who they thought Rothai would pick to join the patrol. Dashan leaned over and nudged Alyx in the arm.

      “I keep meaning to ask, have you had any more luck in learning about your mother and what happened to her?”

      Alyx sighed. “No. I think Romas is the key, but I don’t trust him enough to ask him. I’m at a bit of an impasse, actually.”

      “Is there any way I can help?”

      “Not with this, but thanks for the offer,” she said. “Although, speaking of my family, have you heard anything from Ladan? What about the plans you two came up with?”

      “Your brother is a man of few words,” Dashan huffed. “He wrote a letter, but it barely said anything. It didn’t mention anything about your mother either, so I’m not sure whether he hadn’t gotten your letter about Hodin yet, or whether he just didn’t want to put anything more in writing. I’m hoping he comes for visiting day so I can talk to him properly.”

      “I hope so too.” She wanted to know what reaction he’d had to her news about Hodin—whether the information had jogged anything in his memories.

      “Has Cayr given you any news of home?” he asked. “You must have read the letter I passed to Tarrick for you last Seventhday at least twenty times over by now.”

      Alyx smiled. “Lord Ragarn has cast off his mistress, but it seems to be too late, because his wife has gone to their country estate and refuses to come back to him.”

      “I don’t get it at all.” Dashan made a face. “Ragarn is old and fat. How does he even get a mistress?”

      “Money and a little power,” Alyx said dryly. “But apart from that, I think things are fairly quiet. Cayr deliberately keeps his letters light, not wanting to worry me, but I get the impression from his last letter that the situation with the Shiven is temporarily calm.”

      His face darkened. “Right, because they’re too busy launching attacks on DarkSkull.”

      “I suppose. I haven’t had a chance to write back yet, but I should have a letter for you next time we meet.”

      “As long as it’s not a fifteen-page tome this time.”

      She laughed. “I barely have time anymore to write one page let alone fifteen. It helps though, makes me feel like Cayr is still close. I miss our conversations.”

      Tarrick stood and stretched, yawning. “Best get back to bed. Remember we have a training session with Master Rothai before dawn tomorrow. Hopefully we get to meet our new patrol mates.”

      Alyx sighed. More training with Rothai. There were definitely downsides to the ‘honour’ of being in a patrol.

      “They have you training before dawn?” Dashan made a face.

      “It’s all part of the honour of being in Third Patrol,” Tarrick said.

      “He’s serious, isn’t he?” Dashan looked at her incredulously.

      Alyx laughed. “Completely.”

      “Oh, come on guys, at least finish your drinks,” he wheedled. “It’s not even that late, and this musician is a good one.”

      “We really shouldn’t,” Finn said.

      “You’re all old.” Dashan’s expression of disbelief deepened. “You’re old people. Who cares if you have to get up early in the morning? It’s going to hurt anyway.”

      Alyx thought about that for a moment, considered the sheer impossibility of this freedom in her position back home. She was on the verge of giving in when the door to the inn opened and Galien walked in with Oscar. The Shiven’s eyes went instantly to Alyx, but she forced herself to look away from his challenging gaze.

      “It’s time for us to go,” she said regretfully, gesturing in Galien’s direction. Tarrick and the twins immediately began gathering their cloaks and staffs. Alyx turned to follow them out, but was stopped by Dashan’s hand tugging on her arm.

      “You shouldn’t have to back down to him.” His jaw was set.

      “It doesn’t matter, Dash,” she said. “Really. We’ll come visit you again soon. I haven’t forgotten that it’s your birthday next week.”

      He gave a tight nod. “I’ll try and be free for your next day off, but I can’t guarantee anything.”

      “Promise me you’re not going to cause any trouble.”

      Dashan rolled his eyes as he stood and collected his mug of ale. “I’m going to go over and join Nario and Josha, that’s all.”

      “Dash…” she said with a note of warning. She didn’t trust his temper, particularly when he was with his Bluecoats and drinking.

      “Do try and summon some faith in me, Alyx,” he said, an edge to his voice now. “Good night.”

      “Night,” she muttered at his retreating back.

      Tarrick and the twins waited for Alyx outside the inn, their breath steaming in the cold night air. She shrugged on her cloak as they walked silently towards where their horses waited. It wasn’t hard to see that Tarrick found backing down to Galien as difficult as Alyx did, and the twins left them alone with their frustration.

      

      Alyx and Dawn, still yawning, reported to the sparring yards before dawn the next morning to see Tarrick, Finn and Cario already there waiting. Tarrick and Finn were conversing quietly about something, while Cario leaned against the wall nearby, eyes closed as he took the opportunity for a nap.

      Alyx found it amusing that Cario’s ability to avoid actual sparring during class was limited when Rothai was only supervising the five of them. He still slacked off as much as he possibly could, and she doubted any of them had yet seen what Cario’s level of skill was, but Rothai made him work as hard as the rest of them.

      The side gate creaked, signalling the arrival of Rothai and two other students. A pleased smile crossed Alyx’s face at the sight of Jayn, her expression turning to surprise when she recognised the other student—the blond-haired flying initiate, Mika.

      “Good morning,” Rothai said briskly, causing Cario to start awake and straighten abruptly. “Jayn and Mika have been chosen to join your patrol. Any objections?”

      “None, sir,” Tarrick said on their behalf.

      “Good. As you know, Jayn has a powerful shielding ability, a talent Master Romas and I thought would round out the skill complement of your patrol nicely. She also performs highly in my morning classes and accounted well for herself in the recent attack,” Rothai said. “Mika has a unique magic, which will give you an advantage. I note that he is still an initiate, however his master says that he is passing all his classes and can handle the additional challenge of being in a patrol. I’ll closely monitor his progress.”

      “I’ll do my best, sir,” Mika said eagerly, blue eyes shining.

      “We’ll see,” Rothai said. “Now let’s get to it. Tarrick, you’ll partner Mika for now—you’ll be responsible for getting his fighting ability up to scratch. Alyx and Jayn, we’ll keep you together, and the three remaining will rotate. Warmup drills first, please. Let’s go!”

      Alyx smiled at Jayn as they squared off. “It’s good to have you in the patrol.”

      Jayn smiled back. “I’m glad to be here.”

      

      Several days later—on Rothai’s instruction—Third Patrol spent most of the morning training with Dashan and Rodin’s militia unit before heading up to the valley pools for some well-deserved relaxation. The weather hadn’t exactly warmed yet, but the sun was out and they’d decided to take advantage of it.

      After dipping a foot into the icy water, Alyx had quickly decided it was far too cold for swimming, and she and Dawn were now stretched out on a rock in the sunlight, listening idly to Jayn and the others splashing and shouting at each other.

      Alyx forced all thoughts out of her head and tried to simply enjoy the sun and the fresh air. It largely worked, the tightness in her muscles beginning to uncurl and relax. A glance at Dawn showed the girl was already fast asleep.

      She’d almost dozed off too when cold water splashed on one of her bare feet. Opening a single eye, she saw Dashan looming over her, soaking wet.

      “Mage-girl,” he greeted her, taking a seat on the edge of the rock. “Nice spot you’ve got here.”

      “I don’t really feel inclined to share right now, especially if you’re going to drip water all over me.”

      He flicked a hand at her, just to be annoying, and she scowled as cold droplets landed on her face. She opened both eyes and sat up slowly, moving a few inches away from the soaking man beside her.

      “Why don’t you come in for a swim?”

      “Thanks, but I’d prefer to be nice and warm in the sun.” She eyed him. “You’re turning blue, Dashan.”

      “Me? No, that’s my natural skin tone.”

      Alyx heard Jayn shout in protest and glanced over to see her launch herself at Finn. Tarrick leapt to his defence and a boisterous water fight ensued. Alyx was smiling in amusement as she looked back at Dashan, but it faded to a frown as she realised something.

      “Dash?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Why do you always wear a shirt?”

      “Excuse me?” He raised his eyebrows.

      “The boys are swimming in there shirtless, but you’ve kept your shirt on. I’ve noticed it before, when you’re all sparring, or when we went swimming back in Alistriem last summer.”

      Dashan’s face hardened and he moved to get up. “You know I don’t like flaunting my Shiven blood, Alyx.”

      “Hey, wait!” She caught his arm to stop him. “I’ve never had a problem with your Shiven blood and you know that.”

      “Yeah, I know. Sorry,” he muttered.

      “They wouldn’t have a problem with it either.” She gestured to Jayn and the men in the water.

      He shrugged uncomfortably. “I’m not used to people not having a problem with it.”

      “I can understand that.” She paused. “What’s the big problem with taking your shirt off anyway? Do you have strange multi-coloured skin on your chest or something?” Her eyes widened in glee. “Ooh, do you have Shiven scales?”

      “You’re funny, Egalion.” He turned to her with a half-smile.

      “Okay, you don’t have scales, but seriously, what’s so Shiven about your chest and arms?”

      Dashan stood, and in one smooth movement he pulled off his wet shirt. His gaze remained steadily on his bare feet as Alyx ran her eyes over broad shoulders, the smooth, clean muscles of his chest and stomach, and continued down to lean hips and long legs.

      There was nothing obviously wrong with him; in fact the strength and beauty of his body was riveting. She flushed, then firmly took control of herself. This was Dashan.

      “No.” She gave up. “I don’t get it.”

      He finally looked up, meeting her eyes. “You don’t?”

      “No.”

      “No chest hair,” he mumbled.

      Alyx fought not to laugh. “You’re afraid of people seeing you without a shirt because you have no chest hair?”

      “Every man has chest hair. I stick out. It makes it more obvious that I’m Shiven. Shiven don’t have body hair.”

      “Oh. Not even…?”

      Dashan leered down at her. “I’m only half-Shiven.”

      “Oh, go away and swim.” Alyx huffed a sigh of irritation and dropped back down onto the rock. “I was almost asleep when you rudely interrupted me.”

      He did as she ordered, but this time, he jumped into the pool shirtless.

      

      A week later, Master Romas appeared during an afternoon training session with Rothai. He spoke to Rothai for a few moments while they all tried not to make it obvious they were staring. Eventually the sparring master called them over.

      “As you all know, I’ll be leaving DarkSkull next week to attend the annual council meeting in Carhall,” Romas addressed them. “The council has formally requested that your patrol form my escort for the journey there and back.”

      All heads swung instantly to Cario, whose blue eyes had turned wintry.

      “No danger is expected, and this will be good experience for you,” Rothai spoke into the silence, looking anything but pleased. “We’ll increase your training over the next few days to ensure you’re ready. Any questions?”

      “No, sir.” Tarrick spoke for them.

      “Good. We’ll add an extra hour to today’s session and I’ll run through the basic theory of forming a protection detail.” Rothai clapped his hands. “Go and fetch yourselves some water and meet me in the mapping room.”

      “I’m guessing your grandfather was behind this?” Alyx fell into step with Cario as they walked towards the main hall.

      He said nothing, his tight jaw the only visible response to her words.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Cario shook his head and forced a laugh. “It’s fine. It means we all get a trip to Carhall right?”

      “True.” A smile spread across her face. “I’ve never been.”

      “You’ll love it.” This time his smile was genuine.

      

      “We’ll also take Lieutenant Caverlock and the militia unit he’s been training to work alongside you,” Rothai told them as they convened in the mapping room. “It’s a perfect opportunity to gain experience working together, and I won’t say no to the extra protection for Master Romas.”

      Especially since he’s now saddled with an inexperienced group of second-year apprentices, Alyx thought. He didn’t say the words aloud, but the sentiment was clear enough on his face.

      Tarrick raised his hand. “What exactly will be required of us, sir?”

      “Your patrol will provide physical and magical protection for Master Romas on the journey to and from Carhall. While there, you will provide ceremonial guard duty during council meetings.”

      “And outside the meetings?”

      “Security around the mage offices and residential chambers in Carhall is significant. You won’t be required.”

      Free time! Alyx thought giddily to herself. All of a sudden she was glad Cario’s grandfather had pulled strings to get them on Romas’s protection detail. A trip to Carhall with her friends promised to be fun.
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      Alyx reined Tingo in, her breath steaming in the icy air as she looked around. Despite the cold, it was a cloudless day, echoing the fine weather that had marked their journey since departing DarkSkull three days previously.

      Tingo dropped his head to crop at the grass while the ornate carriages carrying Romas and his two fellow council members trundled along the road. Alyx scanned their surroundings from habit, seeing nothing but rolling hills and light forest. Her gaze shifted to the three carriages; the latter two belonged to Masters Yirith and Walden. Based in southern Tregaya, they’d arrived at DarkSkull the day before Romas’s departure, joining him for the trip north.

      Of course, Rothai was travelling with them too, in overall command of everyone in the group, but he left most duties in Tarrick’s hands. At Dashan’s request, Rothai had also allowed his unit of Bluecoats to come on the trip.

      “As long as the militia command in Carhall don’t mind a unit of Rionnan Bluecoats arriving in their city. Masters Yirith and Walden certainly won’t say no to a bit of extra ceremonial guard, and Romas won’t care either way,” he’d said dryly.

      “Alyx?” A voice broke her out of her thoughts.

      She turned in the saddle to look at Tarrick, bringing up the rear. “Will you ride down the road a few miles, make sure the way ahead is clear?”

      She nodded and tugged Tingo’s head up, urging the horse into a canter along the verge of the road before pulling up beside the lead rider.

      “Think your men can handle protecting the carriages for a little while?” she asked Dashan.

      “Sure.” He grinned. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I’m under orders to scout the road ahead.”

      “And you want some company?”

      “No,” she challenged. “I want a race.”

      “You’re on, mage-girl!”

      Dashan kicked his cavalry mount into a gallop unexpectedly, leaving her gaping after him. Shouting indignantly at his retreating back, Alyx urged Tingo in pursuit. The big horse burst into a racing gallop, moving so fast that the cold air whipped past her face, blurring her vision and causing tears to stream down her cheeks. Undeterred, she urged Tingo even faster, but Dashan’s mount was one of the finest stallions raised in the Blue Guard stables and while Tingo was able to keep up with him, he couldn’t close the distance.

      Ahead of her, Dashan pulled off the road and reined in. He was dismounting as she galloped up and hauled Tingo to a sliding halt. By the time she had the stallion fully stopped and under control, Dashan was already making his way up the high embankment by the road.

      “You cheated!’ she accused, clambering after him.

      “I beat you,” he shot back over his shoulder.

      “What are we doing?”

      “Finding high ground, Lady Egalion. From up here we should be able to see the way ahead for quite a distance.”

      He was right, she decided when she finally made it to the top of the rise. The rolling countryside of central Tregaya spread out before them, all fields and scattered farmhouses. Out to the west a thick, leafy forest spread to the horizon. Narrowing her gaze, Alyx traced the road they were on far into the distance.

      “Looks quiet,” she remarked.

      “Yep,” Dashan said, then pointed. “Look, there’s Carhall!”

      “You’re imagining things.”

      “No I’m not. Look where I’m pointing. You can just make out the shadow of the outer wall—Rodin told me it’s a walled city.”

      Alyx stared until her eyes began to water. “I can’t see a thing, especially not the capital of Tregaya.”

      Dashan turned towards her and leaned close, staring into her eyes.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for eye problems.” He shrugged. “They look fine to me. They’re quite a lovely shade of green, actually.”

      “I’m glad you approve,” she said dryly. “Come on, we’d best get back and report in. Tarrick tends to get impatient when he’s in command.”

      “I’m surprised at you.” Dashan spoke again as they reached the bottom of the rise and strolled towards the horses.

      “How’s that?”

      “You accepting Tarrick’s command so easily. He’s quite lowborn compared to you.”

      “He’s not lowborn in Zandia.”

      “You know what I mean. He’s not in your sphere.”

      “He’s also a more experienced, knowledgeable and skilled mage than I am,” she said. “I think that trumps nobility.”

      Dashan smiled down at her, eyes alight. “Is that so?”

      She grinned back. “Absolutely. Besides, I’m only looking out for my own skin; he’s the one that’s going to keep us from getting killed.”

      “Of course, self-preservation.” Dashan tapped his forehead. “Why would I think it would be any different?”

      She laughed as she swung up onto Tingo’s back and picked up the reins. “Race you back.”

      Before he could register her words, she’d kicked Tingo into a gallop and was flying back down to the road. She heard him call out, then glanced back and saw his chestnut in pursuit. Still, she was way ahead of him and arrived back at the carriages easily the winner.

      “Clear ahead,” she called out to Tarrick.

      He frowned at her laughing tone, but nodded. “Keep an eye on our left flank.”

      “Yes, sir!” she agreed merrily before turning Tingo to ride around to the other side of the carriages.

      

      Dashan hadn’t been seeing things. Early the next morning, soon after breaking camp, they reached the outskirts of Tregaya’s largest city and passed through the main gates before midday. Alyx did her best to concentrate on identifying potential danger around them, but her attention was continuously distracted by fascination with her surroundings.

      It surprised her how different Carhall was from Alistriem. A bustling city, it was both noisier and dirtier than her home, but at the same time full of life and energy. The streets were mostly narrow and cobblestoned, with towering buildings that ran right up to the street, casting shadows over the laneways below despite the sunny day. Yet Carhall avoided a sense of claustrophobia from the tightly packed buildings and dim streets by having large squares of green gardens interspersed throughout the city.

      Most of these gardens looked busy even though it was the middle of the day; children played riotously, adults shared picnics or simply sat soaking up the sun, and young courting couples enjoyed each other’s company within the limits of decorum. A passing sign told Alyx that horses were allowed on the streets but not in the gardens, keeping the grass clean and lush.

      The city became more overtly wealthy the closer they came to its centre. Cario had told Alyx the king of Tregaya lived outside the city in an estate up in the surrounding hills, not unlike the royal palace in Alistriem. His offices and those of the city and country administration were all situated in the Centre Square of Carhall, though.

      “Four days a week he rides into the city to work from his offices—the building they’re in is called the Hub,” Cario added. “It’s an old tradition, a chance for the population to see their king on a regular basis.”

      “I assume from its name Centre Square is in the middle of the city?”

      “It is, and it’s quite a sight to behold.”

      In the two days before they’d left DarkSkull, Rothai had made sure Tarrick’s patrol was well informed of what was ahead. Therefore, Alyx knew that the sitting of the Mage Council was hosted by the king of Tregaya each year, and took place in the most magnificent building in Carhall; the Town Hall, also in Centre Square. In one of their classes, Master Alaria had described it as a wondrous feat of architectural magnificence. Dawn and Alyx had jokingly wondered how much Alaria—known for his enjoyment of architecture—had been exaggerating, but Finn assured them he’d read the same thing in several books.

      After nearly a half hour of winding through Carhall’s streets, they turned in to a wide, cobblestoned avenue lined on both sides with beautiful, stately homes. Perfectly spaced willow trees graced the sidewalks, and Alyx caught glimpses of colourful and neatly tended gardens inside the gated properties.

      The avenue ran straight, and soon they left the homes behind them as they crossed over another wide avenue; to her left and right she could just make out gold-embossed titles over doors announcing the merchant guild, shipping guild and weavers’ guild.

      “It’s a circular avenue that surrounds Centre Square—they call it Guild Street.” Cario appeared at her side. “Every guild in Tregaya has their headquarters on that street.”

      “What about the street we’re on?”

      “It’s called King’s Avenue. It will take us straight through to Centre Square.”

      Almost as soon as he’d spoken, the carriages slowed to a halt before a wide arched gate set into a stone wall. Alyx turned to Cario inquiringly.

      “There are four gated entrances to Centre Square, one for each point of the compass, and they’re all guarded,” he said.

      “You’ve been here often?”

      “Almost every day when I was growing up. You already know my grandfather sits on the council, but my parents work for the council too.”

      “That wall isn’t very high,” she noted. “If I stretched, I could almost see over it.”

      “They’re nothing compared with the outer city walls,” Cario agreed. “Once you’ve breached those, it wouldn’t take much to get inside this one.”

      “Was Master Alaria right? About how wonderful Centre Square and the Town Hall are?”

      A smile crossed Cario’s face. “You’re about to see that for yourself.”

      The wait wasn’t long, and then they were trundling through, emerging into a wide-open space.

      Alyx looked around in wonder—the square was so large she could only just make out the buildings across the other side. It was floored with great blocks of silver-veined grey marble that gleamed so brightly in the afternoon sun she couldn’t look at it directly for more than a few seconds.

      People crossed the square from every direction. Despite how chaotic it seemed on the surface, the foot traffic flowed smoothly, everyone appearing to have a purpose. Alyx saw militia uniforms, mage robes and regular clothes amongst them. A unit of militia rode across in front of the carriages, their tack jingling and mixing with the casual conversation of the riders.

      “Wow,” Dawn reined in beside Alyx, eyes focused on the square.

      “I know.”

      “Compared to this, Alistriem is so… so…”

      “Small,” Alyx said quietly. “This is amazing.”

      “Come on, we’re moving!” Tarrick’s sharp voice caught their attention.

      Rothai led the way across the square. As they moved towards its centre, the Town Hall came into sight ahead and Alyx decided that Master Alaria had most definitely not been exaggerating. Seated at the top of what had to be at least fifty wide steps, it towered over the other buildings lining the edges of the square, a series of tall, marble pillars at its front seeming to reach up to the sky. The gracefully arched roof soared at least four stories high, and it, the pillars and window edgings were all engraved in silver and blue marble that gleamed as brightly as the surface of the square.

      A small group of richly dressed men waited for them at the base of the steps. As the carriages slowed to a stop, one of them came forward and introduced himself as a senior advisor to the king. Cario rode over to greet one of the men wearing mage robes. Masters Romas, Yirith and Walden emerged from the carriages to be formally welcomed and receive an invitation to a welcome dinner with the king that evening.

      Once the formalities were over, Rothai dismissed Dashan and the militia. “There isn’t enough lodging for all of you inside Centre Square, and the councillors will be safe enough here,” he told them.

      “I agree, sir,” Rodin responded politely. “Commander Helson has already arranged accommodation for us at the main barracks in the city.”

      “Very well. I appreciate your work so far, Captain.”

      “Thank you, sir. If you send us a message with your intended time of departure, we’ll be here to escort you back.” Rodin nodded at Rothai, then turned and gestured for his men to begin riding out.

      “Come find us if you get the time to slip away.” Dashan winked at Alyx before joining the group of militia and Bluecoats departing.

      Third Patrol followed the mages inside and were shown quarters to store their belongings. Alyx found her room small, but well-appointed and far nicer than the room she shared with Dawn at DarkSkull.

      “You’ll be required to stand guard during council meetings, which begin tomorrow morning,” Rothai repeated what they already knew. “Meals will be served in a room on the lower ground for all members of the councillors’ protection details. If you miss the serving times, you won’t eat. I will collect you there each morning. Any questions?”

      “Are there any restrictions on where we can go in Carhall, sir?” Tarrick asked.

      “Provided you are present when and where I need you, no. I will remind you, however, that you are here formally representing the mage order. None of you will enjoy the consequences if you draw the wrong kind of attention to yourselves.”

      “Yes, sir.” Tarrick nodded. “We understand.”

      They waited until he was gone before turning to each other.

      “What do we do now?” Finn asked eagerly.

      Cario shrugged. “If you’re interested in a tour of the Hub, I’m sure I could get you in there.”

      “I’d love to!” Alyx said instantly, curious to see how this royal family operated.

      “There’s a mage library up on the second floor of this building.” Cario told Finn when the apprentice looked less than thrilled at the idea of a tour.

      “I’m with Cario and Alyx,” Dawn said. “I view this time away from DarkSkull as a time away from libraries and books and studying.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking,” Jayn echoed.

      Finn turned an enquiring gaze on Mika, who shuffled his feet and turned red. “Sorry Finn, I’m with them,” he said sheepishly.

      “As am I.” Tarrick clapped Finn on the back. “We’ll meet you back here in an hour or so for dinner?”

      “Sure.” Finn sketched a wave and headed off straight away, whistling under his breath.

      “How do books make him so happy?” Jayn asked as Cario led them away. “It’s an adorable quality, but one I don’t understand at all.”

      “Adorable?” Alyx grinned at her.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Sure I do.” She tried not to chuckle.

      “You know he’s been working up the courage for weeks to ask you to the festival dance,” Dawn confided with a teasing smile.

      “I’m not going to help him out.” Jayn mock-scowled. “He’s going to have to actually ask if he wants me to go with him.”

      Conversation faded as they stepped out into the sunshine and made their way across the magnificent open square to a slightly smaller but equally ornate building directly opposite the Town Hall. Small fountains splashed merrily on either side of the set of steps leading to the entrance doors. A warrior mage and three militia stood guard, but their postures were relaxed. The mage recognised Cario instantly.

      “Apprentice Duneskal.” A thick beard wiggled as the man smiled broadly. “What brings you to Carhall in the middle of the DarkSkull year?”

      “Warrior Chestin.” Cario smiled politely. “My patrol was chosen to escort Master Romas here for the council meeting.”

      “Ah. A result of your grandfather’s meddling, no doubt?”

      “No doubt,” Cario said dryly. “These are my patrol-mates. I’d like to give them a tour of the Hub, if that’s all right?”

      “Fine with me. The king’s in today though, and he’s entertaining a delegation, so you’ll need to steer clear of his private meeting rooms.”

      “Can do. Thanks, Chestin.”

      

      The air inside was cool and dry, the floors a rich oak that creaked under their feet. Sun shone through windows high in the wall, casting the multi-coloured tapestries hanging there in shadow and light.

      “The palace is essentially a private residence for the king,” Cario explained as he showed them through a richly-appointed meeting chamber. “He hosts guests and delegations here in the Hub—there’s a beautiful guest annex at the back of the building, complete with an entire contingent of servants. Only the really important guests get to stay out at the palace.”

      The tour didn’t take long—the building was lovely, but apart from a magnificent, sweeping garden on the open roof, most of the rooms were similar.

      “Down there is where the king will be meeting with his delegation.” Cario paused at an intersection of halls on their way back out and pointed down one of them. Two militia stood guard here, looking as relaxed as those out the front. “His private office is that way, and the meeting room he uses most.”

      Alyx was turning away to follow Cario back to the front when she heard her name called. The voice was strikingly familiar, and she spun back, unbelieving.

      It couldn’t be!

      Cayr was striding towards her, the same astonishment written on his face. Delighted joy swept through her and she took off at a run towards him. His smile spread from ear to ear as he swept her into his arms and hugged her tightly.

      “What are you doing here?” They both asked the question at the same time, breathless with surprise.

      “I was—”

      “I’m here—”

      Alyx laughed and stepped back, for the first time noticing the formal attire he wore and the direction he’d come from. “Are you part of the delegation King Mastaran is hosting?”

      “Yes. My father is here for formal meetings with him,” Cayr said eagerly. “You?”

      “There’s a meeting of the Mage Council. We escorted one of the masters from DarkSkull here.”

      “Wow, I can’t believe it.” Cayr looked up to see the others behind her. “Dawn, Tarrick, hi!”

      “Hello, Prince Cayr.” Both bowed gracefully. Alyx almost laughed aloud when Jayn’s eyes almost popped out of her head and Mika turned a deep shade of red.

      “I thought I told you my name was Cayr,” he chided. “It’s good to see you both.”

      “Cayr, this is Jayn, Mika and Cario. They’re friends of ours.”

      Cario stepped forward, bowing his head only before offering his hand. “Cario Duneskal. Pleased to meet you, Prince Cayr.”

      “And you, Cario.” Cayr took the proffered hand before moving on to Jayn and Mika. “Pleased to meet both of you as well.”

      “So you’re Alyx’s prince?” Jayn seemed to relax under Cayr’s easy-going attitude.

      “That’s me.” He looked back at Alyx as something occurred to him. “I should have mentioned; your father is here too. He’ll be thrilled to see you.”

      Alyx’s heart leapt. “You can organise something?”

      “Absolutely. I have to go though; I’m sorry, I’m expected back in the meeting.”

      Without a word the others melted away, giving Alyx and Cayr a moment alone.

      “Do you have much free time?” she asked him. “Dash is here too.”

      Delight lit up his face, brightening his blue eyes and dazzling her a little. “Really? Then we have to do something. After all, it’s our birthday time.”

      “I agree! We’re staying over at Town Hall. Can you get a message to me when you’re free?”

      “Absolutely. I’ll make it as soon as possible.” He reached out to touch her shoulder. “It’s really good to see you, Alyx.”

      Unable to stifle the urge any longer, she leaned up and kissed him, pulling back after a brief moment. His blue eyes twinkled down at her. “I really missed that.”

      “Me too.” Her smile widened. “See you soon?”

      “Absolutely.”

      

      By the time the first council meeting actually began late the following morning, Alyx was beginning to realise that their time in Carhall was not going to be quite as exciting as she’d imagined. The dubious looks Dawn was giving her across the room suggested the telepath was thinking the same thing.

      The large domed hall in which the council was held was impressive enough, but after the first hour of horribly long introductory speeches, Alyx was stifling yawns and shifting restlessly on the spot.

      “Hang in there,” Cario leaned down to murmur in her ear. “There’s only a whole week and a half of this to go.”

      “You knew it was going to be like this,” she accused. “Why didn’t you warn us?”

      A smile flickered across his handsome face. “Best to let you find these things out for yourself.”

      She sighed. It was going to be a long week.
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      Alyx and the twins followed Tarrick as he weaved his way through the narrow streets. Once they’d left the walled area of Centre Square, Alyx had quickly lost any conception of where they were, but was so glad to be outdoors that she didn’t much care. As exciting as the opportunity to visit a new city was, the council itself had continued to be utterly boring and the day had dragged painfully.

      Debating what monetary cap to place on remuneration to the council for sending mages to help with struggling crops in north-western Tregaya wasn’t exactly a topic that held Alyx’s attention. The second topic—how much coin to provide the mages doing the work as a daily allowance—had almost sent her to sleep.

      “Here we are!” Tarrick announced, coming to a stop outside a busy-looking inn.

      “Dashan told you to meet him at an inn called the ‘Beating Bosoms’?” Dawn asked dubiously.

      “That he did.”

      “If this is a brothel, I’m going back,” Alyx announced as she followed the others inside.

      The inn proved to be brightly lit and comfortably crowded with a warm, lively vibe. She scanned the crowd, a smile of genuine pleasure crossing her face at seeing Dashan waiting alone at a corner booth. He looked up and saw her, returning her smile with a grin of his own.

      “Hi.” She swung into the booth beside him. “Guess what?”

      “What?”

      “Cayr’s here in Carhall!”

      Dashan’s face lit up in much the same way Cayr’s had. “You’re kidding me?”

      “No. His father is here for formal meetings with King Mastaran. I literally ran into him yesterday afternoon in the Hub.”

      “What a fortunate bit of chance.” Dashan shook his head in wonderment.

      “Agreed. He wants to see us, of course. He’ll get a message to me as soon as he can wrangle some free time.”

      “Whenever it is, I’ll make sure I’m free.” He took a sip of ale. “How is the council?”

      “Ugh.” Alyx made a face. “Tomorrow’s agenda includes debating the relative merits of using black ink versus blue ink for official mage documents. If it goes any longer than ten minutes, I may have no choice but to pull out my staff and blow up something.”

      “That should end the debate, at least,” he said.

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “Might get you kicked out of DarkSkull though.”

      “It would almost be worth it,” she said. “Just to see the looks on their faces.”

      He laughed, brown eyes twinkling at her. “If you decide to go ahead, please let me know. I wouldn’t miss that for the world.”

      “Uh, guys?” Finn’s voice caught Alyx’s attention.

      “What?” They both looked at the others.

      “It’s nice to see you too, Dashan,” Tarrick said, looking bemusedly between them.

      “Yes, all right, hello.” Dashan reached out to cuff Finn’s ear good naturedly. “Where’s your well-dressed blonde friend this evening?”

      “Dinner with his family.” Finn smiled. “He seemed thrilled about it.”

      “And the two newbies?”

      “Jayn also has family here, and poor Mika was dragooned into extra training with Rothai. Our dear master isn’t quite happy with his staff-fighting skills yet,” Alyx said.

      “Better him than me. All right, who’s for an ale?”

      “Yes!” they chorused at once, then laughed at each other.

      “I’ll be back in a minute.” Dashan rose to get drinks, but leaned in to Alyx as he did so. “Good to see you, Egalion.”

      She nudged him playfully with her shoulder. “Same here.”

      “Why do you think Cario is so uncomfortable about his family?” Dawn asked while they waited for Dashan to return. “The last thing he wanted to do tonight was have dinner with them.”

      “It’s odd,” Tarrick agreed. “His family is very highly regarded within the mage order. It’s not like they’re horrible people or something. From what I’ve heard, his grandfather is one of the most amiable masters on the council.”

      “I’d ask him, but he’d just give some sort of flippant reply,” Finn said.

      “Cario doesn’t feel like he belongs amongst his family.” Dashan reappeared, sliding a tray of drinks onto the table.

      “Why?”

      “Not sure. Trust me though, I know enough about it to recognise it in someone else.”

      “Definitely a man of mystery,” Tarrick remarked.

      It grew late, but nobody was in a rush to leave. Alyx studied Dashan as they sat around companionably, sipping ale and chatting idly, his comment about Cario sticking in her mind. He looked so much older than the rest of them, with his just-longer-than-regulation hair and the world-weary look of sadness he got in his eyes when he thought nobody was looking.

      Guilt abruptly seeped through her for the way she’d behaved towards him, for the cruel things she’d said, even in jest. The drinking and the gambling and the womanizing... over the past few months she’d come to see them for what they truly were: a front, a shield to protect himself from a father who didn’t love him and a world that shunned him because of his blood.

      He glanced at her, as if sensing her thoughts, and unsurprisingly seemed to pick up on her mood.

      “What’s wrong?” He leaned closer so as not to interrupt the table conversation.

      “How do you know something is wrong?” she asked curiously.

      He shrugged. “I just do.”

      “I’m okay, really. I was reflecting on some of my past behaviour and wishing I’d been a better person.”

      “You were never a bad person.” He smiled. “Despite some of the things I’ve said to you.”

      “No,” she agreed. “But I was self-involved, and arrogant and… a fool. I still am, I suppose, but I’m working on it.”

      He grinned broadly. “Well, you know I’m always happy to point these things out to you.”

      “Don’t I know it.” She mock-scowled, reaching over to give him a playful shove.

      “Time to go.” Tarrick stood abruptly. “I want us all up early tomorrow.”

      Finn shared a glance with his twin. “We’re not on duty till late morning.”

      “Which gives us a couple of hours of practice time.”

      “Oh joy,” Alyx muttered, rising and falling in with the others as they wended their way out of the inn.

      “Does it make you feel better to learn I’ll also be up early for drill?” Dashan asked.

      “No,” Alyx and the twins chorused.

      They separated in the street outside, Dashan going back to the militia barracks while the others went back to Centre Square.

      They arrived back at their rooms, laughing and chatting, only to come to a stop at finding two strange Bluecoats standing watchfully in the hall outside. Alyx had just opened her mouth to ask them what they were doing when a tall figure unfolded from a seat further down the hall.

      “Papa!”

      “Aly-girl.” He smiled at her, his handsome face softening as it always did when he saw her.

      “We’ll leave you to it, Alyx,” Dawn spoke before anyone else could. “Come on Finn, Tarrick. You can show me your room.”

      “Sir,” Tarrick said politely as he passed Garan, Finn doing a half-bow, half head-nod that made his sister chuckle in amusement.

      Her father waited until the room door closed before opening his arms. Alyx flew into them and they hugged fiercely for a long time before he squeezed tightly and let go. “Prince Cayr told me you were here. I came as soon as I could.”

      “It’s wonderful to see you.” She couldn’t stop smiling. She’d missed her tall, serious-looking father terribly.

      He glanced around ruefully. “I can’t say that I ever thought I’d be walking these halls again. It’s been so long.”

      An unaccountable chill wrapped her at his words. “Perhaps you shouldn’t be here now.”

      “I’m fine. You know the Bluecoats won’t let anything get near me.”

      “Let’s at least get out of the hallway.”

      She led him into her room and he pulled up a chair as she sat on the edge of the bed. “You look well.”

      “I am,” she assured him. “How long are you in Carhall? I assume the reason for the king’s visit is Shivasa?”

      “We’ve been here a week, and discussions with King Mastaran are going well.” He nodded, a shadow flickering over his face. “He’s as worried about the Shiven as we are. I’d say we’ll be here at least another week, talking through potential contingencies in case of outright invasion.”

      “The council is worried too.”

      “Yes, I gather that’s a large part of Mastaran’s concern. They’ve been in his ear a lot recently.”

      “Is Lord-Mage Casovar with you?”

      “No, he stayed to ensure Rionn remained secure in the king’s absence. Astor is assisting him while we’re gone.” Garan paused, letting out a long breath. “I read your letter, Aly-girl.”

      “I’m sorry for leaving without saying goodbye,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t sure I’d actually be able to leave if I spoke to you face-to-face.”

      “You know I love you no matter what.” His hand reached over to squeeze hers. “And I respect your decision to return to DarkSkull.”

      “Thanks, Papa.” Alyx rose to her feet, still uneasy despite there being no good reason for it. “It’s getting late. You should probably get going.”

      “What worries you?” he asked with a frown.

      “Nothing, I’m being silly. I’d feel better if you didn’t stay too long, that’s all. Are you staying out at the palace or over at the Hub?”

      “At the palace.” Garan stood. “Which means a late night by the time I get back, so you’re right, I should leave. Will I get the chance to see you again before you go?”

      “I’ll make sure of it,” she promised.

      “Good.” He hugged her tightly. “Sleep well.”

      Dawn must have been keeping watch on the hallway, because she slipped into the room soon after, quietly going about undressing and climbing into bed. Alyx stood at the window and watched until her father and his Bluecoat detail had safely left Centre Square. Only then did she blow out her lamp and crawl into bed.

      

      Cayr laughed and took a swig from the bottle before passing it to Alyx. The liquid was bitter on her tongue but left a trail of searing warmth down to her stomach.

      “Careful, Lady Egalion.” Dashan swiped the bottle from her hands. “It won’t do for a young lady of your breeding to drink from a bottle like that.”

      “What about the prince of Rionn?” she protested indignantly.

      “I’m the prince!” Cayr declared, stopping suddenly and spreading out his arms. “I can do as I like.”

      “Not until you’re king you can’t.” Dashan laughed, dancing out of Cayr’s way when he tried to grab the bottle.

      “Some birthday celebration this is.” Alyx had walked on ahead to find the street ending at a grassy riverbank. “You’ve brought us to a dead end.”

      “Not a dead end but a destination.” Dashan walked agilely down the incline and out onto a small wooden jetty.

      Cayr followed suit, stumbling twice and laughing both times. Loving the sound of his laughter, Alyx followed more carefully, stepping into his waiting arms at the bottom. His body was warm in contrast to the biting night air, and she snuggled into him, watching as Dashan pulled off his boots before sitting down at the edge of the jetty and dropping his feet into the water with a small splash.

      “Dash, it’s freezing!” Alyx protested.

      “It’s fine.” He shrugged. “There’s nothing better than the sensation of water flowing over your skin, don’t you think?”

      “You’re drunk,” Cayr observed. He stepped away from Alyx but grabbed her hand, tugging her after him as he dropped clumsily beside Dashan. She stumbled and nearly fell headlong into the water before landing almost on top of Cayr. Laughing, he shifted to make room for her.

      “He’s not drunk,” Alyx observed. “Just weird.”

      Dashan laughed and took a long swig from the bottle before passing it to Cayr. “Ha! I’m completely normal in comparison to you two high-born rich folk.”

      “This is good.” Cayr murmured, the bottle resting in his lap. “The three of us together.”

      “Yeah,” Dashan acknowledged just as quietly.

      Alyx leaned into Cayr’s shoulder, relaxing as the sounds of the night drifted around them. The sense of home that she thought she’d lost settled over her, and she hung tight to the feeling, relishing it with every fibre of her being.

      “It’s awful, with both of you gone,” Cayr admitted. “There’s nobody there who knows me anymore. Without you, I’m the prince, all the time.”

      She reached out for Cayr’s hand. “It’s not the same without you either.”

      “Stop being so maudlin and either drink up or give it back,” Dashan said.

      Cayr laughed, taking a swig as ordered before passing it to Alyx. Staring down Dashan’s daring glance she raised it to her mouth and took two long swigs, managing not to choke or gasp. He burst out laughing when she proudly handed the bottle back to him.

      “All right.” Cayr stood with a suddenness that almost sent Alyx tumbling sideways. “Who’s up for a swim?”

      “It’s freezing,” she tried protesting again.

      “No, it’s not!” he proclaimed before jumping off the edge. Icy droplets of water splashed over Alyx’s skin and moments later Cayr shot out of the water, cursing loudly. “It’s freezing!”

      She burst into giggles at the look on his face, so distracted that she wasn’t quick enough to respond when Dashan picked her up and tossed her in after Cayr. The cold was a sharp shock and she came up gasping and spluttering. Dashan stood above them, arms crossed, beaming triumphantly.

      “You forget I’m a mage, Dashan Caverlock,” she said sweetly before summoning magic to lift her staff lying nearby and thump him soundly in the back with it. He staggered forward, teetering on the edge. Cayr launched himself out of the water to grab one of Dashan’s flailing hands and yank him in.

      Laughter and cursing echoed through the night around them.

      

      Alyx’s skin had turned blue by the time the three of them walked back to Centre Square, but inside she was warm and full of contentment. She didn’t want this night to ever end.

      “If we don’t get the chance to do this again, thank you.” Cayr said as they stopped outside the eastern gate. His blond curls were plastered to his head and he was trembling with the cold, but he looked happy.

      “It was wonderful,” she agreed.

      “A good birthday.” Dashan clapped him on the back. “Come on, as the single Bluecoat here, it’s my duty to ensure the crown prince of Rionn gets to his bed safely.”

      Cayr hesitated, and she sensed he wanted to kiss her goodnight. Dashan’s presence made her oddly uncomfortable, though, and so she made the decision for him, leaning up to kiss the icy skin of his cheek.

      “Night, Cayr.”

      “Night, Alyx.”

      Dashan started whistling as they walked away, and Cayr joined in, singing the words to the tune. Alyx chuckled to herself, waiting until they had vanished from sight before turning to walk through the gate, ignoring the curious glances tossed her way by the militia on guard.

      That night her dreams were threaded with Cayr’s singing and Dashan’s equally tuneless whistling.
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      Alyx stood at the doors of the circular chamber where the council was sitting for its fifth day. Three hours into a session, she was doing her best to stand still and not fidget, but it was getting harder and harder as time dragged on. Dawn stood beside her. The remainder of Third Patrol was outside, stationed at the various entrance points to the Town Hall.

      “Do you realise once we return it’s almost time for the festival?” Dawn murmured.

      Alyx glanced around, but the chamber was large, and nobody had heard Dawn speak.

      “You’re not obsessed by the dance at all, are you?”

      “No, I’m just looking forward to it.”

      “Have you asked Dash yet?”

      “No.” Dawn paused, then, “Has anyone asked you to the dance?”

      “No, and I doubt anyone will.”

      “You’re quite popular these days. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the older students asked you.” Dawn gave her a sideways look. “Someone with enough courage to ask a mage of the higher order to be his partner.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Alyx muttered, trying not to blush.

      “Sorry. It must be wonderful to have Cayr here?”

      She couldn’t help the smile that spread over her face. “Yes. It’s been more than wonderful.”

      “You were noticeably absent from dinner last night.” Dawn smiled slightly. “I take it you were with him?”

      “And Dash. We were celebrating our birthdays.”

      “Oh.” Dawn sounded surprised.

      “What?”

      “It’s nothing.” She paused. “You’ve changed, Alyx.”

      “I have?” Alyx raised an eyebrow, even though she was looking straight ahead.

      “Last year you mentioned Cayr’s name in every second sentence. You were counting down the days until it was time to go home,” she said.

      Alyx shrugged slightly. “I miss Cayr and will be happy to go home, but I am also happy with where I am right now.”

      “I’m glad.” Dawn sent her a telepathic burst of warm regard. “I hated seeing you so miserable last year.”

      “I’m glad too.”

      They fell silent. A little while later, the door behind them eased open and Tarrick appeared.

      “Rothai wants us to swap places, Dawn,” Tarrick murmured. “The group of visitors waiting for appointments in the front foyer has grown pretty big, and he wants you to run over their thoughts, make sure none of them are a threat.”

      “Will do.” Dawn slipped out quietly and Tarrick took her place beside Alyx.

      “Anything noteworthy happen?” he asked.

      “Nothing at all.” She sighed. “Unless you have any interest in which location would be best to provide mage assistance to the drought in north-eastern Zandia.”

      The hours dragged on and Alyx’s need to fidget grew close to overwhelming. She kept glancing up at the windows set high in the wall, hoping dusk would arrive so the councillors would finish up for the day.

      After her hundredth such glance at the windows, Master Yirith called for a brief break. The masters dispersed to privies or the cart of refreshments and drink that was being rolled in. Master Romas did neither, instead heading over to her and Tarrick.

      “I’d like the two of you to change your position for the remainder of the afternoon,” he told them quietly.

      Tarrick nodded. “Where would you like us?”

      “You see the balcony that looks down over the conference table?” Romas waited for them to look and nod. “Be discreet about it, Apprentices. I’d prefer nobody knew you were up there.”

      “Is there something wrong, sir?” Alyx asked before Tarrick could.

      “It’s nothing, only a little inkling in my magic. I don’t want to concern the other masters, that’s all. You’ll make sure you’re not seen?”

      Romas was being oddly furtive, but they both murmured agreement. Tarrick held the door open for Alyx and they nodded at the militia outside before heading up a side stairwell. Not wanting to ask for directions, by the time they located the deserted balcony, the food and drink cart was being taken away. Nobody had replaced Tarrick and Alyx on the main doors and Yirith himself was closing them.

      “What’s going on?” Alyx murmured.

      Tarrick shrugged, and they moved quietly towards a column by the edge of the railing. Here they could keep a good eye on the room without being seen.

      “You’ve dealt with the guards?” Duneskal’s voice floated up to them.

      “The room is clear,” Romas replied. “We can begin the confidential session.”

      “Good.” Yirith sighed. “It’s been a long day and I for one want to get out of here.”

      Alyx turned to Tarrick, eyebrows raised. What was this?

      He shrugged, then gave a small shake of his head to indicate he had no idea.

      “How is your hunt for the Taliath potentials progressing, Master Romas?”

      Her head snapped back to the room, eyes training on Cario’s grandfather. He was sitting in a relaxed posture in his chair, attention focused on Romas.

      “Successfully. Master Rothai has discovered and dealt with two Taliath potentials in the past four months. A youth in Tregaya and a young boy in Zandia.”

      Beside her, Tarrick shifted slightly. She barely noticed. She’d frozen where she stood, wondering if she’d heard the exchange correctly. They couldn’t be talking about...

      “Excellent work, Master Romas.”

      “Thank you.” Romas inclined his head. “Apprentice Galien is currently engaged in tracking another potential in southern Tregaya, a young girl.”

      Nausea and horror rose in her throat. Were they really talking about murdering young Taliath children? She shook her head, sure she must be missing some context or background. As the conversation continued, however, she came to the sickening conclusion that it was real.

      The Mage Council was hunting and killing Taliath potentials.

      Her father and the king had spent months, years, looking for potentials in an attempt to rebuild the Taliath order. They’d failed. They hadn’t understood why, but now it was clear.

      The Taliath hadn’t inexplicably vanished from the world. They were being systematically hunted down. By the people who were supposed to be their allies.

      Alyx swallowed, needing every inch of self-control she possessed to remain still and expressionless. Beads of sweat broke out of her forehead, and the walls of the room suddenly seemed as if they were closing in around her.

      “It’s important that we neutralise the threat Taliath pose,” Master Yirith spoke. “Should you need any further resources, Master Romas, please advise the council.”

      "I still think this is a rather messy way to deal with the problem,” Walden sounded more like he’d found a hair in his dinner than acknowledging his part in the murder of children. “We aren’t even certain one exists. It’s been over a decade since we started this, and we haven’t come close to another situation like Shakar. Nor had we in the years before.”

      “There was one,” Rothai said. The potent mix of bitterness and anger in his voice cast a temporary silence over the masters. Alyx had never heard anything like it before, and she was so struck she didn’t quite process what his words meant.

      “A problem most definitely exists, Councillor,” Romas’s voice cracked through the thick silence. “Thousands died because a mage of the higher order was invulnerable to our magic. Until we learn definitively how Shakar absorbed Taliath ability, removing the Taliath is the most efficient way to prevent what he did ever happening again.”

      “Have you considered that the longer we continue doing this, the greater the risk to the council’s reach and power?” Walden persisted. “The Zandian emperor reveres the Taliath of old. He’d probably declare war on us himself if he found out, not to mention his mages.”

      “Some of us care more about the greater good than our expensive robes and ornate offices,” Yirith sounded irritated.

      “Focusing on taking out the young potentials before anyone knows they’re Taliath lowers our exposure,” Romas said, and from the boredom in his tone, Alyx judged it was a line he’d used with Walden repeatedly. “And those that were trained before we started this will either die out, or we remove them when—and only if—we have the opportunity to do it without any blame falling on us.”

      “Master Romas is right,” Duneskal spoke into the ensuing silence. “Is there anything we can do to assist?”

      “For now, no.” Romas inclined his head. “The mage we currently have working to track them is doing an excellent job. He has a particular skillset that is ideal for that type of work.”

      Alyx was focusing so hard on the conversation, trying to find out if somehow she was mis-hearing, she began picking up the unguarded thoughts of the masters. At Romas’s last comment, she caught a flicker of thought in his mind. An image of Brynn’s face.

      Horror flooded her so deeply she abruptly cut off her magic, not wanting to know any more. Frantically, she tried to bury what she’d accidentally discovered; she didn’t want to know, wished desperately she hadn’t heard. Her stomach roiled, and she sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm herself.

      “Quiet, Apprentice.” Romas’s smooth entry into her thoughts made her start violently. Tarrick grabbed her arm, eyebrows raised in query. She shook her head, indicating she was fine, and raised a finger to her lips. Romas was already gone from her head, but the note of warning in his thoughts had been unmistakable.

      “Master Romas, you must commend this mage of yours when you see him next.”

      “I will certainly pass on the council’s regard.”

      Alyx wanted to run from the room and never come back, but it was vital she heard all of this.

      “And you spoke of Galien? How is our young mage of the higher order progressing?”

      “This is his final year at DarkSkull,” Romas responded to Duneskal’s question. “I fully expect him to take and pass the trials in the summer. His loyalty to us is assured, and he is very powerful. Galien is the weapon we need, gentleman.”

      “But there is another, yes?”

      “Yes, Master Walden. As I briefed the council last year, Temari Egalion’s daughter displays some promise.” Alyx was still so shocked she didn’t quite process the reticence in Romas’s voice.

      “And the brother?”

      “A recluse who displays no particular skill or magic at all,” Romas said dismissively.

      “Very well.” Duneskal broke the silence. “Shall we turn to the issue of mage infringements?”

      Alyx’s thoughts spun chaotically as the mages turned to less controversial matters. What the masters had revealed was bad enough, but what she had seen in Romas’s mind… she didn’t want to believe any of it, and wished she had never come to Tregaya.

      And why was Romas allowing her and Tarrick to hear this?

      

      The council broke up for the day a short time later. By silent agreement, Tarrick and Alyx waited until all the masters had filed out of the room and the door had closed behind them before slipping out of the balcony.

      Usually, the councillors proceeded straight to dinner, and their mage guards dismissed for the evening. This had been Alyx’s favourite part of the days so far, a chance to relax and eat something with the others, as well as escape from the monotony of the council meetings.

      Today she wasn’t sure she could eat anything, let alone behave normally, her fractured thoughts in a thousand places as she and Tarrick headed towards their rooms.

      “Alyx, wait!” Tarrick called after her.

      Taking a breath, she turned to face him. “What?”

      “Are you feeling okay?” He hesitated. “You know what we just heard is confidential information.”

      “You’re not upset by what we heard?”

      His jaw clenched. “I’m trying to pretend I didn’t hear it, to be honest. That wasn’t for our ears.”

      “Romas very clearly wanted us to hear it.”

      “I can’t think why.” He threw his hands up in a helpless gesture.

      “I see,” she said quietly, then summoned a smile. “I’m fine, a little tired. I’m going to skip dinner and go to bed early. With a good night’s sleep I’ll be fine.”

      “All right.” He touched her shoulder. “Let us know if you need anything. We’ll probably have an early night too.”

      Alyx entered her room, throwing off her heavy mage robe and tossing it on the tiny bed. She waited until she was certain Tarrick and the others would be at dinner, then opened her door a crack. The hall outside was empty. With a quick check to make sure her staff was hanging in its usual place down her back, she slipped out into the hall.
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      The streets of Carhall were busy as everyone finished up their work for the day and headed out for dinner or entertainment. After asking for directions, it didn’t take long for Alyx to make her way to the barracks where Dashan and his militia were staying.

      The officer on duty at the front desk took in her mage attire in a quick glance, and was as helpful as he could be.

      “The visiting unit from Weeping Stead was invited to join a unit of the 1st regiment at the Iron Claw Inn, Apprentice.”

      “Could you give me directions?”

      “Of course.” He sketched a quick map for her on a piece of parchment—the inn wasn’t far from the barracks and it didn’t take her long to walk there.

      The inn was full of off-duty soldiers and it wasn’t hard to pick out the distinctive blue of Dashan’s uniform. He was sitting at a large table along the side of the room, playing cards with several militia members. His jacket was slung over the chair beside him and he sat with his sleeves rolled up and a mug of ale at his right hand. From the pile of chips sitting in front of him, it looked as if he was doing well.

      Alyx hesitated, not wanting to disturb him while he was clearly enjoying himself. She had almost decided to leave and go back to Town Hall when Dashan looked up. Delight lit up his face at the sight of her. He stood immediately, weaving through the crowd towards her. As he came close enough to see her expression, he paused.

      “What is it?”

      “Hi,” she said softly. “Can we talk?”

      He was silent, reading her expression in a glance. “Give me a moment.”

      Dashan returned to his chair, picking up his jacket and bending to speak to the soldier sitting next to him. The man nodded and Dashan headed back towards Alyx. He took her hand and pulled her out into the street.

      “You didn’t have to leave your game,” she protested as they emerged onto the quiet avenue. Dusk was falling and the light was rapidly fading.

      “What’s wrong?” He squeezed her hand.

      Alyx looked around them; the street wasn’t empty, and likely would only get busier. Turning, she led Dashan down into a dim alley between the inn and the closed shop beside it. Light from the inn windows above shone down into the alley but otherwise it was dark.

      “Alyx, what’s going on?” Concern tinged his voice now. “Are you all right? Are the others all right?”

      “I’m sorry.” She swallowed. “I shouldn’t have bothered you. You were having fun, I should just—”

      He stepped abruptly closer to her, placing a finger over her lips and stopping her words. “What’s wrong?”

      Unable to hold it in any longer, she told him, the words spilling out along with all the horror and despair she’d felt earlier. When she finished, she was mortified to realise that tears were streaking her face.

      “What am I going to do?” Her breath sobbed out of her. “I had decided to become a mage… I thought I could help… but they’re no better than the Shiven, no better than Shakar. Dash, what am I going to do?”

      He said nothing. Instead, he reached out and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her lightly against his chest. She closed her eyes, relaxing into his arms and willingly taking the comfort that he was offering. He dropped a soft kiss on the top of her head and gently stroked his fingers through her hair. Warmth began to replace some of the despair she’d been feeling.

      “It’s going to be all right.”

      “How can you say that?” She pulled back, embarrassed at her breakdown in front of him.

      He met her gaze, brown eyes intense. “The Mage Council, they’re wrong. What they’re doing amounts to murder. But that doesn’t mean all the mages are bad people, it doesn’t mean you’re a bad person.”

      “If I stay, if I condone what they’re doing…” she trailed off.

      “Rionn is still in danger from the Shiven. If you stay, then it’s because you need to learn your magic so that you can help your father and the king,” he told her. “Not because you agree with murder.”

      She looked at him a long moment. “Okay.”

      “Just like that?” He gave her a crooked half-smile.

      “I’ll stay and learn what I need to learn, and then I leave. I won’t ever go back to them, Dash. I won’t.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Thanks for listening.” She shifted away, then froze completely as his words sank in. “Oh no... my father!”

      “What about him?”

      “I have to go, I have to get to him. He’s in danger.”

      “Alyx, stop!” He grabbed her by the arms before she could run headlong out of the alley. “What is it?”

      “My father,” she whispered. “I told you what he is.”

      Dashan’s face turned hard as stone as he realised the same thing she had. “Don’t assume the worst. He’s been here over a week and nothing has happened.”

      “That doesn’t mean it won’t.” She panicked. “And now Romas knows that I know. He practically told me himself, and I don’t know why. Why would he do it?”

      “I’ll go to your father right now,” Dashan said, stopping her frantic rambling. “I’ll take Casta and Tijer and the whole unit and nothing will stop us getting to him. Okay?”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “No.” Dashan raised a hand to stop her objections. “You said it yourself, Romas knows you know. You don’t know what his motivations are, or if he’s told the other councillors. If they see you running off to your father, they’ll know why. They don’t know me, and my boys and I know how to be discreet. We’re trained for it.”

      “Dash, I can’t lose him.” The idea was devastating, utterly heartbreaking. Tears welled again.

      “I know,” he said steadily. “Trust me with your father, Alyx.”

      And it was as simple as that. She did.

      “Okay.” She nodded. “Be careful, and hurry, please.”

      He leaned forward, dropped a kiss on her head. “I’m already gone.”

      

      Back inside Town Hall, Alyx’s stomach sank as she turned a corner into the corridor outside their rooms to find Tarrick, Cario and the twins gathering outside Finn’s door, wishing each other good night. Jayn and Mika were nowhere to be seen.

      “Alyx?” Tarrick frowned. “Where have you been?”

      “I went for a walk,” she said. “I wanted to clear my head.”

      “Is something wrong?” Dawn asked in concern.

      “Tarrick said you weren’t feeling great,” Finn added. “Can I help?”

      “No, I’m fine,” she said. “The walk helped.”

      “Is that all you were doing?” Tarrick asked pointedly.

      “Yes! I wanted some fresh air. Is that okay with you?” she snapped, the confusion and misery surging back.

      He looked surprised by her outburst, and raised his hands in the air. “Whoa, Alyx, I wasn’t accusing you of anything.”

      “Sorry. I’m just not as good at pretending as some people are.”

      His face tightened but he said nothing.

      “Something’s happened,” Dawn said suddenly. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” Tarrick said quickly.

      “No, Dawn is most definitely right,” Cario drawled, his eyes focused entirely on Alyx’s face. “Where were you two after the councillors cleared the room for their confidential session?”

      “Cario—”

      Alyx cut Tarrick off. “Romas asked us to take up a watch position in the balcony above the council table. He told us to be discreet.”

      Cario’s eyes remained steady on hers. “What did you hear?”

      Tarrick broke in. “What we heard was council business, and it was confidential. It would be wrong of Alyx and me to talk about it.”

      “It would be wrong of us?” Alyx swung towards him. “What about what they’re doing?”

      “Listen,” Tarrick began. “I know it was hard to hear, what they talked about today, but…”

      “Hard to hear?” Alyx stared at him, anger unfurling inside of her. She hadn’t expected this level of denial from Tarrick. “Are you kidding me?”

      “It’s not our business,” Tarrick said. “The council is conducting their affairs the way they see fit.”

      “They are killing innocent people,” she said disgustedly. “How is that not our business? How does that not upset you?”

      “I would suggest you keep your voices down!” Cario’s voice was a thread of iron forcing instant silence in the hallway.

      “It did upset me, all right!” Tarrick hissed. “I deplore the very idea of murdering innocent people. But I’m a mage, and we were on duty. What we heard was not for our ears or our discussion.”

      “Hold on!” Finn cut off Alyx’s angry reply. “Is that what you overheard? The council murdered people?”

      Alyx turned to Finn. “Is murdering people.”

      “Who?”

      “Alyx—”

      “Taliath potentials,” she spoke over Tarrick but kept her voice low, seeing the sense in Cario’s warning.

      Silence momentarily descended over the hall. The twins’ expressions showed they were as stunned as Alyx had been, unsure they’d heard right.

      “That’s awful,” Dawn paled.

      “It’s worse. They’re tracking down and killing children,” Alyx said. “What they’re doing amounts to no more than cold blooded murder of innocents.”

      “There’s more context to it than that, though,” Finn said. “You know what could happen.”

      Alyx’s heart sank as she stared at him for a long moment. Not Finn too. Her voice had an almost pleading quality to it when she responded to him. “So you think the council should kill Ladan, or my father?”

      “No, of course not,” Finn said.

      “How is that different from killing other Taliath?”

      “Alyx…”

      “Of course it’s wrong.” Tarrick spoke, voice full of hopelessness. “But what are the council’s other options? Allow another Shakar to be created?”

      “Following that reasoning, we should just start killing mages of the higher order, too. Why stop at killing the Taliath? If the Mage Council kills all the mages of the higher order, then another Shakar wouldn’t be possible.”

      “Alyx, you’re being dramatic.”

      “No she’s not.” Dawn’s eyes flashed angrily. “There are far fewer mages of the higher order than Taliath—only three to be exact. That’s a lot less murdering. But the council isn’t going to kill their own, are they?”

      Silence fell. Alyx realised they’d all clustered close together in the middle of the hall, holding their argument in angry whispers. Cario remained distant, leaning against the wall and watching silently.

      “I’m sorry,” Finn murmured eventually. “I don’t mean to sound like I approve of what the council is doing, but you all know how much I read. I’ve read all about how things were when Shakar was alive. It was brutal, and thousands died. The mages were lucky to stop him, and there’s no guarantee they could stop another Shakar if one was created. The council is just doing what they can to prevent that.”

      “That doesn’t make it right, Finn,” Dawn said stubbornly.

      It didn’t. Alyx had never imagined that Finn’s love of learning could lead to him thinking this was even close to acceptable.

      “The point is, it doesn’t matter what any of us think,” Tarrick said. “We were on guard duty. Council matters are not our business, neither are council decisions. The day may come when one of us has a seat on the council and can influence what they do, but until then, our duty is to follow orders.”

      “It’s not as simple as that.” Finn shook his head. “It wasn’t just guard duty. You only overheard what you did because Romas engineered it, and clearly he didn’t want the other councillors to know you were there.”

      “We can’t be sure of that, not of anything where he’s concerned,” Dawn pointed out.

      Alyx gaze fell on Cario, who still leaned casually against the wall nearby. There was no trace of surprise or anger on his face.

      “You knew, didn’t you?” she asked him.

      “One of the perks of being the grandson of a council member,” Cario replied. “You hear about all sorts of interesting things.”

      “And I suppose you agree with your royal mage family?”

      He gave a slight shrug. “I don’t much care about mage matters. I believe I’ve mentioned that before.”

      She stiffened. “I’m going to bed.”

      Dawn followed Alyx into their shared room. “I don’t think Finn or Tarrick meant to be cruel.”

      “I know, but we clearly see things very differently on this issue.” Alyx undressed quickly. “If you don’t mind, Dawn, I want to go to sleep.”

      But despite curling up under the warm blankets, Alyx found sleep almost impossible to come by. She was terrified for her father. Hours passed before she was able to fall into a fitful, restless sleep.
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      Alyx spent the following morning desperately trying to come up with a way to see her father and Cayr, the king too if possible. In the end, the problem was solved for her. During a break in the morning council session, a Bluecoat from King Llancarvan’s personal guard appeared with a message from Prince Cayr.

      She was invited to join him and the king for dinner that evening.

      Everyone knew of Alyx’s connection to the Rionnan royal family, so none thought it odd for her to receive the invitation. Tarrick ordered that she take the Bluecoat escort that was offered, but didn’t try to insist on coming with her. Things were icy between them and even if she hadn’t been distracted by fear for her father, she didn’t know how to fix it.

      King Mastaran’s palace wasn’t far outside the city, a half-hour carriage ride along a private road leading up a forested hillside. Apart from a ceremonial wall surrounding the property, it didn’t look particularly defensible, but she supposed in a time of war the king and his family would be moved into the Hub.

      A richly dressed steward wearing King Mastaran’s green and brown waited to greet Alyx as she stepped out of the carriage. “Good evening, Lady Egalion. If you’ll please follow me?”

      He led her in silence through a warren of hallways—the royal family’s taste apparently ran to rich wood and colourful tapestries—before stopping outside a door guarded by two heavily armed Bluecoats. The anxiousness that had been building up inside her chest all day relaxed fractionally at the sight of their familiar faces.

      “Tijer, Nario,” she greeted them. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

      “Lady Egalion.” Tijer’s narrow face lightened in a smile as he moved aside to open the door. “They’re waiting for you inside.”

      Stepping through, her eyes landed immediately on her father standing by the fireplace. Her shoulders sagged in relief. “You’re okay.”

      He came over and wrapped his arms tightly around her. “I’m fine, Aly-girl.”

      She nodded, the anxiousness draining out of her at his familiar scent and steady heartbeat. Despite the tension between them over the summer, the events of the past day had driven home to her how much she adored her father, and how devastating the idea of losing him was.

      “I hope my invitation didn’t raise too many eyebrows.” Cayr appeared at her side when she and her father parted. “After the news Dashan brought us last night, we wanted to find a way to see you without raising any suspicion.”

      She smiled in thanks. “Nobody was suspicious. It worked perfectly.”

      “Good.” He gave her an encouraging smile, but it didn’t bolster her like it once would have. She was too worried.

      A moment later King Darien Llancarvan entered from an adjoining room. She bowed low as he greeted her. “It’s good to see you, Alyx.”

      “You too, your highness.”

      His handsome face was drawn, but then it was getting late and he’d no doubt had a long day. Cayr took her hand and led her to a couch. “We have a lot to discuss.”

      “First let me assure you that only those in this room are aware of what you told Lieutenant Caverlock last night,” the king said as he sat opposite. “None of us will breathe a word outside the circle, I promise you. Our understanding is that you might be in some danger if it was known you knew.”

      Alyx’s gaze flickered to Cayr, assuming he was the one who’d told his father. He gave her a slight nod. “I was outraged by what Dashan told me, Alyx. I felt the issue was serious enough to bring to my father’s attention.”

      She wondered whether Cayr had thought through what Darien might do. He was no friend of the mage council, and she hoped this wouldn’t unnecessarily escalate a fragile situation.

      “The council hunting Taliath potentials does make a certain amount of horrible sense. I was reluctant to follow Casovar’s recommendation that Rionn become involved with the mage order again, and now I see my instinct was correct.” Darien looked over at Alyx’s father. “You know that I will continue to keep you safe, Garan.”

      “I do.”

      “My priority is to get you out of Carhall and back to Alistriem as quickly and discreetly as possible. You’ve been safe there all these years and I have to assume that will continue.”

      “It’s why I came to you in the first place, Darien. Even the council will think twice about assassinating the most senior lord of a king inside his own city.”

      “Good. I’ll remain here in Carhall for the remainder of our scheduled visit to avoid rousing suspicion. If anyone asks about you, I’ll say you ate a particularly bad piece of fish and are suffering horribly.”

      “Thanks,” Garan said dryly, and the two men shared a smile. In it, Alyx saw echoes of what Cayr and Dashan were to each other.

      Cayr looked at Alyx’s father. “What do you recommend, Lord Egalion?”

      “I’ll leave after midnight tomorrow, which will give me the day to make arrangements. I’ll use the early hours of the morning to get clear of the city. From there I’ll ride straight to Tennan and catch a ship south to Rionn. After that it will just be a matter of travelling overland to Alistriem.”

      “I’ll send three units of Bluecoats with you, just in case.”

      “No.” Garan disagreed with the king. “The safest thing is for me to slip out of Carhall without anyone noticing. I can’t do that with sixty Bluecoats surrounding me. Besides, people will notice if such a significant portion of your protective detail suddenly vanishes.”

      “Take Dashan’s unit,” Alyx spoke up. “Papa, they’re trained for this and they’ve done it before. They got me safely through the disputed area. More than that, I trust them.”

      “Alyx is right,” Cayr added, ignoring his father’s disgruntled look. “Trust is the most important thing right now, and there is nobody we can trust more than Dash.”

      Garan frowned. “Won’t your masters notice if Dashan’s unit disappears?”

      “Not if they get back to Carhall before we leave,” Alyx said. “They can escort you to Tennan, make sure you get safely on a ship and be back here inside a week. It will be tight, but they can do it.”

      Garan looked at her a long moment, his expression unreadable, but eventually he nodded.

      “And I’ll help you get out of the city tomorrow night,” she added.

      “Aly-girl—”

      Alyx raised a hand. “No offence, Papa, but if the council comes for you, it will be mages. Twenty Bluecoats can’t stop a force of trained warrior mages. My friends—Dawn in particular—can make sure you get out without being noticed.”

      “Your daughter makes sense.” Darien stood from the couch with a sigh. “Your safety is my priority, and so I’m agreeing with her. Take the half-Shiven’s Bluecoats and let Alyx escort you out of the city.”

      “Your highness.” Garan bowed his head in capitulation.

      “You can be sure he will be well protected in Alistriem, Alyx.” Darien settled a considering look on Garan. “And I will need to think very carefully about how to manage the Mage Council going forward. Their behaviour is unacceptable, and if I find Rionnan citizens have been part of this Taliath-purge...”

      His voice trailed off, but none in the room were left unclear that such a revelation would prompt retaliatory action. Alyx winced inwardly. The last thing she wanted was to be responsible for conflict between Rionn and the mage order—something she would be stuck right in the middle of. Her anxiety ratcheted up another notch. Fear for her father had led her to rush rather than think about what she was doing in sending Dashan to warn him.

      “We can discuss that on your return to Alistriem, Your Highness,” Garan promised smoothly. Alyx hoped desperately he’d be able to keep the king from doing anything rash.

      “We will. Now, I’m tired and my bed is calling. Good night.”

      They all bowed low as the king departed, then Garan turned to his daughter. “Thank you, Aly-girl.”

      “I won’t let them hurt you.”

      “I’m supposed to be saying that to you,” he grumbled, pulling her close. “The king and I will contrive to stay late at the Hub tomorrow night. I’ll meet you at the entrance to the storerooms off the kitchens at midnight. You’ll be able to find it?”

      “I will.”

      “Be safe, my girl.”

      “You too.”

      Once her father had left, Cayr walked Alyx back to the main entrance of the palace.

      “Dashan will be waiting outside to escort you back,” he said as they paused in the foyer.

      “I don’t need—”

      “Someone needs to tell him what you just signed him up for. Besides, your father isn’t the only one in danger, Alyx.” His eyes darkened. “I’m worried about you.”

      “I’ll be fine.” She managed a smile. “Thank you for all of this.”

      “You know that no thanks are necessary.” He turned serious. “We haven’t had a chance to talk properly, about us I mean, but...”

      “Your letters were wonderful.” Alyx reached out to squeeze his hands. “And I love you. But I think we should stick to being apart until I return to Alistriem. We need the time.”

      “I agree.” He smiled brightly. “Whatever it takes to make sure that once we do this again, it’s forever.”

      “Forever,” she echoed, ignoring the way the word sat oddly on her tongue.

      His lips were warm as they brushed her cheek, whispering, “I can’t wait till you’re home.”

      She leaned into him for a long moment—this was likely to be the last time they’d see each other before she left Carhall. Once her father was safely gone, the less she was seen with Cayr and his father, the better. His presence soothed her as it always had, his familiar scent and solidity giving her back a piece of home she thought she’d lost.

      “Let’s get you out to Dash.” Cayr pulled back eventually. “You know how impatient he gets. If we don’t hurry he’ll be marching in here any second.”

      Alyx chuckled. “It’s your own fault, you know.”

      “How’s that?” He gave her a mock-injured look.

      “You’re the one who sent him with me!”

      “No I didn’t.”

      She nudged him in the arm. “Of course you did. Don’t pretend to be innocent, he told me so. Another one of your wonderfully sweet gestures.”

      “If he told you that, he was having you on.” Cayr laughed.

      Alyx stopped dead, the smile dropping from her face. “You’re serious?”

      “As much as I’d love to take credit for a sweet gesture, I didn’t send him with you. He volunteered.” Cayr shrugged. “After we parted at the waterfall, I went back to my room to find a note he’d left telling me he was already rounding up his unit and requesting I get a letter for the Tregayans from his father as soon as possible. That wasn’t easy, I tell you.”

      “Oh.” Then why...?

      “Alyx, you’ve gone pale, are you all right?”

      “Yes, of course.” She shook her head and reached up to hug him tightly. “Bye, Cayr. I’ll miss you.”

      “And me you.” His voice was full of sadness. “Keep safe and come home to me soon.”

      

      Dashan waited at the bottom of the steps for her, his cavalry horse and Tingo a few paces away, cocky smile firmly in place. “Ready to go, my lady?”

      “I’m ready.” She walked slowly down the steps towards him. When he turned to mount his horse, she reached out to take his arm.

      He sent her a questioning look. “Alyx?”

      “Thank you,” she breathed, eyes focused on the buttons of his vest. “For last night, and for... I won’t ever be able to thank you enough.”

      “Alyx, stop,” he murmured.

      When she looked up, his eyes were darker than she’d ever seen as they regarded her. She shook her head. “I mean it, Dashan.”

      He smiled that grin of his, completely ignorant of how the light of it speared through her and sent her emotions spinning in a thousand different directions. “I know you do. Come on, it’s getting late, and I want an ale before bed.”

      

      As they rode back into Carhall, Alyx relayed everything that had been decided upon to Dashan, allowing the planning to focus and calm her.

      “Your father’s plan is a sound one. We’ll make sure he gets to Tennan safely, don’t worry.”

      “I know you will.” She smiled slightly.

      Silence fell again as they rode through into Centre Square and Alyx left Tingo with the grooms in the mage stables. Dashan left his horse too, insisting on walking her over to Town Hall before returning to barracks.

      “You’re as bad as Cayr with your overprotectiveness,” she muttered as they crossed the near-empty square, the night sky bright and clear above them.

      He merely grinned at that, then slowed and pointed upwards, “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Alyx stared upwards, dwarfed by the vastness of the night sky and the seeming endlessness of the stars.

      “Yes, it really is.”

      “Which ones can you name?” He stopped walking entirely, head raised as he looked up at the glittering sky.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Which of the stars do you know the names of?”

      “They have names?”

      He looked down at her. “What do they teach you in fancy princess school anyways?”

      “I’m not a princess.” She scowled.

      “You don’t know what any of those stars are called?”

      “No.” Alyx hesitated. “Will you teach me?”

      “Come here.” He took her hand and tugged her closer. The terrifying urge to twine her fingers with his was close to overwhelming and she almost didn’t hear him when he spoke again. “See that one up there?”

      “Yes.” She swallowed, heart racing. He was so close she could feel his warmth. What is happening?

      “That one is called the Taliath constellation.”

      “Really?” She marvelled.

      “Yep, see how it looks like an arm holding a sword? That bright star in the middle is the gem in the hilt of the sword.”

      “I see it.”

      “No matter where you are in the world you can see that bright star in the middle; we use it to navigate.”

      “Tell me more.”

      He looked down at her. “It’s late, Alyx. Another time.”

      Disappointment shafted through her, but she nodded. “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      He walked her to the bottom of the Town Hall steps and wished her a good night before tipping his hat and strolling off.

      “Hey, Dash?”

      He turned, one eyebrow raising inquiringly.

      The words were on the tip of her tongue. Was Cayr right? And if he was... why?

      “Spit it out, Egalion. I got places to be.”

      The words died in her mouth and she shook her head. “Just... thanks again. What you did means a lot.”

      “No thanks required. Sleep tight.”

      She stood for a few moments to watch him go. He began whistling a cheerful little ditty as he walked, and she wondered why it was suddenly so hard to breathe.
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      The chatter of the dining room floated around Alyx as she toyed with her breakfast, pushing it around her plate until it looked as if she’d eaten some of it. She held herself still, trying to focus on calming her roiling thoughts. After returning to her room close to midnight, she hadn’t slept a wink. It was a miracle Dawn hadn’t woken from her restless turning.

      She was just stressed because of what she’d learned. That was all it was.

      But what if it wasn’t?

      Alyx swallowed and tried to breathe slowly, as if what remained of the foundation of her life wasn’t shifting precariously under her. She, Cayr, and Dashan. Childhood friends. Cayr and Alyx to grow up and marry. It had always been that way.

      I didn’t send him with you. He volunteered.

      And with those words everything had changed irrevocably. Why? Why had he done it? Deep down, where she hid all the things she didn’t want to know or remember, she knew why. Or at least she guessed.

      “Alyx!” Tarrick’s voice cut through her thoughts.

      “What?” She jumped, her head jerking upwards. At the sudden movement, the fork lying next to her elbow went flying and clattered loudly to the floor.

      “What’s wrong with you this morning?” Dawn asked. “Tarrick has asked you the same question three times.”

      Alyx could hardly bear to look at her best friend—the mere sight of her concern made Alyx writhe with guilt. But why was she feeling guilty anyway? She hadn’t done anything. These odd feelings... the tightness in her chest when he’d smiled down at her last night... it had to be stress, the aftereffects of her fear for her father and gratitude for what Dashan had done.

      “Alyx?” Dawn repeated. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” She mustered a smile. “I’m tired and anxious, that’s all.”

      “About what you heard?”

      “Is there something more?” Cario added, eyeing her perceptively.

      Alyx nodded, looking furtively around the room. “I need to talk to you all actually. In private. Cario, is there somewhere we could go?”

      He nodded tersely. “There’s a place not far. We’ve got time before the council session starts.”

      “Not much time...” Tarrick started, but trailed off when Alyx turned a hard look in his direction. “All right, let’s go.”

      

      “We’d be acting in direct contradiction of the council.”

      “Only if the council is intending to try and harm my father,” Alyx countered. “If not, we wouldn’t be doing anything wrong.”

      “Alyx, this isn’t sneaking in after curfew because we stayed in Weeping Stead too late, or creeping about trying to foil Galien’s plans.” Tarrick leaned forward. “We’re apprentice mages. If they found out what we were doing, the consequences could be worse than expulsion.”

      “I know,” she said quietly.

      “And they could find out,” Finn said. “If they’re planning something against Alyx’s father, and we stop it, Romas will know it’s us.”

      “He was the one that let us know what was going on in the first place. Why would he rat us out?” Dawn asked.

      “Why did he let us know in the first place?” Alyx shook her head. “Finn is right. We can’t trust anything he does. But this is my father’s life, and I'm willing to risk whatever consequences there are.”

      “You’re asking us to risk everything too,” Finn pointed out.

      “Not all of you. Dawn, yes, because her magic can help us do this quietly. And Cario, I need you to get us to the meeting place with my father and then out of the Hub and Centre Square. Finn, you and Tarrick should just carry on as normal, although if one of you could get a discreet message to Dash today, that would be wonderful. Take Jayn and Mika down to the city for a drink tonight, cover for the rest of us.”

      “I’m in,” Dawn said firmly. “If it were my father, I’d be doing exactly what you’re doing, and I know you’d help me.”

      “I would,” Alyx assured her, meaning it.

      “It amuses me to thwart the council, but I won’t risk myself for you, Egalion,”

      Cario drawled. “I’ll give you instructions on how to get to the meet and then out of the Hub without being seen, and I won’t report this conversation. That’s all I’m willing to offer.”

      “It’s good enough,” she told him.

      “I don’t like it.” A vein ticked in Tarrick’s jaw. “What if Dash and the Bluecoats don’t get back to Carhall in time for Romas’s departure?”

      “They will.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do,” Alyx said firmly. “You’ve seen his unit, how well trained they are. They’re good, Tarrick, and if Dash tells me he can do this, then he can do it.”

      “Damn it.” Tarrick stood abruptly, his chair falling back with the suddenness of his movement. They all jumped as it banged to the floor. “I hate this.”

      Finn rose too, frustration filling his voice. “For the record, Tarrick is right. This is a damnably impossible situation to be in.”

      “I’m sorry,” Alyx said helplessly.

      “I know it’s not your fault.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You’re my friend, and he’s your father. I’ll do as you ask and get the message to Dash today, not that it’s much.”

      “Thank you, Finn.”

      “If I get expelled from the mage order, I have nothing left. No magic, no family, no purpose.” Tarrick looked at Alyx, and she recoiled from the bleakness in his face and voice. It wasn’t her he was truly upset with, though, she picked up that much from his unshielded thoughts.

      “Is this the type of mage order you really want to be a part of?” she asked quietly.

      His face twisted. “Don’t ask me that. It’s all I know.”

      “If it goes wrong, we’ll keep you out of it,” she promised.

      His shoulders sagged. “You don’t need to do that, we’re in this together.”

      “No.” Alyx rose to her feet as well. “I owe you that much. Come on, we should go before they come looking for us.”

      “Thank goodness,” Cario muttered as he strode for the door. “All this intrigue and drama gives me indigestion.”

      

      Following Cario’s detailed instructions, Dawn and Alyx made it without incident to the kitchen storeroom in the Hub just before midnight. Garan was already there, seated on a sack of flour in a shadowed corner of the room. He’d replaced his court finery with simple shirt, breeches and jacket and wore a cap low over his forehead.

      “Any issues?” he asked tersely as Alyx closed the door.

      “No, we’re fine.”

      Both girls stripped off their grey apprentice robes, revealing equally non-descript clothing underneath. Dawn tucked the robes safely behind a wheat bin—they’d need to come and collect them on their way back.

      “Just the two of you?” Garan asked as they headed for the door.

      “Dawn’s magic is what we need, and I didn’t want to unnecessarily risk the others.” Alyx turned to her friend as they reached the door. “You’re up.”

      Dawn nodded and closed her eyes. Standing so close, Alyx felt the familiar signature of her friend’s telepathic magic brush over her mind. Her father stood patiently, a solid presence behind her.

      “Nothing out there but a cleaner and a few clerks working late. The route we need to take is deserted.”

      “Then let’s go. Keep scanning around us; I’ll watch out for you. All right?”

      “I trust you, Alyx,” Dawn said confidently.

      They moved quickly through the deserted corridors of the royal chambers, Alyx fighting the tight ball of anxiousness in her chest the entire way. When their boots echoed on a set of stone steps, her heart leapt into her throat.

      “We’re okay,” Dawn murmured. “Nobody is close enough to hear.”

      Cario had promised that his directions—which he’d forced Alyx and Dawn to memorise rather than write anything down—would bring them out to a little-used storeroom that practically abutted the Centre Square wall.

      “You’ll have to go over the wall,” he’d told them. “There’s too high a risk the militia guarding the gates will recognize you or your father if you go that way.”

      She relaxed a little as they reached the storeroom, the unlocked door swinging open with only a slight creak before Garan pushed it closed. The scent of parchment and ink permeated the air. Darkness settled around them.

      When the door leading outside rattled slightly and began to open, Alyx’s hands lit up in a green glow before she even realised what was happening. Garan was just as quick, covering the space between them and the door in under a second.

      “It’s just me.” Dashan’s familiar voice stopped them all in their tracks, and the room went dark again as Alyx’s power faded as quickly as it had surged.

      “You were supposed to meet us outside, is something wrong?” Alyx asked.

      “Voices down,” Garan warned, and they huddled together by the door.

      “Lord Egalion, what time were you scheduled to leave the Hub tonight?”

      “There was no particular time. King Mastaran is hosting a dinner at the palace, though, so it could be assumed I would attend that. Why?”

      “Josha and Casta have been keeping a discreet eye on the Hub’s front entrance. A short time ago, the mage warrior on guard left his post and crossed to the Town Hall. He reappeared shortly after with three more mages and went inside the Hub rather than staying on the door.”

      Alyx cursed. “They’ve realised you’re gone, Papa.”

      “By now, almost certainly.” Dashan nodded.

      Garan’s voice was low but clear. “There are two possible eventualities. One, our hosts are simply keeping a close protective eye on King Llancarvan’s retinue and are concerned that I’m not accounted for. Two, they’re watching me specifically.”

      “Or a mix of both,” Dawn said. “Give me a moment, and I’ll see if I can find out what’s going on.”

      The seconds ticked by painfully slowly. Alyx tried not to jiggle her leg nervously, attempting to copy the calm stillness of both Dashan and her father.

      Dawn’s eyes eventually snapped open. “I’ve located the three mages but they’re all shielding strongly, so I can’t see anything specific in their thoughts. They’re searching for something and they’ve split up, but all three are far from where we are. There’s also movement on all four gates into Centre Square, more minds than should be there on guard, I think.”

      “We have to go now.” Dashan rose to his feet. “Are we clear in the immediately surrounding area, Dawn?”

      “For now, yes.”

      “I’ll go first, if that’s all right, sir?” Dashan looked at Garan. “I’ll hop the wall and give a low whistle if the coast is clear. You come first, with Alyx and Dawn following. If anything at all happens, I’ll grab you and we run.”

      “A good plan,” Garan said tersely. “Go.”

      The whistle came quickly. Garan rose lithely to his feet and was out the door without a sound. Alyx held the door open slightly so she could see when her father was safely over, then gestured for Dawn to follow. Alyx went last, scaling the wall with a little difficulty before landing on the other side.

      Dashan and her father were already strolling away, looking for all intents and purposes like a couple of farmers enjoying an evening out in the city. Dawn fell into step beside Alyx and they followed at a distance.

      “Thank you for doing this,” Alyx said as they walked.

      “You don’t need to thank me,” Dawn murmured absently, then, “We’re good for now. I don’t sense any threat from the minds in the streets surrounding us. There are a lot of people out though, so I can’t guarantee not to have missed something.”

      As they passed the next block, two young men casually fell into step with Garan and Dashan. Alyx recognised Josha and Casta despite the fact they were out of uniform.

      It was almost anti-climactic to reach the outskirts of Carhall and a deep culvert that cut under the city wall without incident. Josha and Casta dropped down into the ankle-deep water and waded towards the gate before pushing it open with a small screech.

      “Clear on the other side, Dawn?” Dashan asked.

      She nodded. “Except for the other Bluecoats waiting for you. I let Tijer know we’re here, and they’re mounting up as we speak.” She looked at Alyx. “I’m going to head back to the street corner we just passed and keep a physical eye out too, just in case.”

      “Thanks.”

      “We should go before someone sees us lingering out here.” Garan came over to hug Alyx tightly. “You take care of yourself, Aly-girl.”

      “You too, Papa.”

      “You go first, Lord Egalion,” Dashan urged. “I’ll bring up the rear in case there’s any trouble.”

      Garan nodded, trailed his hand down Alyx’s cheek, then turned and jumped into the water.

      Dashan approached. “You okay, mage-girl?”

      She’d been avoiding looking directly at him the whole evening, and mostly gotten away with it under the circumstances, but now she had no choice. His brown eyes were characteristically soft as he looked at her in query.

      “I’m fine. Just worried about my father.”

      “He’ll be okay. We’ll make sure of it.”

      “I know you will.” To her horror, her voice choked up a little, and she cleared her throat, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

      Of course he noticed, and the look of concern on his face deepened. “I know how much you love him. He’s going to be all right.”

      The urge to reach out to him swamped her. Why why why? Because as worried as she was about her father, she was equally worried about Dashan. If something happened to him... Alyx swallowed, shook her head and forced a smile. “You be safe too. And make sure you get back here inside the week.”

      “Aye aye, ma’am.” He flashed her his grin.

      He turned and jumped down into the water, turning back to sketch her a cheerful wave before disappearing under the wall. The gate screeched again as he shut it behind him, and then all she could hear was the sounds of the crickets living in the reeds by the water. Shaking herself, she turned and strode away.

      “They get clear?” Dawn asked as Alyx joined her.

      “They did. Let’s get out of here.”

      

      “Can’t sleep?” Dawn’s voice drifted through the darkness.

      “Not even close. You?”

      “Same.” Sheets rustled as Dawn turned over. “I’ve been thinking on why Romas engineered for you and Tarrick to overhear what you did.”

      Alyx’s thoughts had been caught up in a situation far more complicated, so it was a relief to think about something else. “And?”

      “I think it might have been a warning.”

      “A warning to me? I’m not a Taliath.”

      “No, a warning to your father.” Blankets rustled again. “Think about it. He had to know you would want to warn your father as soon as you knew what was going on. He’d be an absolute fool otherwise, and Romas is no fool.”

      “Agreed.” Alyx thought about that. “But why warn my father? There’s no reason to, unless...”

      “The council was planning something.” Dawn finished for her. “When was the last time your father left Alistriem? I bet he hasn’t been here in Carhall since he and your mother separated.”

      “Surely they wouldn’t be so brazen as to assassinate a senior Rionnan lord? The council has to be apolitical or they’d be under existential threat from each of the countries they work for.”

      “It wouldn’t need to look like an assassination. There are probably few people left who know or remember your father as a Taliath, and as far as the council is concerned, only they know of the fact they’ve been hunting and killing Taliath potentials. If something happened to your father while he was here that looked like an accident, who would think to question it?”

      Alyx swore under her breath. “What if Romas was trying to draw us out? He knew I’d run to my father and likely even help him escape, and he wanted to catch us at it. Give the council an excuse to expel us.”

      The logic was thin, even to Alyx, and Dawn clearly agreed. “Then why aren’t we captured right now? If Romas wanted us expelled, he’d be able to find a lot of ways to do it back at DarkSkull without needing to resort to an elaborate plan like this.”

      “If you’re right, and I agree your explanation makes the most sense, then the question becomes why did Romas risk himself to warn my father?”

      “You have to ask him.”

      “Dawn—”

      “Alyx, stop. I know you’ve had your reasons for refusing to talk to him directly, but this situation has grown out of our control. I’m not saying you need to tell him everything, but you at least need to find out what he’s willing to tell you.”

      “Fine.” She conceded. “When I get the opportunity to talk to him, I’ll ask.”

      “Good.” Dawn sighed. “It’s nearly dawn, we’re going to be exhausted tomorrow.”

      “And we’ll have to pretend like we’re not so we don’t raise any suspicions.”

      A moment’s silence then, “I hope Dash is okay.”

      “Me too.” Alyx’s fingers curled in her blanket and she turned away from Dawn. “I hope they’re all safe.”

      

      Breakfast was eaten in uncharacteristic silence the following morning. Dawn had dark shadows under her eyes and both Finn and Tarrick maintained a stony silence. Cario rolled his eyes in their direction a couple of times, but otherwise left them alone.

      Alyx couldn’t decide whether she was more tired or anxious, the latter sensation momentarily triumphing when Rothai appeared. He said nothing though, merely gave them their guard assignments for the morning’s council session before leaving them to eat.

      “Nobody is arrested, so I assume all went well last night?” Cario asked eventually.

      Alyx nodded shortly.

      A beat of silence then, “Any trouble?” Tarrick asked.

      “More activity than usual around the gates to Centre Square,” she said.

      Dawn glanced between Alyx and Tarrick. “There was definite attention being paid to Lord Egalion’s movements.”

      “That could have just been—”

      “We know, Finn,” Alyx cut him off. “Either way, it’s all done.”

      The door pushed open, and Mika and Jayn appeared. Their cheerfulness as they arrived at the table was a sharp and obvious counterpoint to the heavy silence engulfing everyone else there.

      “Four more days and we’re out of here,” Jayn said with evident relish.

      “I’m not sure I can stay awake through many more of these sessions,” Mika admitted.

      “What’s eating you lot?” Jayn asked when nobody responded.

      “They ate something bad last night.” Dawn gestured to Tarrick and Finn. “Alyx and I are giving them space to suffer in silence.”

      Jayn chuckled. “We told you not to eat those lamb skewers. That street vendor didn’t look like he’d washed in a week.” She dropped into her chair, making a face at the oatmeal in her bowl. “I can’t blame you and Alyx for ditching us to dine at the palace again. Tarrick told us you got another invitation from Prince Cayr.”

      Alyx glanced over at Tarrick. “Cayr is leaving tomorrow. I wanted to see him again before he left. Our dear patrol leader insisted I not go alone, so Dawn sacrificed a night out with you all to come along.”

      Jayn grinned at Dawn. “You’re a better friend than I am.”

      “Well, at least I got to eat a finely prepared five-course meal. No dodgy lamb skewers for me,” Dawn teased.

      “Touché.” Mika winked at Jayn.

      “We should go.” Tarrick pushed back his chair.

      “All right, grumpy pants,” Jayn said. “We’re coming.”

      Tarrick wouldn’t look at Alyx as they left the room, and there was a definite coolness between the twins. She rubbed at the throbbing pain beginning to start up in her temples.

      The end of the council couldn’t come soon enough
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      On the morning of their departure from Carhall, a tense silence enveloped several members of Third Patrol as they stood on the Town Hall steps waiting for the masters’ carriages to be brought around. Jayn and Mika kept shooting them odd looks, although after Jayn’s earlier blunt question as to whether Tarrick’s stomach was still bothering him had been met with a curt reply, neither of them had said another word.

      The carriages trundled into view, and the anxiousness abruptly ratcheted up another level. Alyx had to frequently wipe sweaty palms on her robe, and she couldn’t stand still, continuously shifting her stance. What would they do if the Bluecoats didn’t appear?

      Rothai appeared, striding down the steps towards them. “Ready?” he asked tersely.

      “Yes, sir.” Tarrick nodded.

      “Good. They’re just finishing breakfast.”

      The northern gate to Centre Square opened and a unit of militia rode through, Rodin’s familiar figure in the lead. Alyx’s breath caught as each rider came through the gate. After the last of them was through, there was nothing for a moment and dread began creeping through her bones.

      But then Rodin glanced back, calling out something she couldn’t quite hear. More riders came through the gate then, all Bluecoats. Dashan was first, voice full of amusement as he responded to Rodin.

      Alyx’s breathing resumed and momentary dizziness consumed her as relief flooded her body.

      “We’re good,” Tarrick said, the rigidity in his shoulders relaxing for the first time in days.

      “Free and clear,” Finn murmured with a smile.

      “Feeling suddenly better, are we?” Jayn asked pointedly.

      “Mount up!” Rothai’s voice suddenly lashed out, causing Alyx to jump. “Master Romas is on the way.”

      The fog in her head clearing with every step, Alyx walked to Tingo. He snuffled affectionately in her hair as she stroked his nose before swinging into the saddle.

      Glancing up to make sure Romas hadn’t appeared yet, she urged the stallion over to where the Bluecoats were forming up.

      “You okay?” Her eyes roved Dashan’s familiar face—he looked all right, his dark eyes lighter today. The remnants of the anxiousness inside her uncurled.

      “I’m good, mage-girl.” His slow smile warmed her. “And your father is safely on a ship south.”

      She took a deep breath. “That’s good. When did you get back?”

      “About three hours ago.” He grinned.

      “Geez, Dash, that’s cutting it fine!”

      “Pfft. Three hours is heaps of time.”

      Tarrick’s voice sounded before she could reply. “Alyx, come on. The carriage is loaded.”

      

      Alyx scanned the road ahead, noting the overcast skies above promising rain and possibly even snow.

      Cario rode up beside her. “You look terrible.”

      Alyx glanced at him; Cario was as well-groomed and dapper as always, and today it irritated her for no discernible reason. Normally it was one of the things she liked most about him. “I’m fine.”

      “Sure you are.”

      There was a note of understanding in Cario’s voice that surprised her, and she had a flash of insight. “This is why you don’t care about anything. You know all about who and what the council is, and you hate it. So you pretend not to care.”

      “I don’t pretend, Alyx.”

      “Drank too much last night, did we?” Dashan rode up between them, interrupting. Apparently glad of the inadvertent rescue, Cario nodded in a friendly fashion towards Dashan before kicking his horse ahead.

      “You know very well I wasn’t out drinking last night,” she muttered.

      Dashan leaned across from his horse. “How are you feeling?”

      Irritation surged. “That seems to be the question of the day. I’m fine.”

      He said nothing, and after a moment, she sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

      “It’s all right,” he said easily. “I’d be pretty snappish if I’d been through what you just have.”

      “You did go through it,” she said firmly.

      “You’re not going to thank me again, are you? I can only take you being nice to me once or twice a year, three times at a stretch. More than that and I get really uncomfortable.”

      She laughed, her bleak mood lightening.

      “Alyx, can you join Dawn at the top of the road?” Tarrick shouted down to her.

      “See you soon,” she told Dashan, kicking her horse into a gallop.

      Dawn gave Alyx a concerned look as Tingo galloped up.

      “Not you too,” Alyx warned. “I’m fine, and I’d prefer if everyone stopped asking me how I am.”

      “I know you’re not fine,” Dawn said tartly. “But as usual I’ll leave it alone since that’s what you prefer.”

      “Thank you.”

      

      After they stopped to make camp that evening, Alyx was surprised when Master Romas approached her as she was collecting water from a nearby stream. A light drizzle fell, making it even stranger that the head of DarkSkull was outside of his warm, dry carriage. They were some distance from the camp site too—it wasn’t visible through the trees.

      “Sir?” She straightened at the sight of him, a half-full bucket of water dangling from her right hand.

      “I came to talk to you about what I allowed you to hear in the council meeting,” he said without preamble.

      Alyx swallowed and carefully placed the bucket down. “Sir, I…”

      “Save it.” He raised a hand. “I don’t care to hear your views on the subject. I allowed you to hear that conversation for a very specific reason.”

      “What’s that, sir?”

      Romas glanced around to ensure they were alone before lowering his voice to a murmur. “A warning to your father.”

      Dawn had been right! Alyx fought to keep her face expressionless. “Why? You obviously agree with the council’s course of action in regard to the Taliath.”

      “Because of your mother,” Romas said softly. “You wouldn’t know this, but she saved my life once. I still owe her for that day. If anyone found out what I’d done, I’d be arrested and expelled from the mage order.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “Stop being so damn stubborn and listen to me,” he snapped. “I’ve just told you I risked expulsion for what I did. What possible other motive could I have had?”

      “What happened to my mother?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “If you want me to believe you, if you are telling the truth, then tell me now what happened to her.” Part of Alyx couldn’t believe she was speaking so forcefully to the master of DarkSkull, but a stronger part of her was too desperate for answers to care.

      “I truly don’t know for sure, Alyx.” He raised a hand. “Just before her death, I received a letter from Temari. It was the first we’d heard from her since she left your father. In the letter, she told me she’d found out something momentous, that the council needed to know about it straight away. She was planning to come and meet me at DarkSkull. We were to travel on to Carhall together.”

      “But she never arrived,” Alyx whispered.

      “No. I learned of her death mere weeks later.”

      “What was it that she found out?”

      “She didn’t say in the letter—it was too important to risk falling into the wrong hands. I remember thinking she was being overly paranoid, but then after what happened…”

      Romas’s voice trailed off and for a moment there was no sound but the rain pattering on the leaves around them.

      “Do you have any idea at all?”

      “I can’t be sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say your mother learned something about the missing mages. I can’t think of anything else that would be so important she couldn’t risk writing it down.”

      There was no way Alyx could attempt reading the master telepath’s thoughts, but from studying his face, she thought he might be telling the truth.

      “I should go before someone comes looking for me. Nobody knows about this conversation, understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Oh, and Alyx?” He paused in the midst of walking away, “About your brother? I don’t know anything about Ladan for certain, and neither does the council. But I wasn’t only trying to warn your father. I did what I could to dismiss their interest, but the council does tend to be overly cautious.”

      Fear clutched at her, but she determinedly kept it off her face. “Yes, sir.”

      As Romas vanished into the shadows darkening between the trees, a branch rustled to Alyx’s left. She spun, hand reaching towards her staff, only to still as Dashan appeared. His sword was drawn, gleaming in the fading light as he stepped towards her.

      “I saw him walk out here after you and wanted to make sure he didn’t try anything.”

      She nodded. “You heard all of that?”

      “I did.” He sheathed his sword. “We need to warn your brother.”

      “Can you get a message to him as soon as we get back?”

      “I think it would be better if I went in person, not only because this kind of warning is better not written down.” Dashan half-smiled at her. “We want to be certain he gets it.”

      “Dash, no.” Worry leapt in her chest. “You can’t cross the disputed area on your own, and besides, what would Rodin and the militia think if you vanished for weeks?”

      “I won’t go through the disputed area, I’ll go overland through Tregaya and down to one of the crossing areas Ladan and I identified. Rodin will accept what I tell him, which will be a thoroughly believable cover story.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      He shrugged. “Less so if I go alone.”

      Alyx looked down, torn. Romas’s warning had deepened the fear she already felt for her brother, and anxiousness at warning him as quickly as possible was already tugging at her. Yet the thought of sending Dashan alone through Shivasa, even if it was only a short distance...

      “Alyx, is something wrong?” Dashan asked eventually, when she made no reply. “Something’s off with you, it has been ever since Carhall. I thought it was just worry over your father, but is there something else?”

      She gave a nervous laugh. “Isn’t what we found out in Carhall enough to explain it?”

      “It is.”

      He said nothing further, and when she looked up he was watching her with the same concern on his face she’d seen often over the past year. He wasn’t buying it, but he wasn’t pushing her to talk either. The depth to which he knew her— knew how to handle her—both terrified and warmed her at the same time. It also made her brave.

      “I need to ask you a question.”

      “Anything,” he said without hesitation.

      “Why did you come back with me?”

      He frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Why did you come back to DarkSkull with me as part of my protection detail?”

      “I told you already.”

      “No you didn’t.”

      Dashan huffed out a breath, looking at her in confusion. “Yes, I did.”

      “No. I assumed that Cayr had sent you, and you let me,” she said carefully. “Did he send you?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Dashan’s hand dropped to the hilt of his sword and he took a half-step back. She wasn’t sure he even knew he’d done it.

      “It’s an easy question. Did he send you with me?”

      A shutter dropped down over his face, the first time he’d done that to her in months. “I’m going back to camp. It’s getting late.”

      “He didn’t send you, did he?” Alyx’s words stopped him halfway back to the trees.

      “No, he didn’t.” Dashan spun around, back and shoulders rigid. “Can I go now?”

      “So why did you come?”

      “I don’t understand what you’re trying to get at. You needed a protection detail, I’m a Bluecoat. It’s simple.”

      “First, I snuck away. I had no intention of taking an escort. Secondly, you’d already been through that hell once before, so don’t pretend like volunteering to do it again was as easy as choosing what to eat for dinner.” Frustration made her snap at him, his anger triggering her own. It was always like that between them.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “I want to know why you’re so angry right now. I want to know why you chose to come back and why you let me assume Cayr sent you,” she said heatedly.

      “You love him, he loves you, and he’s my best friend. Of course I’d let you assume he’d done something good.” Dashan’s eyes had gone dark as night. “And I’m angry because you’re pushing at something that you shouldn’t. There’s no need.”

      “Did you come back here for me?”

      “Yes, I did,” he said flatly. “You’re one of my two oldest friends.”

      “And that’s all it was?”

      True anger filled his voice now. “You don’t want to know the answer to that question, Alyx, so don’t pretend like you do.”

      “I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t want to know.”

      He shook his head and stepped away, the anger appearing to drain out of him. “Well, I’m not going to give you what you want. You should get back to camp—Tarrick is probably already wondering where you are.”

      “Dashan...!”

      But he was already striding away, disappearing into the trees, her voice trailing uselessly after him. Alyx swore and kicked at a pile of leaves on the ground, angry about the tears welling in her eyes and his refusal to answer her. Guilt followed quickly on the heels of her anger. She’d hit a nerve with him, she’d known it, and she’d kept pushing anyway. He’d been right too—did she really want to know why he’d come back?

      Yes! a small voice inside her whispered, only deepening her guilt and confusion. Worse, that traitor part of her knew what she wanted his answer to be.
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      Alyx tossed and turned, her tired body slipping more deeply into sleep. Images of Brynn flashed through her dreams. It had been so long since her last nightmare that it took a moment to recognise the transition, the magical hooks sinking deep into her mind. The dark power was remorseless, pulling her away with ease despite her struggles.

      The familiar dark tunnel closed in about her, suffocating. Tendrils of darkness snaked down through her magic, malicious and probing. She screamed soundlessly, unable to control the terror. A high-pitched whisper hovered at her ear, cajoling and hating at the same time.

      Alyx fought harder for release, unable to bear the magic driving deeper into her mind, the feeling of horror that surrounded her. Reaching desperately for her magic, using more brute force than skill, she managed to wrench herself free for the briefest of moments. Images flashed through her mind almost too fast to comprehend.

      The glint of a sword.

      Three figures hunched down, looking towards the orange glow of a small fire.

      The faint glow of mage light flickering around a right hand.

      Then he had her again, smothering her magic and freedom with terrifying ease. Alyx choked on the darkness, twisted and writhed to no avail. Her mouth opened to scream, but nothing came out.

      The transition to wakefulness wasn’t immediately apparent. Gasping, heart thundering in her chest, she struggled to get up, the confining blankets around her trapping her in place.

      “Alyx!” Dawn’s voice, mental and physical, cut through the terror. Abruptly she became aware of the cold night air being sucked into her lungs and the clammy sweat on her skin.

      “Nightmare,” she managed to gasp.

      “What’s going on?” Tarrick’s voice was distant. She shook her head, tried to dispel the grogginess of sleep.

      “She had a nightmare.” Dawn’s voice, calm and measured.

      “I’m all right.” Alyx put a hand up as her friend moved closer. “Just give me a second.” Closing her eyes, she took several deep breaths, continuing until the panicked beating of her heart began to slow.

      When she opened her eyes again, Dawn was kneeling at her shoulder, watching with worried eyes. Tarrick hunkered beside her. It was hard to read his expression in the darkness, but his presence was nonetheless reassuring. He would always protect her.

      Around them the camp was silent. A single fire still burned. Alyx frowned as she looked at it, snatches of the dream tugging at her. She’d broken free for a moment... there had been something...

      “Dawn!” Urgently, she reached out for her friend. The girl’s hand was cool in hers, but her grip was firm. Wordlessly, Alyx touched her magic, drawing up what she remembered of breaking free of the nightmare and showing it to her friend. Then, eyes snapping open, she pointed at the fire.

      “What?” Tarrick snapped as Dawn’s expression turned from concerned to shocked.

      “Wake the militia and Bluecoats.” Alyx kicked back her blankets and stood. “I think something out there is coming for us.”

      He reached out to grab her arm, stilling her headlong rush. “Tell me what you know.”

      “She broke free of the nightmare for a moment." Dawn explained as Alyx struggled to elucidate what she’d seen. “I think she saw true images from the mind of whoever is causing the nightmares. There were three unidentifiable figures, and they were somewhere dark, crouched in undergrowth, staring at a campfire.”

      “That campfire.” Alyx was as sure of that as she’d ever been of anything.

      To Tarrick’s credit, he didn’t doubt them. “Dawn, wake the rest of Third Patrol, Alyx, you get to Rothai. Do it quietly. If there is an imminent attack, we don’t want them to know we know. I’ll rouse Dash and Rodin.”

      “Right.” Reassured by a clear plan of action, Alyx reached for her staff and reached down to tug her boots on.

      Bending low, she crept through the sleeping bodies. Rothai had been on watch earlier in the night but now he slept on the opposite side of camp. Spurning the comforts of the carriages, he chose to sleep in the best position to respond to any attack.

      He woke instantly at Alyx’s touch on her shoulder.

      “Sir, I don’t have time to explain, but I think we’re about to be attacked,” she murmured.

      He nodded slightly. “What’s being done?”

      “Tarrick has gone to quietly rouse the militia and Dawn is waking the rest of Third Patrol.”

      Rothai silently rolled out of his blankets and reached for his staff. “Where is it coming from?”

      Alyx hesitated a moment before pointing. “There are three men watching the camp from that direction. I think one is a mage.”

      “I’ll wake the masters and alert them to the threat,” he said. “Tell Tarrick to take Third Patrol and go after the watchers. Maybe we can spring the trap before it springs on us.”

      Small sounds of movement began drifting through the night air as Alyx located Tarrick’s thoughts and headed towards him. The soldiers were rousing, and although they were being quiet, it would be impossible to hide their alertness much longer.

      She was halfway to Tarrick when a bright burst of pink light arced through the night and ploughed into the ground inches from Master Yirith’s carriage. The resulting concussive burst rocked the carriage on its wheels and momentarily turned the night bright as day.

      Into the echoes of the fading boom came a loud hissing, almost like falling rain. Alyx blinked furiously, trying to re-establish her vision. By the time it cleared enough for her to see, shouts were resounding from the section of camp where the soldiers slept—the militia and Bluecoats forced to duck and find cover amidst a hail of arrows.

      Leaving the carriages vulnerable.

      Almost on cue, darkly-clad figures emerged from the trees on the opposite side of the camp, heading directly for the carriages. Alyx froze, unsure of which threat to address first.

      “Contact Tarrick!” Rothai stopped mid-stride and bellowed at her. “I want Jayn raising her shield around those carriages and Mika with her so he can fly the masters out if things go badly. The rest of Third Patrol is to form on me!”

      Without waiting for her response, the warrior mage turned gracefully, drawing his staff and running to head off the attackers descending on the carriages.

      “Dawn, Rothai has orders.” Alyx relayed them as quickly as she could. “There’s a second attack on this side of camp and they’re making straight for the carriages.”

      A slight hesitation as Dawn relayed the instructions. “We’re coming. Tarrick says the soldiers can’t move to help while they’re pinned down by those arrows. Jayn’s pinned down too, she and Mika can’t get to the carriages either.”

      Alyx winced as an arrow hissed by her shoulder. Two booms sounded in quick succession, rocking the ground at her feet. More bright flashes lit up the night.

      Rothai had engaged the attackers.

      Moments later Tarrick, Cario and the twins came into view, sprinting towards Rothai. She moved to join them, but then slid to a halt, assessing the situation in a quick glance. Their attackers were in a position of advantage, pressing their assault from cover while the councillors and their defenders were on open ground. They were on the back foot too, the attack coming before they’d been able to get into defensive position.

      Making a snap decision, Alyx reversed her course and headed for the nearest carriage rather than Rothai. Arrows whistled around her and she dived the remaining distance to gain cover.

      More sonic booms ripped open the night as Tarrick joined Rothai, and Alyx almost fell halfway up the side of the carriage as the whole structure rocked sideways. Cursing, she re-established her grip and hauled herself up onto the carriage roof.

      A glance showed at least twenty swordsmen clustering around Rothai and Third Patrol—the warrior mages seemed to be holding them at bay, though. Across camp, any Bluecoat or Militia not hunkered down under cover were slowly being picked off by the continuous rain of arrows. She thought she could just make out Jayn, Mika’s tousled head beside her as they crouched amongst the horses.

      “Jayn, be ready. I’m about to give you some cover.”

      The wood of her staff was smooth in her hand. Alyx pointed it in the direction the arrows were coming from and summoned her magic. The concussion bursts flew from her staff, illuminating the night in a silver-green glow. The resulting blasts rocked the ground and temporarily stopped the hail of arrows.

      “Jayn, go!”

      The girl was up and moving even as Alyx slid out of her mind, grabbing Mika’s arm and dragging him after her. They sprinted over the flat ground between the horses and the closest carriage, Alyx watching with her heart in her throat the whole time.

      An answering concussion burst ploughed into the ground inches behind them as they reached the carriage, sending them both flying forward into the dirt.

      “You all right?” Alyx shouted.

      “We’re good.” Jayn was already getting up. “I’ll get all the masters into the centre carriage, it will be less of a drain on my shield.”

      “Good idea!”

      Summoning her magic once again, Alyx sent another retaliatory blast. More arrows began flying, fewer than before, aiming directly at her this time. Swearing, she dropped to the carriage roof as they flew over and around her. As soon as they stopped, she rose and hurled two more bursts before scrambling to the edge of the roof and swinging herself over. Frantically summoned and discharged, they were more powerful than her previous and seemed as if they rocked the whole world as they exploded.

      Now what?

      “Alyx!”

      She spun at the sound of Dashan’s voice. He was sprinting towards her, Rodin and two other militia behind him.

      “I think you managed to slow those arrows,” Rodin said dryly. “Thanks.”

      “Any time.”

      “We’ve got bigger problems.” Dashan was terse. “Look.”

      She followed his gaze, but was almost blinded by the concussive blast which slammed into the furthest carriage, splintering it into pieces. Slivers of wood flew outwards, one slicing through her sleeve. Rodin paled dramatically.

      “Jayn!” Alyx queried in a panic.

      “They’re all in here with me.” Jayn stuck her head out of the centre carriage. “Another blast like that hits this carriage though, and my shielding isn’t going to last long.”

      Dawn slipped into her mind. “Alyx, Rothai says you’re to stay with the masters to protect them if the defences don’t hold.”

      “All right,” Alyx sent back.

      “Under no circumstances are you to leave them,” Dawn said. “He means it, Alyx.”

      “I understand. Now leave and concentrate on keeping yourself alive.”

      “If we form up and attack in a block, that mage out there will cut us to pieces,” Dashan was saying as Alyx’s eyes snapped open.

      “We can’t fight them off like this, though, scattered around the camp. They’ll pick us off one by one.” Rodin was tense.

      “So we need to take out the mage.” Alyx spoke up. “The attacking swordsmen are on foot and won’t stand a chance against trained cavalry if you can get to the horses and form up.”

      “It’s not as easy as that. We don’t know where the mage is, and even if we did, we don’t know how to take him or her out.” Dashan shook his head.

      “I can do it.”

      “Alyx…”

      “Our men are dying,” Rodin cut in, desperation tinging his voice. “If we don’t do as she says, we’ll all die here.”

      “The masters will get out,” Dashan said grimly.

      Alyx took a deep breath, ignoring the voice inside her that was reminding her of Rothai’s instructions. Focusing hard, she tried using her telepathic magic to locate the thoughts of the mage attacking them, but either he was shielding, or her ability to use telepathy wasn’t good enough to find a stranger. Her eyes flew open. “Mika!”

      He came scrambling out of the carriage, his cheeks flushed and eyes too bright. “What is it?”

      “We need to get a fix on where that mage is,” she told him. “Can you fly over the forest and try to find him—without being seen?”

      “Master Rothai ordered me to stay with the masters in case things go bad.”

      “I know, but if you can find the mage, I think we can stop things from getting that bad.”

      He hesitated for a moment, but then his shoulders straightened. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Rodin, go back to the men and mount up as many as you can without getting shot full of arrows. Tell Tijer he’s in charge of the Bluecoats,” Dashan instructed. “You’re to form two groups and attack from each flank. Once Alyx and I leave, you give us ten minutes before launching the attack.”

      “And if you haven’t killed the mage by then?”

      “Then we’ll all be in pieces.”

      “Yes, sir.” Rodin saluted before running off.

      “You can’t come with me, Dash.”

      “If you think I’m letting you go hunting a dark warrior mage on your own, you’ve got another thing coming,” he retorted.

      Another concussion burst forestalled Alyx’s response, and both ducked instinctively as the burst hit Jayn’s shield, rocking the ground hard. Mika dropped out of the sky moments later.

      “That burst gave him away,” the boy spoke in a rush as he knelt, then used a finger to begin drawing in the dirt. “He’s out here, about thirty yards into the trees, using the cover of a particularly large tree trunk. He scouted well, too, he’s got a clear line of sight to the camp.”

      “Does he have any guards protecting him?” Dashan asked.

      “None that I could see.”

      “Good man.” Dashan thumped him in the back. “Now get back in the carriage and be ready to get those precious masters out of here if things go pear-shaped.”

      He nodded. “Good luck.”

      “Ready, mage-girl?” Dashan turned to her.

      Her palms were sweating, and a trickle of nausea already curled in her at the thought of what she was about to do, but it didn’t matter. “Let’s go.”

      Once they’d gained the cover of the trees, Dashan broke into a run. Alyx followed directly behind. Eventually, he slowed and held up a hand, waiting until she was close enough to speak in a barely audible undertone. “We’re close.”

      She gave a slight nod, and together they crept through the darkness, Alyx trusting completely to Dashan’s sense of direction. Sweat trickled down her spine, her stomach knotted so tightly it made it hard to breathe. She was going to have to kill again.

      Focused so hard on pushing away the sickening knowledge of what she was about to do, Alyx jumped slightly when Dashan’s hand settled on her shoulder. He raised a finger to his lips, then pointed through the trees to their left. She stared, her eyes beginning to blur before she saw the human-shaped shadow standing in the cover of a large tree trunk.

      Her target.

      Raising her staff, Alyx took a deep breath and summoned her concussive magic. Her hands trembled and she gritted her teeth, forcing them to still. This had to be a clean shot. Nausea roiled in her stomach. She was about to release the burst when Dashan’s hand reached out to touch her arm, gently lowering it.

      “Can you distract him so I can get closer?” he murmured.

      Alyx nodded.

      “Good. Be ready to use that magic of yours if this doesn’t work.”

      Dashan moved away without another word, utterly silent as he passed through the undergrowth. He vanished from sight, and now anxiousness combined with her roiling gut to make her heart pound so hard she feared it was audible.

      A very faint flicker of movement behind where the mage stood betrayed Dashan’s presence. Licking dry lips, Alyx touched her magic and then employed her telekinetic talent. Several pebbles lying on the ground near the mage rose into the air and then landed into the bushes directly before him, making a faint rustling noise.

      The shadowy figure started, head turning towards the noise. In that moment of inattention, Dashan struck. Metal glinted as he crossed the intervening space in two strides and slid his knife into the mage’s back. Pink light flashed around the mage’s hands as he arched backwards, letting out a surprised gasp. Dashan’s knife had done its work though, and in the next instant the mage collapsed to the ground, dead.

      Alyx ran into the clearing, realising as she did so that she could make out some of her surroundings.

      The sun was coming up.

      “Do you recognise him?” Dashan asked.

      “No.” Alyx shook her head. “Can you cover me while I let Rothai know he’s dead?

      “Sure.”

      “Dawn, it’s me. Are you all right?”

      “We’re fine, Alyx. You?” Weariness tinged Dawn’s voice, but she sounded unhurt.

      “Can you let Rothai know that the mage is dead?”

      “I will, but he’d guessed as much. Rodin and the Bluecoats came riding out of the darkness just now—they’re already overwhelming our attackers. The fight will be over soon.”

      Relief swamped Alyx. “That is good news. Dash and I will head back. See you in a few minutes.”

      “Be careful. There could be stragglers out there.”

      Alyx opened her eyes to see Dashan rifling through the dead mage’s pockets. The mage’s staff rested up against the nearby tree. A bitter expression crossed Dashan’s face when he caught Alyx looking, and he gestured towards the mage’s face. In the growing light of early morning, the dead man’s features were clearly Shiven.

      She nodded acknowledgement of what he was showing her. “Find anything?”

      “Not a thing.” Dashan stood. “Clever. He didn’t want to be identified if he was caught.”

      “Rodin and the Bluecoats are mopping up as we speak. Dawn says the fight is over.”

      “We got lucky. If you hadn’t had that nightmare and they’d attacked while we were all sleeping...”

      “I know.”

      “Come on.” Dashan crossed to her. “Let’s get back.”

      “Just give me a second.” As the adrenalin departed her body, a lethargic weakness replaced it. Alyx found her legs suddenly unsteady, and abruptly she sat on a nearby rotting log.

      “Alyx, you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She managed a smile of reassurance. “All the magic use... it was a lot, that’s all.”

      “You sure?” He sat beside her, eyes dark with concern. “Should I run and get Finn?”

      “All I need is a moment to sit, and I’ll be fine.”

      “Magic doesn’t come without its consequences, huh?”

      She shrugged. “No more than any kind of fighting does. It uses energy.”

      “I suppose. I’m not carrying you back though, mage-girl.”

      She chuckled, then sobered. “Dash, thank you.”

      “What for now?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “You saved me from having to kill someone by doing it for me.”

      “It’s what I’m trained for,” he said. “Better me doing it.”

      “You hate killing as much as I do.” She met his eyes. “Don’t pretend with me.”

      Dashan glanced away for a moment, and when he looked back up at her his eyes were dark. “I’d do anything for you, Alyx. Anything. And that’s the truth of why I came back to DarkSkull.”

      She let out a breath. “I think a part of me already knew that.”

      “That doesn’t mean—”

      “Alyx!”

      At the sound of Tarrick’s voice, Alyx turned away from Dashan and leapt to her feet. Dizziness swamped her and she swayed, forcing Dashan to reach out and grab her.

      “Over here!” he called when Tarrick shouted again.

      The man himself appeared a few moments later. “You’re okay?”

      “Sorry,” Alyx apologised. “I got a little woozy after all the magic use and had to sit down for a moment.”

      He frowned. “We’d better get back. Rothai wants us out of here as soon as possible.”

      “We’re right behind you.”
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      In the aftermath of the attack, the focus was on getting out of the area as soon as possible and reaching DarkSkull safely, yet none of them failed to realise the audacity of the Shiven attack, nor how well-planned it had been to take advantage of the masters’ annual trip to Carhall. A thick cloud of tension hovered over the convoy as a result.

      There was little time to discuss what had happened, with Rothai maintaining a heavy mage guard and only allowing them to sleep in short snatches. Alyx didn’t catch the warrior mage sleeping once.

      The four-day journey passed in a haze of weariness and heightened attention, all of them prepared for another attack at any moment. Most of the first day was gone before Alyx’s lethargy passed and she could access her magic again. No further attacks eventuated, however, and many of them visibly sagged in relief as the gates of DarkSkull appeared.

      Rothai dismissed Rodin, Dashan and the Bluecoats once they reached the main hall and all three masters had disembarked and gone inside. Rodin hesitated, sharing a glance with Dashan, but Rothai cut him off before he could speak.

      “Now, Captain Rodin. Commander Helson will no doubt be expecting you.”

      “Sir.” Rodin made a sharp gesture to his men, and they set heels to their mounts before galloping away. The Bluecoats rode with them, departing without a farewell. Dashan’s refusal to even look at her stung, but any hurt Alyx felt was pushed to the back of her mind when she turned back to see the look on Rothai’s face.

      “We will hold a debriefing session to discuss the attack and its outcome tomorrow, but in the meantime, I’m suspending your patrol indefinitely.”

      “Sir?” Tarrick stepped forward. “On what basis?”

      “For deliberately ignoring my orders during the fight. I won’t have a patrol I can’t trust operating in DarkSkull’s defence.”

      “Sir, we were being overwhelmed.” Alyx frowned. “If I hadn’t gone—”

      “I ordered you to stay with the masters, you and Mika both,” Rothai’s voice was ice-cold. “They were our priority, not the militia soldiers.”

      “We needed those soldiers to help defend the masters,” she argued. “By taking out that mage, I—”

      “I don’t care what you thought,” Rothai snapped, stepping up to her in a single, graceful movement. “If you can’t follow orders, Apprentice, you don’t deserve to be a mage.”

      “I don’t deserve to be a mage because I prioritised human soldiers over a precious mage master. That’s what you’re really saying, isn’t it?” Alyx wasn’t going to back down to Rothai, not anymore. Not after what she’d learned. Her anger burned hot and powerful.

      “Alyx!” Tarrick barked, a warning hand coming to rest on her arm. She shook him off, eyes fixed on Rothai’s.

      “You are coming dangerously close to expulsion, Apprentice Egalion.”

      “Really?” she challenged him. “You and the masters are going to expel one of your precious mages of the higher order? I don’t think so. If you haven’t expelled that psychopathic monster Galien yet, you certainly aren’t going to expel me.”

      A horrified silence thickened around Alyx and Rothai. She was pushing it, but didn’t care. She’d had enough of being treated like a piece of dirt under the mage masters’ shoes.

      “Galien is loyal, Apprentice.” Rothai’s voice had dropped, barely audible, but it struck chills through Alyx despite her anger. “A nuance you don’t seem to understand. The masters have no use for rogue mages, particularly powerful ones.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It’s a warning. One you would do well to heed.” He stepped abruptly away. “You’re suspended until the festival, at which time I’ll consider whether to reinstate you. I suggest you all use the time to practice. We had selected Second Patrol to combat First Patrol in the festival exhibition match this year, but I’ve changed my mind. I think you could all learn a lesson in humility, so you will face off against Galien and First Patrol.”

      He walked away without another word.

      “Tarrick, before you and Alyx start ripping into each other, take a deep breath.” Dawn stepped between them. “We’ve had an extremely difficult couple of weeks and we’re all exhausted.”

      Tarrick let out a breath, nodded acknowledgement of that. “I really thought we’d seen the last of the high and mighty Lady Egalion.”

      Finn chuckled, and the tension broke slightly.

      “I can’t respect him anymore. I can’t respect them,” Alyx admitted. “And as much as I’ve tried hard to change, and to fit in here, a part of me is always going to be the high and mighty Lady Egalion. I won’t accept being talked to like a recalcitrant child from him, not after all we’ve done.”

      “That’s what you don’t seem to understand. He can treat us like that because he’s a trained and experienced warrior mage, and we’re students,” Tarrick said.

      “He’s a murderer, Tarrick!”

      “As far as I’m concerned this is good news,” Cario broke in before Tarrick could retort. “No patrol training for at least two weeks.”

      “Think again.” Tarrick scowled. “We need extra practice if Rothai is putting us in that exhibition match.”

      Cario chuckled. “If you think we’ve got any chance against Galien’s group, especially now with all of you at each other’s throats, you’re more delusional than I thought.”

      Nobody had anything to say to that uncomfortable truth. Still chuckling, Cario turned and crossed over to his horse. “I’ll see you all later.”

      “It’s nearly dinner,” Finn said eventually. “We should get the horses unsaddled so we don’t miss out on food.”

      “I have to go out to Weeping Stead,” Alyx said. “I promise I’ll explain later, but I need to get something to Dash.”

      “Fine.” Tarrick turned away, Finn falling in behind him.

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Dawn asked.

      “No, you look as exhausted as I feel.” Alyx smiled briefly. “Get something to eat and rest. I’ll see you later.”

      “All right.”

      Alyx looked over at Tarrick. He hadn’t even protested about her going on her own to Weeping Stead, let alone insist she take someone with her. He was more upset at her than she’d realised.

      “Tarrick?” she called out.

      He stopped and turned. “What is it, Alyx?”

      “Training session tomorrow? If we eat quickly, we could probably fit one in before sparring class.”

      He hesitated only a moment before accepting her olive branch. “Sounds good.”

      

      Alyx left Tingo grazing while she ducked quickly upstairs to her room. It didn’t take long to dig out her parchment and ink and scrawl a few lines. Tucking the folded pieces into her pocket, she went back down and mounted Tingo.

      The big horse was weary after their trip, so she let him travel the distance to Weeping Stead at his own pace. Night had fallen by the time they reached the town’s outskirts, the lights of the homes and inns lighting the area up for miles around.

      Approaching the militia barracks, Alyx hoped Dashan hadn’t already left for Widow Falls, although it was unlikely. He would at least need to rest his horse overnight, not to mention come up with a way to explain his absence to Rodin and Helson.

      “He left a little while ago, Apprentice,” the militia guard at the barracks gate told her. “I think he was joining some of the lads at the Fox.”

      The Fox was a favourite amongst the militia and Alyx knew where it was, so she thanked the guard and turned Tingo back into town. The windows of the inn blazed with light, and the sound of talking and laughter spilled out its open front doors into the street.

      She dropped Tingo’s reins over one of the posts out front and climbed wearily up the boarded steps and inside. The place was packed, entering its busiest time of night. She couldn’t see Dashan or any others she recognised at the front of the room, so pushed further inside, weaving around the press of bodies.

      They were at the back of the room, a large group of soldiers playing cards and drinking. Alyx stopped dead at the sight of Dashan, sprawled back in a chair, one foot up on the table, a young blonde woman in his lap, her mouth at his ear while he grinned.

      The sharp flare of jealousy that swept through her took her completely by surprise, sending her emotions reeling. Of course, at that moment he decided to look up and see her. Swearing under her breath, she turned and fled. Her chest had tightened like it was in a vice, and she was horrified to realise there were tears in her eyes.

      Stumbling back out the inn doors and down the steps, she went to Tingo, leaning against his warmth as she took deep breaths of the cool night air. What is wrong with me?

      “Alyx!”

      Dashan emerged from the inn, dragging his guard cloak over his shoulders, and strode over to her, boots rapping on the cobblestone. “Alyx, what’s wrong?”

      “I wanted to give you this.” She dug in her pocket for the parchment. “It’s for Ladan. I was hoping to catch you before you left.”

      “I’m leaving in the morning.” He took the letter. “I’ll make sure he gets it.”

      “Thanks.” She gestured back towards the inn, desperately trying to keep her voice normal. “I’m sorry for interrupting.”

      “You’re sorry for…” he began incredulously, then stopped and took a deep breath. “Why did you storm out like that?”

      She said nothing, merely wrapping her arms around her chest as a shiver wracked her.

      “Look at you, you’re freezing,” he murmured, taking off his cloak and coming forward to wrap it around her shoulders. It smelled like him, and she took a deep breath, inhaling its warmth and scent. “Are you all right?”

      She let out a breath. “I’m tired, that’s all.”

      When Alyx finally looked up at him, she saw his eyes regarding her with deep concern, and something else she couldn’t read.

      “You going to be okay?” he asked softly.

      “I don’t really have much of a choice.” She huffed out a breath, annoyed at herself. “And now I sound self-pitying. I will be okay. I’m more worried about you, traipsing through Shivasa just to warn my brother for me.”

      “I’m a Bluecoat, and Ladan is a lord of Rionn. Warning him is my duty as much as it is anything else,” Dashan said. “So quit worrying about me. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “No problem.” She chuckled half-heartedly. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Why did you run out of the inn like that?”

      She shrugged. “I saw that I was interrupting, and I felt like an idiot disturbing you.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “You looked upset.”

      “It’s been a long few weeks,” she hedged. “Like I said, I’m tired.”

      He looked down, nodding as if to himself, before raising his eyes to hers. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you looked jealous.”

      His words were too close for comfort and Alyx reacted as if poked. “Maybe I just don’t approve of you sleeping with every blonde serving wench who crosses your path,” she fired back.

      “Why don’t you approve?” he demanded, coming closer again. “What does it matter to you who I sleep with?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Then why don’t you approve?” he almost shouted.

      “I…”

      “Dammit, Alyx,” he said, voice aching with tenderness.

      Before Alyx could respond, or even move, he’d bent down and kissed her. His lips were warm on hers, two strong hands coming up to frame her face. For the briefest of moments, she felt heaven. She closed her eyes and sank into his chest, one hand tentatively resting against his heart.

      Then rational thought kicked in and she realised what was happening. It took almost everything she had to pull away from him and take several steps back. “Dash, no.”

      He merely looked at her, his intense Shiven eyes alive with something that made her heart crash against her ribs. What was this between them?

      “I didn’t...” she tried to find words, failed. “You kissed me.”

      “I did,” he said steadily. “And you were jealous.”

      She wasn’t going to deny it. “This isn’t... Dashan, I’m really confused right now. With everything that’s happened, I haven’t had a chance to process anything yet. I don’t want to make a mistake with you because you don’t deserve that.”

      He smiled slightly. “Thank you for your honesty, mage-girl.”

      She nodded. “I should go.”

      “I know.” He shifted closer to her, close enough to kiss her again. Forcing herself to meet his eyes, she acknowledged consciously for the first time the powerful pull between them. How had this happened? “I’ll see you in a few weeks. Good night, Alyx.”

      “Stay safe, Dash.”

      He smiled sadly, then turned and walked back inside the inn. Alyx watched him go, kept watching long after his tall frame disappeared. It was only when she went to return to Tingo that she realised she still wore Dashan’s cloak. She inhaled its scent one more time, before taking it off and leaving it inside the inn doorway.

      Then she got back into the saddle and rode to DarkSkull Hall.
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      “What possessed you?”

      Alyx glanced at Howell. As luck would have it, they’d had their weekly class with him the day after returning from Carhall. He’d pulled her aside almost immediately, pausing only to set tasks for the others to work on. She’d barely slept, her mind still full of what had happened with Dashan, so much so it took her a moment to realise what her master was referring to.

      “I was tired, sir, and upset.” She hedged, thinking furiously. It was impossible to know for certain whether Howell knew about the Taliath-hunting. It had seemed to her that only the council and the hunters knew, but Howell wasn’t a fool and it was certainly possible he’d figured things out. It would explain the odd looks and discomfort he sometimes displayed when talking about the Taliath. On the other hand, she wasn’t supposed to know, and if others began finding out, Romas would know it came from her.

      “What upset you enough that you felt like you could verbally challenge Master Rothai?” Howell demanded now, sensing her avoidance.

      After another moment of hesitation, during which Howell’s expression darkened, she settled for partial truth. “You know my feelings on the council, sir. I struggle with the idea of belonging to the mage order, sometimes more so than others. I was tired from the trip, and nothing I saw or heard in Carhall made me feel better about being one of you.”

      He sighed at her words. “You won’t be working for the council when you finish your training, isn’t that some comfort to you?”

      He was right, but that time felt like too far off. And what was she supposed to do anyway, go back to Rionn and ignore everything she’d found out? Let Taliath continue to be murdered? And what about the missing mages? Whoever was behind that had probably killed her mother. Was she supposed to walk away from that too?

      “I can’t protect you when you so flagrantly breach the rules,” Howell continued when she didn’t respond.

      “I’ve never relied upon your protection, sir,” she said honestly. “Because I’ve never felt like I truly had it.”

      “You think you know everything, but you don’t,” he said sharply, disappointment colouring his face and tone. “Be careful not to confuse intention with ability, Alyx. I’ve done nothing but try and protect you since you first stepped foot in this place.”

      “Sir—”

      He waved a hand in disgust, cutting her off. “Go back to the group. I want to work on some more team-oriented exercises.”

      Their master said nothing else to the rest of them about their suspension, and Tarrick didn’t bring it up either. The class finished on a heavy note, none of them in good moods. Howell had been far less amiable than usual, and every attempt they’d made to complete his team exercises had failed.

      Alyx had been the main culprit, unable to focus to the level required to properly channel her magic. It hadn’t helped she’d spent the entire class checking her mental shield to ensure it was in place—the last thing she needed was Dawn picking up anything about her encounter with Dashan.

      “If we want to hold up for more than ten seconds against First Patrol, we’re going to have to do much better than that,” Tarrick said evenly as they walked from class towards the library.

      “Thank you, master of the obvious,” Cario remarked.

      “Smart remarks from you certainly won’t help.” Tarrick stopped, rounding on the taller mage.

      Cario raised both hands in the air. “Don’t blast me to cinders just because you’re angry at the world right now.”

      “How can you not care about any of this?” Finn demanded.

      “It’s the way of the world, Finn. Bad stuff happens. Nobody is completely good. The faster you learn that, the better off you’ll be.”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t care when you first learned what was going on,” Dawn spoke up, anger tinting her voice. “You’ve just had a lot longer than us to adjust to the knowledge, so quit pretending like nobody and nothing in this world bothers you. I know

      better.”

      “Stay out of my head,” Cario snarled, fury briefly twisting his handsome features.

      “I don’t need to be in your head to know what I do,” she said evenly.

      “That’s enough,” Tarrick spoke into the tense silence. “Fighting amongst ourselves is not the solution.”

      Cario shook off Finn’s restraining arm. “I’m going to dinner. Enjoy the library.”

      “Nothing to contribute?” Finn raised his eyebrows at Alyx once Cario had stalked away.

      “I happen to think both Cario and Dawn are right,” she said.

      “Of course you do.” Tarrick shook his head.

      She scowled. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      He took a deep breath. “Nothing. I don’t want to fight. Let’s go to the library.

      We’ve got too much to catch up on after our trip to waste time bickering.”

      “I agree.” She forced her momentary anger away. “Finn, you’ll help prioritise what we should do first?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Dawn came over and linked her arm with Alyx’s as they began walking across the lawn to the library. Neither of them said anything.

      

      Alyx and Cario sat on wooden chairs opposite each other, gazes firmly locked. She frowned in concentration while Cario looked entirely relaxed, a slight smile tugging at his mouth. Around them, a total of twenty balls darted through the air, an equal mix of green and yellow. Alyx’s hand rested on her leg, her index finger tapping slightly as she sent her green balls zooming through the air in different directions, doing her utmost to keep them from being caught by the yellow balls.

      Howell stood off to the side, expression thoughtful as they battled. Tarrick and the twins stood beside him, watching with equal interest.

      Alyx stiffened slightly. A touch of power sent one of her balls darting to the floor just in time to avoid being collected by a yellow one. This was just a feint from Cario though, who sent three more yellow balls diving after another green one. She dived deeper into her magic to be able to respond in time.  A few tension-filled moments later and she was settled again, this time gathering the green balls closer together before sending them exploding outwards in all directions.

      The watchers gasped with excitement as Cario sent the yellow balls after Alyx, and for the first time she became aware that Dirrion’s apprentice class had gathered to watch too.

      Even after several months, Cario was still far better than her—he had exquisite timing and control, and she sometimes wondered if she’d ever be that good. This morning was the longest she’d lasted though, and so when one of Cario’s yellow balls collided with a green one in mid-air a few minutes later, Alyx sat back in her chair and conceded with a smile.

      Clapping broke out around them. Cario grinned as he turned to see all the apprentices and teachers that had gathered to watch, but Alyx was mildly embarrassed by the attention. A moment later, Dirrion sharply ordered his students back to work.

      “Very good, Alyx,” Howell spoke. “You’re improving nicely.”

      “Indeed she is,” Cario acknowledged. “You’re becoming quite the challenge to my own skills.”

      “Oh, I’m going to beat you someday, Cario.”

      “We’ll see,” he said loftily.

      “That will do us for the day,” Howell said tersely, his genial nature still not returned. “Finn, you’ll spend your remaining lessons for the year with the mage healers over in the healing wing. I’ve arranged it with them.”

      “Excellent, thank you, sir.” Finn looked pleased.

      “There’s not really much more I can teach you. You’ll need tutoring from a proper healer mage now,” Howell said. “As for the rest of you, next year your lessons here will become more heavily focused on your magic. You might want to start thinking about what sort of mage careers you’d like to have after DarkSkull. While I will remain your overall master and supervisor, your magic training over the next two years will spread to other, more specialized, teachers.”

      His eyes ran over them, expecting questions, then shrugging when he didn’t get any.

      “All right, you’re dismissed. I’ll see all of you except Finn next week.”

      Eager to escape the confines of the classroom and escape outside into the beautiful day, they quickly packed their things.

      “Alyx, do you have a moment?” Cario asked as the others headed out.

      “Of course, what is it?”

      He smiled at her, all charm and flashing teeth. “I was hoping you’d agree to accompany me to the festival dance.”

      “You’re serious?” Alyx asked in surprise.

      “Don’t worry, I have no romantic intentions towards you.” He grinned again. “But think about it, the young mage scion and the high-born Lady Alyx Egalion partnering at the dance? We’d be the most talked-about couple there.”

      “And that’s why you’re asking me?”

      “Well, I have a certain reputation to uphold,” he said, then hesitated and dropped the charm. “And I would like to go with a friend.”

      “So would I,” Alyx said honestly. “I’ll be your partner.”

      “Excellent,” he said in satisfaction.

      

      Two nights later, as Alyx was crossing from the dining hall to the stables to check on Tingo after dinner, she diverged her path to the small domed building that housed the Taliath sword. It had been playing on her mind since her return from Carhall, and this was the first free moment she’d had to go there. Tonight, she found someone else already in the circular room, peering at the sword with a distant look on his familiar face.

      “Alyx!” Brynn looked up in surprise. His blond hair was shorter than she’d ever seen it, and dark shadows deepened under his blue eyes. He looked older too; there had never been lines in his forehead before.

      “I should go.” She turned for the door.

      “Wait, please!”

      She paused at the door. “What are you doing here?”

      “This is where I meet Master Rothai. Not many students ever come to this building, so…”

      “I see.”

      “You were in Carhall for the council.”

      “I was there,” she said bluntly, keeping a tight rein on her spike of anger. “I know about their strategy of murdering Taliath potentials. I heard their thoughts; that you are a spy who helps them track the potentials.”

      “I thought as much,” Brynn said quietly. “I was in Carhall, too. I tried to talk to you one night, to explain. But…”

      “But what, Brynn?”

      He raised a tired hand, as if attempting to physically ward off her anger. “I’m a mage, Alyx. I do as I’m ordered. It’s not my choice.”

      “Killing innocent children?” she asked coldly. “I misjudged you badly.”

      “I’ve never killed a child, or a Taliath for that matter,” Brynn said hotly. “Never. I just tracked them.”

      “You track them, knowing the council is going to kill them,” Alyx said, voice full of accusation. “You’re complicit in their murder!”

      “I didn’t know,” he shouted back, his calm breaking. “I didn’t know, Alyx.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I didn’t know why the council asked me to track them,” he said helplessly. “I thought they were trying to revive the Taliath order—I didn’t even consider what was really happening.”

      “You didn’t work it out when Taliath started dying?”

      “I wasn’t aware of the deaths,” Brynn said helplessly. “Alyx, you have to believe me. Once I track a potential, my job is over. I move on to the next assignment. I never saw what happened next.”

      “I guess this explains why you were so reluctant to tell me what you were doing, and why you kept reporting in to your masters here at DarkSkull instead of in Carhall. Because Rothai is leading the hunt. Him and Galien.”

      “Alyx, please…”

      She rounded on him furiously. “My father and brother are Taliath.”

      “I know.” He moved closer. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Are you going to keep working for them?”

      “If I don’t, I’ll be in serious trouble. I know too much,” he said. “And my family, they’d be in danger too.”

      “So you’ll keep tracking the Taliath, even though you know what will happen?”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his short hair. “I’ll ask for re-assignment.”

      “You think they’ll give it to you? From what the council said, you’re their best tool to track the potentials.”

      “I can only ask.”

      “Re-assignment where? Brynn, how can you keep spying for them after this? Your next assignment could be just as bad, or worse.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to do!” he burst out. “I’m a mage, and we both know I can’t walk away.”

      The sound of footsteps approaching the door heralded Rothai’s arrival. Alyx immediately stepped away from Brynn and they both turned towards the door. The master’s eyes flicked between them as he entered, as if sensing the tension in the air. In no mood to deal with him, she turned and strode out without a word.

      

      Dawn was sitting on one of a couple of benches scattered around the grassy area outside their dormitory building. A mapping class book was open on her lap, but her gaze was distant, far beyond the valley walls that encircled them.

      She gave a small sigh when Alyx sat beside her. “Can you believe we’ve been back almost a week already?”

      “It feels impossible, doesn’t it, to slot back into regular DarkSkull life after all that happened while we were away?”

      “Something is troubling you, and I get the impression it’s about more than what happened in Carhall.” Dawn turned towards her. “You know that you can talk to me about anything.”

      Alyx frowned at the note of sadness in Dawn’s voice, suddenly concerned. “The same goes for you. I’m not ignorant of the fact it’s always you taking care of me.”

      She shrugged slightly. “You’ve always had a lot more to deal with than I have.”

      Guilt swamped Alyx, bitter and full of regret. “That’s not true,” she said. “Talk to me now.”

      “I’m worried, about all of us. What we learned is threatening to break us apart, and the only reason we’ve survived here so far is because we’ve stuck by each other through everything.”

      “That’s not going to change. I’m angry at Tarrick, but I’d do anything for him, for you too.”

      “Then promise me you’ll fix things with us,” Dawn implored, turning towards her. “I can’t do it. Please, Alyx.”

      “Hey.” Alyx reached out to take her hand. “I promise I will. What’s really upsetting you?”

      “I’m not worried about Tarrick,” Dawn admitted. “Underneath his stiffness he has a big heart. That’s why he joined us last year, and it’s why he’s so fiercely protective of you. When it comes down to it, he doesn’t support the murder of Taliath any more than you do.”

      “Then what?”

      “Finn is a thinker, he always has been. He prioritises logic and reason over emotion.” Dawn looked away. “I know him better than anyone, he’s my twin. That’s why I’m worried.”

      “What are you saying?” Alyx asked gently. “You think he will turn on us?”

      “No, of course not,” Dawn spoke so decisively, Alyx wasn’t sure whether she was trying to convince Alyx or herself. “He loves you, and he would never think of hurting your father or brother.”

      “But you’re not so sure when it comes to the other Taliath potentials out there?”

      “I’m not saying he would hurt them himself...” Dawn trailed off, then gave herself a little shake. “I’m being silly and maudlin. It’s because I’m exhausted.”

      “You and me both.” Alyx chuckled and settled back against the bench, glad to change the subject. She wasn’t exactly sure what Dawn’s fears were, but she hoped they were as insubstantial as her friend claimed they were. Finn was her friend. That would never change, surely?

      “I asked Dash to the dance,” Dawn spoke after a few moments. “He told me he was flattered, but that he couldn’t guarantee he would attend and he didn’t want to disappoint me.”

      “That’s my fault, I’m afraid,” Alyx said lightly. What would Dawn think of her if she knew that she and Dashan had kissed? Dawn liked Dashan, and Alyx was trying so hard to be a better friend. “He wanted to make sure Ladan was warned in person. He probably didn’t know if he’d be back from Widow Falls in time.”

      “He’s a good man.”

      “He is.” Alyx agreed completely, but desperately wanted to change the subject. “Oh! Cario asked me to be his partner.”

      “He did?” Dawn beamed. “That’s nice. You know Finn finally worked up the courage to ask Jayn? She left him hanging a full three seconds before saying yes. You should have seen the look on his face.”

      Alyx laughed. “What a shame I missed that.”

      “You’ll do as I asked?” Dawn turned to her, serious again. “Do your best to make things right between us.”

      “It won’t be easy, not with the match against Galien looming. We’re all short-tempered and tired. But yes, I promised you and I meant it.”

      “Thank you.” Dawn leaned forward and hugged her. “You’re a good friend when you want to be, Alyx Egalion.”

      “Yes, well, that’s not exactly a ringing endorsement,” Alyx said dryly, then raised her hand as Dawn’s face fell. “I’m not offended. I’ve spent my whole life with all the people in my circle fawning over me, all except Dashan and Cayr. I’m not practiced yet at thinking of others first. I’ll keep trying.”

      “I know.” Dawn closed the book on her lap. “I think it’s time for bed. I’m too tired to concentrate on this any longer.”

      “I’ll follow you up in a minute.”

      Madam Grange was hovering nearby, sweeping melted snow from the path, and so Alyx felt safe enough to sit out in the darkness, ignoring the cold and allowing her thoughts to run free.
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      Alyx made sure to arrive early for sparring class the following morning and went straight over to where Rothai was warming up. He stopped his movements when he saw her approach, but said nothing.

      “Sir, I’m here to apologise for the way I spoke to you when we returned from Carhall.” She fought hard to sound genuine, and barely managed it.

      “I’d accept your apology if I truly thought you were sorry.” He smiled thinly. “What do you want, Apprentice? I’m not going to revoke your suspension.”

      “I’m not here to ask for that.” She paused, forged ahead when he said nothing. “I’m here to ask if you’ll continue to train us while we’re suspended.”

      “What did Apprentice Tylender promise you to get you to come here and ask me that?”

      “I’m here on my own. He doesn’t know.”

      “Ah. So it’s an attempt to avoid humiliation at the hands of First Patrol, then? Or a beating. Maybe both.” Rothai stepped closer. “I have zero sympathy for you, Apprentice. You won’t return to duty until I’m convinced all of you are trustworthy, and I certainly won’t train you in the meantime. Good luck with Galien. You’re on your own.”

      Alyx took a deep breath as Rothai strode away to greet the students beginning to arrive for class. She hadn’t really expected anything different, but she’d had to try.

      Time for a Plan B.

      

      “What were you huddled with Rothai about this morning?” Finn asked later that night as they sat in the library studying.

      “I went to apologise to him for what I said and asked him to continue training us even though we were suspended.”

      Tarrick’s head lifted briefly from his book, but he said nothing. Dawn smiled down at the pages she was reading.

      “He didn’t go for it,” she continued. “He thought I was just trying to avoid being humiliated by Galien in the exhibition match and told me we’re on our own.”

      “You’re not sorry for what you said,” Finn said curiously. “So why apologise?”

      “I’m not ignorant of the fact that what I did had consequences for all of us, not just me,” she said irritably. “I was attempting to swallow my pride. Fat lot of good that did.”

      There was a loud thumping sound as Tarrick forcefully closed his book and pushed it aside. “We don’t need Rothai training us to avoid being humiliated by First Patrol. You know why? Because we’re going to beat First Patrol.”

      “Oh, are we?” Finn raised his eyebrows.

      “We’re damn well going to try,” he said fiercely. “Right, Alyx?”

      A slow smile spread across her face. “I was never afraid of being humiliated by Galien.”

      “More practices then?” Dawn asked.

      “More practices.” Tarrick nodded. “Starting first thing tomorrow.”

      “What about our classes?” Finn objected. “We’ve barely enough time to study as it is. You know we’ll have exams in a few months, and if we don’t pass all of them, we don’t get to come back.”

      He had a point, reluctant as Alyx was to admit it. She was already beginning to struggle after the time away in Carhall despite the limited amount of leniency they’d been given.

      “We’ll have to fit more into every day, sleep less,” Tarrick said. “Finn, you’ll be in charge of our studying schedule. It’s your job to make sure we’re keeping up with all our classes. I’ll manage our training schedule.”

      “We’re not getting any more days off, are we?” Alyx sighed.

      Dawn grinned. “I want to know who’s going to tell Cario about this plan for extra studying and training.”

      “I will,” Tarrick said firmly. “I am patrol leader, and he will listen to what I say or I’ll toss him out, Duneskal’s grandson or not.”

      Finn shrugged. “Right then. We can speak to Jayn and Mika at breakfast tomorrow.”

      “It’s going to be a tough few weeks,” Tarrick warned.

      “No tougher than anything we’ve already been through,” Dawn said, looking over at Alyx with a smile. “Together.”

      “Right.” She nodded. “But if we want to have a chance against Galien, we need to use the advantages we have.”

      “And those are?” Finn asked.

      “The match will be in front of hundreds of people, so no way is Galien going to try and kill us. That limits what he can do.” She ticked off her fingers. “Secondly, we operate as a team. His group doesn’t—they do what Galien tells them. Third, we’re smarter.” Alyx looked over at Finn. “And you’re going to come up with a strategy that exploits all of that.”

      A wolfish smile spread slowly across the scholar’s face. “I like the way you think.”

      

      In the following days, Alyx’s time was almost entirely taken up with lessons, watchtower duty and patrol training. Life became physically exhausting in a way it never had been before. Tarrick’s training was relentless; runs up along the valley wall until they were lathered in sweat and gasping for air, repeated drills in staff fighting until they were more exhausted than they’d ever been, then, once they were too weary to take another step, they would sit and discuss strategy, working late into the nights to form a plan that would allow them to beat Galien.

      Still, the physical exhaustion and the myriad of tasks that filled every waking moment helped in two ways. One, it meant she could focus entirely on what they were doing, leaving little time for thinking about the tangle of confusion and guilt still churning in her stomach every time someone mentioned Dashan’s name. At the same time she was terribly worried about him. What if something happened and he was hurt? There would be nobody to help him.

      Secondly, the gruelling schedule bonded them and some semblance of normality began returning to their interactions. Both Tarrick’s and Alyx’s anger at each other faded, though both knew the greater issue remained unresolved. Alyx thought Dawn had been right, though. Tarrick wasn’t truly angry at her. He was angry at the truths that were undermining an institution he’d revered since childhood.

      Alyx lost weight, gained lean muscle, and grew fitter and healthier than she’d ever been. She found herself staring into a mirror one morning as she dressed after bathing. Her appearance had changed too. With surprise, she realised that she no longer looked like a girl, but a young woman.

      

      Alyx yawned and reached up to rub at her blurry eyes. The candle by her hand had burned almost to its end. Beside her, Finn reviewed the practice test questions she’d just completed. Part of her wished she’d joined Dawn and Tarrick in seeking their beds over an hour ago, but languages class continued to be difficult for her, and Finn had offered the extra help.

      “Apprentice, the book you were after.”

      It landed on the table with a heavy thud, startling Finn from his concentration. Alyx winced at the distance in Howell’s voice. He still hadn’t returned to his usual self and she was beginning to realise it would be up to her to try and fix things.

      “Sir, can I ask you a question?”

      He paused in the middle of turning away and gave her a curt nod. “You can.”

      She glanced around, but the library was empty apart from the three of them, the candles at their table the only light, casting the rest of the cavernous room into shadow.

      “My brother told me you warned him to leave DarkSkull early last year, that you thought he might be in danger if he stayed.” She looked him in the eye. “Why?”

      Something like realisation mixed with despair crossed Howell’s face and he sat heavily in an empty chair. For a moment he was silent, one hand reaching up to tug at his beard. “I knew something had to have happened at Carhall,” he muttered, almost to himself. “For the record, Alyx, I don’t know anything. I am merely an intelligent man who has access to a lot of information.”

      “So you were trying to protect him? And me.”

      “I was.” He raised a hand. “But I will not discuss this further with you. Not here. You understand?”

      Oh, she understood. Romas was powerful.

      “There is something I don’t understand.” She changed the subject slightly. “You said my mother didn’t absorb my father’s Taliath ability. Why not, when Shakar did?”

      Howell shrugged. “We truly don’t know. It may just have been a matter of time. We don’t know at what point Shakar absorbed the talent from his lover.”

      She was faintly aware of Finn leaning forward in his chair, listening intently. Something in Howell’s words had caught his attention.

      Alyx sat back, drained. “Thank you, sir. I’m sorry I’ve continued to doubt you.”

      He waved a hand. “You’ve had good reason to, I understand that.”

      “Sir, Alyx’s mother... was she good at her classes?” Finn asked suddenly.

      Howell chuckled, rising from his seat. “She was smarter than anyone I’ve ever met, even you, young Finn. If she hadn’t been a mage, I’m certain she would have been a scholar.”

      Alyx absorbed that piece of information when Howell left, turning it over in her mind. Her mother... just like Finn. It took her a moment to realise Finn had gone still, his thinking face in full effect.

      “What?”

      “I think I just figured something out!”

      “Okay, are you planning to share?”

      He leaned forward eagerly. “I never really bought your father’s story for why he and your mother split. After all, we’ve poked holes in the idea she was in love with someone else, and if she truly left because she thought she was the one in danger, why take Ladan with her? Surely that placed him in danger too? Why not leave both of you with your father under the protection of the king?”

      Alyx frowned. “Papa talks about it like they weren’t sure who was in danger, him or my mother.”

      “But that doesn’t ring true for me either. I think your mother was trying to protect all three of you. I think she worked out what was happening... she sensed how terrified the council was of her. By leaving Garan before absorbing his Taliath invulnerability, she was removing the possibility of it happening.”

      Alyx stared at him for a full moment. “Because if they were parted, my father wasn’t as much of a threat, and when you combine that with the fact he was under the protection of the Rionnan king... too much trouble—too much risk—for the council to try and hurt him.”

      “It might have even gone further than that. Ladan was nine when you parted and Howell just said your mother was highly intelligent. She could have seen signs in him of becoming a Taliath.”

      “And so she took him with her,” Alyx finished. “To keep him out of the council’s eye.”

      “My theory explains not only why she left your father, but also why she left the mage order and went into hiding.” He hesitated, some of the eagerness dying from his face. “I’m sorry, I hope I’m not upsetting you.”

      “No. You know how badly I want answers.”

      “If I’m right, your mother made a huge sacrifice,” Finn offered. “And she also must have been scary smart, to have seen so clearly what was coming. That can’t be a bad thing, right, having a mother like that?”

      “I wish I could remember her,” Alyx said softly.

      Finn sat back in his chair, a contemplative expression creeping over his face. “You know what the real question is, if things did happen that way?”

      She looked up, eyebrows raised.

      “What did your mother find out that was so terrible she was willing to contact Romas and the council after years of hiding?”

      The echoes of Finn’s words danced around the dark library, seeking an answer but finding none.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

        

      

    

    
      Festival weekend arrived, bringing with it warm weather and clear blue skies. Tarrick’s parents arrived early on visiting day, but Alyx breathed a sigh of relief when Ladan didn’t appear—Dashan must have gotten to him in time. A surge of worry for Dashan followed that thought, though she was getting better at repressing it.

      Tarrick spent only a short time with his family before taking Third Patrol on a training session up the valley wall. They didn’t return until after nightfall.

      After stabling the horses, they lingered outside the dormitory buildings, savouring the balmy night air. This was it. There would be no more training sessions, no more planning. They would face Galien the next afternoon.

      “Last year the exhibition match was essentially a one-on-one display between Fengel and Nordan while their patrol members watched,” Tarrick spoke into the silence. “We know how Galien feels about us, and we can expect him to come out aggressively. He’s arrogant, and will believe he can overwhelm us with sheer power all on his own. We’ll never win unless we fight him as a team.” Tarrick tossed Alyx an apologetic glance. “I mean no disrespect.”

      She waved him off. “I was the one who came up with the team approach in the first place, remember? I have no delusions about being able to beat Galien in a one-on-one fight.”

      “You will one day,” he told her confidently. “Make sure you all get some rest tonight.”

      

      Alyx relished the long sleep in and leisurely breakfast the following morning. The dining hall was alive with excited chatter, much of it centring around the upcoming dance; as Cario had predicted, the fact he and Alyx were going together had caused a flurry of excitement, and despite feeling slightly awkward about it, she was secretly enjoying every moment. It had been a while since she’d been the girl who was the focus of everyone’s attention.

      “I’m starting to feel like we’re back in Alistriem,” Finn grumbled at one point.

      Alyx beamed at him. “There’s nothing wrong with being the centre of attention occasionally, as long as it’s for the right reasons.”

      He rolled his eyes. “The right reasons including being on the arm of a handsome young mage prince?”

      “Stop it Finn, they make an appropriate couple,” Tarrick said gravely.

      Alyx and Finn, who had never been serious, shared an amused grin over Tarrick’s head.

      “I’ve had enough to eat.” Dawn pushed away her bowl. “Alyx, shall we wander?”

      “I’d love to.”

      

      Dawn and Alyx spent their morning strolling between market stalls, perusing the wares on sale, and buying a few small items. They’d purchased material and had dresses made for the dance in Weeping Stead already, but Dawn bought some pale blue ribbons for her hair to match her dress. Alyx chose a bracelet made of tiny green pebbles that sparkled in the sunlight.

      Morning passed into early afternoon, and nervousness began creeping through Alyx. While it was only an exhibition match, being beaten badly would give Galien more power over them. The uneasy truce that had lingered between he and Alyx since the fight with Fengel could break if Galien re-established his dominance over them.

      Losing badly in front of his family would also break Tarrick’s heart. After they had been so disapproving of him last year for not being good enough, Alyx hoped as much as Tarrick did to show them they’d been wrong.

      The match loomed closer, and Dawn and Alyx returned to their room to change in preparation for the fight. They dressed in silence, both caught up in their thoughts. As Alyx bent down to tie the laces on her boots, her hands shook slightly.

      “You too?” Dawn asked quietly.

      Alyx took a deep breath to try and calm herself, but the trembling didn’t stop.

      “I’m scared that we’re way out of our depth in this match,” Dawn continued. “Galien hates us so much.”

      “It’s going to be fine. Galien and his friends aren’t going to try and kill us in front of all those spectators. It’s not a good look for them if hundreds of villagers along with students’ families see apprentices murdered before their eyes.”

      “They could humiliate us, though.”

      Alyx nodded and sat up. “That’s certainly possible. If it happens, it won’t be pleasant.”

      “There’s an understatement,” Dawn muttered.

      “But then we’ll work harder, train harder, and get more experience, and next time we’ll do better.”

      Dawn regarded her curiously.

      Alyx smiled. “Think about us when we first got here last year, and think about where we are today.”

      A small smile crept over Dawn’s face. “I grant you there has been some improvement.”

      “And to get here, there’s been a lot of misery and heartache.” Alyx stood now and stretched. “And I have no doubt there will be more of it, but we can turn that into success too.”

      “You’re right. Tarrick will never give up.” Dawn stood too, looking more confident.

      “None of us will,” Alyx said. “That’s the key. We don’t give up. We just keep battling. If I’ve learnt nothing else in the past two years, it’s that.”

      

      A cool breeze teased the skin on Alyx’s bare arms as she and Dawn emerged into the warm sunlight and walked together down to the festival. A wary glance at the sky around the valley revealed unbroken blue, and some of her tension faded. There would be no sudden storm this year.

      Several initiates and apprentices offered good wishes or words of encouragement as she and Dawn walked through the festival. She was buoyed by their palpable support, and had a sudden realisation.

      There was a difference between being respected as a mage of the higher order and being respected as Lady Egalion. She’d been born to both, but as a mage of the higher order Alyx had become liked and respected because of her own actions. She’d earned the respect and even their awe.

      “It’s going to be okay, Dawn,” she said into the anxious silence. “I think Galien is going to be surprised.”

      Dawn looked momentarily thoughtful, then gave a firm nod. “I think so too.”

      The rest of Third Patrol was waiting in the competitors’ area beside the raised, roped off platform that would hold the exhibition match. Cario leaned nonchalantly against the platform, studying his nails and looking like he hadn’t a care in the world. Tarrick’s face was stern and focused, while Jayn and Finn were murmuring to each other, little smiles on both their faces. Mika was a short distance off, hopping incessantly on the balls of his feet.

      “I’ll go and report in,” Tarrick strode off as they arrived.

      Alyx gestured for the rest to come closer. “We’re all nervous, and for a good reason. Today we’re fighting against First Patrol and their captain is a very dangerous mage who’d love nothing better than to hurt and humiliate us.”

      Mika’s face fell. Even Jayn and Finn looked disconcerted. Dawn, however, wore a confident smile. Cario glanced up briefly before returning his attention to his hands.

      Alyx smiled. “Nonetheless, we’ve been training hard, and it’s time that we show the masters of DarkSkull that—suspended or not—there’s a good reason why they chose us for Third Patrol. Galien is one man. The rest of his patrol is fallible. Let’s do this for Tarrick.”

      “Very rousing,” Cario said dryly.

      “None of them can fly!” Mika grinned around at them, his bouncing intensifying.

      “And Alyx has already defeated Fengel,” Jayn added.

      “Easily.” Dawn’s smile widened.

      “We know the plan, so whatever happens stick to it,” Finn spoke. “Discipline, trust and teamwork could break these guys.”

      “All right!” Tarrick came striding back. “We’re up.”

      “We’re ready,” Finn said in a tone of such confidence that Tarrick looked taken-aback.

      “We try our best, and then we keep battling, no matter what happens.” Dawn touched Alyx’s arm with a smile as they filed past towards the platform. Alyx paused by Cario, curiosity filling her voice as she asked;

      “How do you really feel about this?”

      “It’s just a game, Alyx,” he said, smiling a little. “It means nothing.”

      

      Rothai waited for them at the top of the steps leading up to the platform. He gave Tarrick a nod of acknowledgement as they approached. “Please enter the field. We’re ready to start.”

      Alyx felt the slight pull in her leg muscles as she followed Tarrick up the stairs, relished the kiss of the afternoon breeze on her bare skin, and then there was the crowd, breaking out into cheers as Third Patrol reached the platform.

      “Go Third!” someone shouted, followed by louder cheers and whistling.

      The sheer number of spectators surprised her; it looked like the entirety of DarkSkull was present, along with the visiting families and most of the townsfolk from the surrounding villages that had come for the fair. Hundreds at least, she thought, then winced inwardly; getting trounced in front of so many people would not be fun.

      She swung her arms around to loosen them up, gaze narrowing on Galien and First Patrol—Fengel, Tarran, Oscar and Parja—walking onto the opposite side of the platform. They were all tall, muscular and powerful young men.

      “Silence!” Rothai bellowed, and the crowd noise dropped to a hum. “This is to be an exhibition match between DarkSkull Hall’s First and Third combat patrols. The apprentices will display their magic and fighting abilities by competing against each other in a mock battle. Are you ready?”

      Galien strode lithely to the centre of the platform, his four patrol mates staying back. “Yes, sir.”

      Rothai turned. “Apprentice Tylender?”

      But it wasn’t Tarrick walking forward into the centre of the platform, it was Cario and Dawn, Finn a step behind them. Surprise flickered over Galien’s face, turning to amusement as he regarded his friend. Alyx smiled.

      “We’re ready, sir,” Cario said, as casually as if he were asking someone to pass him the salt.

      “When I drop the white flag, the match will commence. Are there any questions?”

      Galien and Cario looked at each other, then at Rothai, shaking their heads. Finn reached up to place a hand on Cario’s and Dawn’s shoulders. Alyx moved lightly up and down on the balls of her feet, focusing her mind as Howell had taught them.

      Rothai nodded, dropped the white flag he was holding, and jumped down off the platform. A loud roar rose from the crowd.

      Galien’s hand began to move, but they’d expected that, and before he could do anything Jayn’s shield settled down over Cario and the twins, glimmering in the afternoon sun. At the same moment, Alyx drew her staff and took a protective stance in front of Jayn. Mika leaped into the air.

      A hum came from the crowd. Galien hesitated, taken aback by their move and unsure what to do next.

      Cario didn’t hesitate.

      The other members of First Patrol suddenly found themselves losing belt buckles, a hair clip, shirt buttons and mage knives as Cario yanked the items from their bodies with insulting ease. An instant later they were flying around their owners like a horde of angry hornets, forcing the apprentices to slap uselessly at the air in an attempt to stop the onslaught.

      Laughing, Cario gestured with both his hands and the tiny objects flew up higher into the air and then floated down over the crowd like snowflakes. Spectators cheered as they grabbed at buttons and knives. Galien snarled, reacting by shooting fireballs from his palms straight at Cario. They crashed into the shield and dissolved with a mighty hiss, Alyx catching Jayn’s whisper-thought of satisfaction.

      “Now!” Tarrick called.

      Cario went for their opponents’ staffs next, face creasing with effort as his magic fought to rip them from their owners. Galien tried summoning a wind and then concussions bursts against the shield but Jayn’s magic held and his efforts proved useless. Fireballs shot into the air as Fengel fought Cario uselessly, but Oscar responded with his own telekinetic magic, stalling Cario’s efforts.

      Magic flickered all around Alyx, bright sparks and eddies, all of it singing to her own magic. She sensed it as Dawn waded in, hammering at Oscar’s mental shield, distracting him enough to weaken his focus. Finn’s eyes were closed as he poured energy into both Cario and Dawn.

      Cario gave a grunt of effort and won the fight, tearing Oscar’s staff from him. Unseen, Mika swooped down from the sky and grabbed it from the air before soaring back up and tossing it out over the crowd. With Oscar beaten, Dawn turned her magic to distracting the others. Cario and Mika made quick work of grabbing the remaining three staffs from their furious owners.

      Giving up on attacking the shield but recognising Jayn as the critical piece, Galien came at Alyx. She met him gladly, placing herself between him and Jayn, eager to let loose her own power. Their staffs collided with an almighty cracking sound that almost drowned out the cheering.

      “You can’t beat me, Egalion,” Galien snarled at her.

      “I don’t need to.” She went at him then, a furious flurry of strikes and counters. Her job was to distract him, and that was what she was going to do.

      “Fengel is pounding the shield with his fireballs. Jayn can’t hold much longer,” Dawn slid calmly into their thoughts.

      “Just a moment,” Tarrick shouted aloud. “I’ve got him.”

      Galien abruptly stepped away from Alyx, disengaging to lunge at Jayn. Finn stepped out of the shielding to intercept him, and found himself being encircled in Galien’s magic and hung suspended in the air.

      Alyx went for him, dodged to her left to avoid the fireball that Galien launched at her, and came up, sweeping her staff in an arc and forcing him backwards. He summoned more fireballs, replacing Fengel’s attacks on Jayn’s shield. It shuddered, barely holding.

      Across the platform, Tarran and Oscar paced, waiting to attack as soon as the shield came down. Fengel and Tarrick were battling furiously, but it looked as if Tarrick, who still had his staff, had the upper hand.

      “The shield’s going down!” Jayn shouted, swaying on her feet.

      It winked out of existence a moment later. Dawn grabbed the exhausted apprentice and dragged her over to the edge of the platform, staff held out protectively.

      “Mika, cover them!” Tarrick bellowed.

      Alyx couldn’t see what had happened to Cario, her entire focus on sending her magic crashing into Galien’s, trying to force him to release his hold on Finn. They wrestled together, but his power was superior, and the fight only resulted in draining hers. She disengaged, breathing hard, staff raised and ready for another attack.

      Cario was under attack from Parja and Tarran – Parja attacking with his magic, and Cario’s ability wasn’t suited for dodging fireballs. Oscar took advantage of Cario’s distraction and used his power to yank Mika’s staff from his hands and go after him with it.

      “Mika, stay in the air and see if you can lift Finn out of Galien’s grip while we distract him. Dawn, stay with Jayn, but use your magic on Galien and help me distract him. Tarrick, make sure you get Fengel out of this fight then come help me with Galien.”

      They responded quickly to Alyx’s orders. Cario cast Alyx a look as he ducked and weaved as if to say ‘what about me?’

      Alyx sent two weak concussive bursts shooting across the platform, setting them to explode on either side of Tarran’s head. The mage winced and fell hard as the successive bursts went off, causing the entire platform to rock. Once he was down he stayed that way.

      “He’s down a few moments at least, Alyx!” Dawn sent.

      “Cario, quit complaining and fight like I know you can,” Alyx snapped at him.

      She swore Cario gave a faint roll of his eyes at her order, but then he was stepping forward to engage Parja and Oscar, employing both staff and magic.

      Dawn shouted again into Alyx’s mind. Alyx turned—Finn was beginning to choke, struggling to breathe as an invisible vice closed over his throat.

      “Fireball from the left, Alyx!’ Dawn came again.

      Alyx dropped to the ground as Fengel shot a fireball straight at her head. It would have gotten her nicely if Dawn hadn’t read his mental intention to do it. Furious—the fireball could have killed her—Alyx spun faster than thought, green light flaring, but Tarrick was already there, his staff slamming into Fengel’s shoulder with the full force of his body weight. He quickly reversed the thrust and landed another, just as hard.

      Cheers broke out amongst the crowd as Fengel crumpled to the ground.

      Two down.

      “Thanks!” she called.

      “Anytime.” Tarrick jogged over. “Finn looks like he could use a hand.”

      Alyx smiled and pushed sweaty tendrils of hair behind her ears. Galien smirked as he used magic to jiggle Finn around mid-air.

      “I’m playing you like an orchestra,” he said in contempt. “Give up and I’ll let him go.”

      She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “You mustn’t have noticed that most of your team is down.”

      He laughed in genuine amusement. “You think that means something? I don’t need them. I could take all of you single-handedly.”

      “Jayn, forget your shield, you can fight as well as any of us. Mika, stay up there but help Cario if you can. It’s going to take all of us to win this.”

      Another cheer swept through the watchers as Cario, off to the side, landed a significant blow on Oscar, sending him staggering into the ropes. Mika dropped out of the sky, landing on his shoulders and forcing him to the ground. Cario turned on Parja, staff raised.

      Alyx glanced at the crowd, spotted a flash of cobalt and saw the Bluecoats. They were standing on boxes at the back, roaring and cheering louder than anyone as their Lady Egalion fought.

      “Go for it!” Casta shouted, Tijer whistling loudly beside him.

      She smiled back, gave them a jaunty wave, then returned her focus to the fight.

      “All right,” she sent as quickly as she could, deliberately ignoring Galien’s taunting. He wasn’t going to do any permanent damage to Finn in front of so many people. “Let’s do it. Just like Finn planned.”

      At the count of three, Tarrick leapt to his feet, raising a hand and sending one of his concussion blasts shooting into the air. It exploded in a silver flash right above Galien’s head, causing the mage to wince and duck at the subsequent blast of concussive energy that sent him stumbling.

      Tarrick and Jayn were already moving, taking advantage of Galien’s momentary distraction to come at him from each side. Dawn drove into Galien’s mind, scratching and tearing at his mental shield while Alyx summoned every bit of strength she could to tear Finn from Galien’s grasp.

      Tarrick collided with Galien first, and they ploughed into the ground. The Shiven roared in helpless fury as Alyx’s power swamped his and she grabbed Finn, lowering him gently to the floor. Tarrick and Galien wrestled fiercely, Dawn doing her best to keep Galien too distracted to summon magic.

      “Mika, protect Finn!” Alyx shouted, then reached out with her magic and yanked the rope lining the platform, dragging a whole length of the stuff towards her and tossing it at Jayn. Jayn reached out and grabbed it, then dove as Tarrick finally got Galien underneath him. She quickly worked the rope around Galien’s neck. Once done she pulled it tight while Tarrick placed his mage knife at the skin over the Shiven’s jugular.

      “One twitch of your fingers, and this goes right in,” Tarrick warned. “Do you surrender?”

      Galien’s face tightened with hate and fury, but after a moment his right hand tapped the floor in surrender.

      Tarrick grinned and stood, both he and Jayn releasing Galien to stand also. Alyx looked over to see that Parja was slumped in the opposite corner, unconscious. Cario stood a short distance off, reviewing a tear in his robe with annoyance.

      “The match goes to Third Patrol,” Rothai’s voice boomed out.

      The crowd surged to their feet, clapping and whistling in a crescendo of noise. Alyx looked across at Tarrick and they shared a tired grin.

      “We won!” Mika dropped lightly to the ground, mouth hanging open in astonishment. Jayn pumped her fist in the air and gave a victorious shout. Alyx couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face as the crowd continued cheering and chanting their names. Dawn had an echoing smile, and they hugged excitedly.

      “Good plan.” Alyx went over and clapped Finn on the back.

      He rubbed ruefully at his sore neck. “It didn’t go quite as I expected. You did a nice bit of improvising there at the end.”

      “Not sure if you noticed, but I basically held off most of First Patrol while you took forever containing Galien,” Cario broke in.

      Alyx pointed at the tear in his robe. “That looks terrible.”

      Cario scowled, making them all laugh.

      As they stepped down off the platform, Alyx looked out into the crowd, searching for her Blue Guard. They were still there, cheering with everyone, their cries becoming raucous when they saw they had her attention. She couldn’t help but laugh. Nor could she help her disappointment at not seeing Dashan amongst them. She hoped he was okay.

      “Come on.” Tarrick threw an arm over her shoulders, grinning down at her. “Let’s go and get ready for this dance. I, for one, am in the mood for celebrating.”

      Alyx laughed. “Lead the way, dear patrol captain.”

      Howell was waiting for them at the bottom of the steps, hard-pressed to hold back the smile threatening to cross his face. The twinkling of his eyes gave him away though.

      “That was a nice bit of teamwork.”

      “What can I say, sir, we pay attention in class,” Tarrick said airily.

      “You’ve certainly been paying attention in Master Renwick’s classes.” Howell looked thoughtful. “In a real-world fight Galien would have killed you all within minutes of that fight starting, but you knew he couldn’t do that here and you used it to your advantage.”

      “Well, sir, we see it as your job to make sure that by the time we make it out into the real world, we’re strong enough to beat Galien,” Alyx said.

      Howell’s mouth twitched. “You have been paying attention.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Oh, get away with you all! Scram. Enjoy your dance.”
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      Alyx and Dawn went back to their dorm’s bathing room, soaking deeply in the hot tubs and scrubbing the sweat and dust from their skin. Alyx floated in the water for longer than usual, allowing the heat to relax tired muscles. Her mind replayed the battle over and over—she was proud of herself, of all of them. After the confusion of the past weeks, it was nice to know they’d done something right.

      “Come on, sleepyhead, move it,” Dawn eventually called out. “If you don’t hurry and dress, we’ll be late.”

      Alyx climbed out reluctantly and dried off before donning the dress she’d had made in Weeping Stead. It was a pale green colour, patterned with sunflowers around the hem and along the straps. The cotton material fitted closely to her chest and stomach, then flowed out into a looser skirt that fell to her knees. A pair of green sandals finished off her attire, and she was glad it turned out to be a warm day.

      Dawn twirled before her. “What do you think?”

      Alyx’s best friend looked stunning, her shimmering raven hair falling to her waist, setting off a deep blue dress similar in style to Alyx’s. The blue in the dress matched Dawn’s eyes so that they glowed against her fair skin.

      “You look amazing,” Alyx said honestly.

      “So do you.” Dawn smiled cheekily. “Cayr is a lucky man.”

      The mention of Cayr shook her, but she pasted a smile on her face. “Thanks for the compliment, Dawn, but I think you’re exaggerating a little.”

      Dawn cocked her head suddenly. “Your consort for the evening is downstairs and broadcasting his arrival quite loudly in the hopes I’ll read his thoughts.”

      Alyx chuckled. “I’ll see you down there.”

      

      Cario waited outside the entrance of the dormitory building with a group of other male apprentices and initiates. Where most of them seemed nervous, with eyes firmly on their boots or wandering around, Cario stood handsome and confident in ivory pants and long jacket over a dark blue shirt. He smiled widely as he caught sight of Alyx, and immediately offered her his arm.

      She took it gracefully. “You certainly scrub up well.”

      “As do you, Lady Egalion,” he murmured. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      Together they strolled across grounds lit by the orange glow of the setting sun. Inside the great hall, many students were already gathering, enjoying glasses of punch and ale at the large opened windows along each side of the main hall. A long oval space running down the middle of the hall had been left clear for dancing, while tables of food and drink sat along the wall opposite the windows. At the northern end of the hall a group of musically inclined mage students were tuning their instruments.

      All eyes turned to Cario and Alyx as they entered. She enjoyed the attention for a few brief moments before Tarrick appeared, bowing smoothly.

      “Good evening.”

      “Hello, Tarrick.” Alyx laughed, sweeping her eyes over his suit of black. It fit every inch of his tall warrior’s body perfectly. “You look dashing.”

      “Thanks.” He smiled widely. “You look absolutely ravishing.”

      Alyx couldn’t help the flush spreading to her cheeks; back home nobody would have ever addressed her so glowingly, even if they did think she looked ravishing.

      “Hello!” Finn came through the crowd towards them, adjusting the collar on his shirt. “I was about to get a drink. Would you like one?”

      “Please,” Alyx said.

      “I think that’s my job.” Cario smiled. “I’ll come with you, Finn.”

      “Dawn is here,” Tarrick said, pointing at the entrance. He bowed to her as he had to Alyx. She wondered if it was a Zandian custom at formal events. “You look stunning, Dawn.”

      Dawn blushed. “You look very nice too.”

      They were joined next by Jayn and Mika, who urged them over by one of the windows where they could watch the sun setting over the hills. Finn and Cario found them soon after with glasses of punch, and they passed a pleasant period excitedly re-hashing the day’s fight and arguing good-naturedly over who’d done what.

      Then the soft strains of music began drifting through the evening air and Jayn asked Finn to dance. He accepted eagerly, and the others stood and watched in amusement.

      “Want to dance?” Mika gallantly offered his arm to Dawn.

      She took it with a delighted smile, and turning a deep red, Mika nonetheless gracefully swept her off to the dance floor. Minutes later, a pretty apprentice came up to ask Tarrick to dance.

      “Lady Egalion, shall we?” Cario promptly held out a hand.

      She took the hand and allowed him to sweep her onto the dance floor as well. Very quickly she realised he was as accomplished a dancer as he was a telekinetic mage. They moved easily and well together.

      “Don’t think I failed to notice your performance this afternoon,” she said as he twirled her.

      “I have no idea what you mean.” He stepped gracefully sideways, then back to her.

      “You handled three powerful warrior mages all alone for a good amount of time while we were distracted by Galien, and as far as I could tell, you barely broke a sweat.”

      “Your point being?”

      “You’d be a powerful warrior mage.”

      He spun her again before replying. “How unfortunate I have no desire to be one.”

      “What do you plan on doing after you pass your trials?”

      He laughed. “I haven’t a clue.”

      Alyx enjoyed dancing with Cario, and they shared several dances before retiring to have something to eat and drink. After that, she wandered through the crowd, chatting to those she knew and accepting congratulations for Third Patrol’s win. Even Randen came over to congratulate her so earnestly he almost stuttered on his words. She hoped it was a sign some of the initiates wouldn’t feel as afraid to interact with her anymore.

      Night settled over them, and Master Dirrion lit the chandeliers lining the great hall roof with his magic. Their flickering light cast the room in a warm, cozy glow.

      Soon after, Mika came up and offered his hand, his cheeks flushed with warmth and merriment. Alyx agreed with a laugh and they danced a few energetic dances before he relinquished her. After that, she found the drinks’ table, and started sipping at a cool glass of punch; the amount of bodies in the hall was making it very warm. It wasn’t long before Finn came over and requested her hand.

      “I haven’t seen you dancing much tonight,” he teased as they danced. “Surely there has been no shortage of men asking?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve been dancing plenty. Mostly with Cario.” She chuckled. “I’m starting to feel a bit tired from the fight, though.”

      “Of course,” he said in concern. “I’ll stop dragging you around. Go and have a glass of water and sit down for a bit.”

      After a drink, she walked out into one of the kitchen gardens abutting the hall. The cool night air soothed her heated skin, and she sat on a bench, watching the little bugs zooming around the lit torches that illuminated the way back to the dorms. It was nice to have a moment to herself.

      Something tickled at her magic, and her head came up. She got to her feet and walked over to the door to check—the students all appeared to be having a marvellous time under the watchful eye of Dirrion. Nothing seemed amiss.

      “May I have this dance?”

      She turned too quickly—almost stumbling—to see Dashan standing on the other side of the garden. He was wearing plain clothing, and a bruise darkened the right side of his jaw. Looking closer, she saw a cut above his left eye. Worry surged, and she rushed over to him.

      “What happened, are you all right?”

      “I’m all right, mage-girl.” He fended her off gently. “The boys have already looked at my face. They say I’ll be uglier than I used to be, but otherwise fine.”

      “You got to Ladan?”

      “I did, and he is thoroughly warned.” He pointed to his face. “I got this running into a Shiven patrol while slipping back over the border. You should see the other guy.”

      “Dash!” she chided.

      A smile broke across his face—such a wonderfully handsome face, she couldn’t help but think. “The boys told me about your win today. They were falling over themselves in their excitement to describe it in detail.”

      “They were great. I think it was their raucous cheering that got us over the line.”

      “Congratulations, Alyx.”

      “It wasn’t just me, but thank you.”

      A silence fell between them, and into it drifted the strains of music from the dance. Dashan extended a hand, eyebrows raised. “Dance with me?”

      “I’d like that,” she said softly, taking his hand.

      He drew her closer and wrapped a loose arm around her waist. “Don’t you try anything,” she warned teasingly.

      “I would never!” he said with mock indignance.

      “You forget how well I know you,” she reminded him, trying to keep things light, trying to ignore the sensation of his hand burning through the back of her dress.

      “Even so, I would never dare try something in front of your consort for the evening.” He nodded back towards the hall. “How Casta knows so much DarkSkull Hall gossip I’ll never know, but he told me all about the exiting coupling of you and Cario.”

      She snorted. “It’s not like anyone can see us out here. Why, jealous, are we?”

      “Not in the slightest.” Dashan chuckled.

      Stung a little, she replied, “why not?”

      “Let’s just say that I think Cario would much prefer to be here tonight with one of my better-looking Bluecoats than with you.”

      Alyx stared up at Dashan in confusion for a moment before the meaning of his words sank in. “You mean… really? I had no idea.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me in the least,” Dashan said. “You aren’t the most perceptive about these things, Alyx.”

      “Then why didn’t he come tonight with who he wanted?”

      “I’m not sure, but you’ll probably find Cario’s preferences aren’t exactly welcome amongst his high-brow family.”

      “Oh.” Alyx glanced back towards the hall, suddenly very sad for her friend. Just like Tarrick, his family wouldn’t accept him for who he was. What kind of love was that?

      “You look beautiful tonight,” Dashan murmured, drawing her attention back to him with a snap. All thoughts of Cario fell out of her head.

      “Dash…” she breathed, realising how close he was, able to feel the heat of his body through her dress. “What are you doing?”

      He smiled, twining his fingers through their joined hands, and bringing hers up to his lips to kiss it gently. Her eyes closed at the kiss, and she held tighter to him to keep her knees from buckling.

      “I missed you,” he said softly.

      Her breath came out as a sigh. “Me too.”

      Alyx surrendered to the music and the pull between them and laid her head on Dashan’s shoulder, knowing the darkened garden hid them from prying eyes. Time passed, she wasn’t sure how much; she was only aware of the feeling of safety and warmth and something else she couldn’t name sweeping through her. She was startled out of her blissful state when Dashan pulled back.

      “I think the song is ending,” he murmured.

      She opened her eyes to find their faces only inches apart, the expression in Dashan’s eyes sending her heart racing. She swallowed, letting go of his hand and taking a small step back.

      “I’m not a naïve girl anymore, Dash. I’m not oblivious to what’s grown between us.”

      “I know that,” he said quietly. “You have no idea how much I know that. The snooty, self-absorbed rich girl I knew has become this amazingly brave, smart, stunningly beautiful woman, and ever since I first saw you tonight I haven’t been able to take my eyes off you.”

      She sucked in a breath at the intensity of his words, tears forming unbidden in her eyes. “I never thought... never imagined for a second... that there could ever be anyone else for me but Cayr. And now...”

      His whole body stilled, eyes brightening with what she thought might be hope. The confused tangle of emotion surged in her again, less tangled now that she’d finally admitted the truth. But even now she wasn’t certain of anything, didn’t want to hurt him.

      “Alyx, I’m going to kiss you now.” He moved closer, very slowly.

      She shook her head. “You can’t. We can’t.”

      “Then stop me,” he breathed, closing the gap between them in one small step. He hesitated a beat, and when she didn’t move, he leant down and kissed her.

      This time she didn’t stop him, couldn’t stop him. His arms came tightly around her, almost lifting her off the ground, one hand sliding deeply into her hair. She wound her arms around his neck, returned his kiss fiercely, needing more, wanting him so much she couldn’t bear it. This kiss was so different from those kisses she’d shared with Cayr; far more intense, fraught with emotion and a surge of desire. It was nothing like she’d ever felt before, and yet she responded instinctively to his touch.

      Eventually they broke apart, foreheads touching, panting softly. Dashan took one of her hands, twining their fingers together.

      “I’m not a fool. I know that this is impossible,” he whispered.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Gathering her strength, Alyx disentangled herself from him and stepped backwards, moving to sit on a nearby bench seat. She was shaky from emotion—she’d never lost control like that, the way she had just done in kissing Dashan.

      He took a deep breath, running a hand through his hair. “You might be here now, but at the end of the day you’re still Lady Alyx Egalion. There is no world in which it’s okay for you to court a half-Shiven bastard.”

      She winced at the bitterness in his voice, but as much as she wanted to comfort and reassure him, being anything but honest would only hurt him in the long run.

      “What you say is true,” she said carefully. “But what really concerns me is Cayr. This would break his heart.”

      Dashan nodded sadly, coming to sit beside her. “I feel like the worst kind of heel. He’s my best friend.”

      “I simply can’t do this to him, Dash. I love him too much.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s not just that,” she said, standing. It was too hard to be so close to him and not touch him.

      “What do you mean?”

      She met his eyes as he rose to stand before her. “We’re friends now, maybe for the first time in our lives, we’re truly friends. I can’t lose that, I won’t risk it on a fling.”

      “I feel the same way, Egalion. I’m sorry for messing things up.” His eyes slid closed, his forehead coming to rest against hers.

      “You haven’t,” she whispered, trying to swallow back a sob. It felt like her heart was tearing a little at the idea she was going to have to let him go.

      “I should get back to Weeping Stead.” His eyes were on the ground as he took a firm step back, jaw clenched. She recognised the pain in it. “I really only came to let you know Ladan was warned.”

      “I... ” Her voice trailed off. She had to let him go. “Thank you, for everything.”

      He walked away without a backwards glance, and Alyx sat again with a sigh, head dropping into her hands. A scuffing noise caused her to look up and see Finn standing there, confusion etched in his features. Her heart sank.

      “How long have you been standing there?”

      “Long enough. You disappeared so I came looking to make sure you were all right. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” She stood and scrubbed at her eyes. “I’m going to head off to bed, actually.”

      “Alyx?”

      “Please, Finn. Whatever you saw or heard, it’s over and done with. I just want to go and sleep. It’s been a long day.”

      “All right,” he said, his face a mixture of concern and confusion. “I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

      “Thanks Finn. Say goodnight to the others for me, would you?”

      “Sure.”

      

      Alyx was still awake when Dawn returned to their room an hour or so later. No matter how hard she’d tried, or how tired she was, she hadn’t been able to settle enough to sleep. Her skin still sang from Dashan’s touch.

      “You left early.” Dawn smiled as she sat on her bed with a happy sigh.

      “I was tired after the fight and all that dancing.” Alyx shifted under the covers to face Dawn. As much as part of her wanted to talk to Dawn about Dashan, she couldn’t bring herself to. The last thing she wanted was to hurt her friend, and Dawn seemed to really like him, even though it wasn’t reciprocated. Besides, nothing was going to happen with her and Dashan anyway—it just wasn’t possible. Better to move on and try to forget about it. “You look like you had a lovely evening.”

      “I did.” Dawn laid back on her bed with another contented sigh. “What about you?”

      “I enjoyed it too. It was a great way to relax after the anxiousness leading up to the fight, and Cario is a very good dancer.”

      “I could tell.” Dawn chuckled.

      “Dawn…” Alyx hesitated. “Did you know… about Cario?”

      “What about him?”

      “Dashan said something to me a little while ago… about Cario preferring men. And I’d wondered why he invited me to the dance, when he could have had any beautiful apprentice he wanted on his arm.”

      “I thought that might be the case,” Dawn said softly. “Being a telepath, sometimes it’s difficult not to pick up the occasional thought, particularly of those I spend a lot of time with. Does it bother you?”

      “No, not at all,” Alyx said honestly. “But I think it would bother some people.”

      “Like his family?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And people back home?”

      “Particularly from my social sphere,” Alyx admitted. “I feel sad for him.”

      “I don’t think he wants you to feel sad for him.”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      Dawn let out a yawn. “All right, I’m tired. Night.”

      “Night.”

      Alyx turned over and curled up under the covers, her fading thoughts dwelling on Dashan and how it had felt to be in his arms.
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      It was getting late, the inn growing increasingly rowdy as ale flowed like water. Alyx murmured to Dawn that she was going to the privy before slipping away from the table. The press of people was stifling, and she took a deep breath of relief when she finally stepped out into the yard at the back of the inn. Cool air soothed her heated skin.

      “Took you long enough.”

      “I did my best,” she countered. “You’d best talk fast before Tarrick realises I’ve been gone too long for a privy break.”

      Brynn stepped out of the shadows across the yard. Fighting not to roll her eyes at his penchant for mysteriousness, she walked over to meet him.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      “Brynn! Information?”

      “Right. Oh, I heard about the dance the other night.”

      Her heart leapt into her throat. “What did you hear?”

      Brynn cocked his head, looking curiously at her in the dimness. “That it was a good night, and people enjoyed themselves. Even better, that Third Patrol beat Galien. Why? Did something else happen I should have heard about?”

      “Nothing.” She was being an idiot. Only Finn had seen… well, and Finn didn’t even know Brynn was alive. “Why are we meeting? I didn’t think I’d see you again for months.”

      “You wouldn’t, but I learned something that would interest you, and given I was passing through on my way south, I took the opportunity to meet.”

      “You’re travelling south?” She arched an eyebrow, a spark of anger kindling in her chest. “Tracking Taliath children, are you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I am not,” he said pointedly.

      “What does the council think you are doing?”

      “That doesn’t concern you.”

      “Brynn!” She paused, exasperated. “They’re going to work out what’s going on if you suddenly stop ‘finding’ potentials.”

      “I’ve got a bit of time before that happens. Either way, it’s not for you to worry about.”

      “Fine. What do you have for me—does it have to do with the thing I asked you to look into?”

      Brynn looked around dramatically then dropped his voice. “You mean the missing mages?”

      “Yes, I mean that. Stop being a fool!”

      He chuckled. “I’ve been doing some research when I can manage it without anyone noticing. Mostly I’ve found information we already know. There is one interesting titbit I came across though.”

      “And it is?”

      Brynn leaned closer, lowering his voice so she had to strain to hear him. “In every case of a mage going missing, council investigators have been unable to find traces of magic use.”

      Alyx frowned. “That makes no sense.”

      “Right! What mage being attacked doesn’t use his or her magic to try and fight off their attacker?”

      “Could they have been drugged?”

      “Some yes, but many others were taken from the privacy of their own homes, or in similarly isolated circumstances. So either they drugged themselves, or someone they knew drugged them...”

      “And the odds of all of them having known and trusted the same person over a span of decades are slim to none,” Alyx finished.

      “To manage to kidnap all these powerful mages without them using magic... it’s got to be some big operation, right? One person couldn’t have managed it by themselves.”

      That wasn’t a comforting thought. “Keep working on it,” Alyx said. “If the council knows any more, I want to know it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He offered her a salute.

      “Be careful.” She reached out to touch his arm, genuinely concerned. “If the council found out what you were doing...”

      He smiled reassuringly. “I’ll be fine.”

      

      Fortunately, nobody had noticed how long Alyx had been outside, though Tarrick used her re-appearance to break up the conversation.

      “We’ve got an early patrol tomorrow,” he replied to their complaints. “I’d rather not get up with a sore head.”

      “I never thought I’d complain about being put on active duty again.” Dawn sighed as they walked out.

      “Ha. It’s not like they could keep us suspended after we beat First Patrol.”

      “Rothai hasn’t forgotten, and that means Romas hasn’t forgiven yet either,” Dawn warned.

      “I’ve been wondering about that. Do you think they’ll make the end of year tests harder for us? Or set a higher bar for us to meet?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Finn chimed in from ahead.

      Alyx echoed Dawn’s sigh. “All we can do is try our best.”

      

      Sweat trickled down the back of Alyx’s neck as she concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other without making a noise. The thick forest canopy shielded them from direct sunlight, but it was still overly warm and sticky, despite the early hour. A glance to her right showed Cario’s still figure crouched amidst thick ferns a few paces away. Around them, the peaceful silence of the forest was broken only by the occasional birdsong.

      We’ve gotten better at this, she thought, moving stealthily through the landscape. All morning they’d been following the tracks of a Shiven attack party they’d come across less than an hour after riding out from DarkSkull. The information collected by the Weeping Stead militia scouts had been good—Tarrick estimated the tracks they were following likely belonged to a unit at least twenty strong.

      It made Alyx wonder about herself, sometimes, that she was so quickly becoming the warrior mage she’d never wanted to be, so dramatically different from everything she’d wanted for her life only a year earlier. Barely eighteen, on her previous birthday she’d lain in the sun dreaming about Cayr and desperately wanting to go home. She’d been unable to access her power and had planned on never coming back to DarkSkull.

      But she had come back, and it had been so different this time. She had found her power and faced down Galien. She had a brother. He was a Taliath like their father and in terrible danger. Brynn was alive. She still missed Cayr, and her home, but it was a faint yearning, not something that dominated her every waking moment. She’d changed. Alyx just hoped it was a change for the better.

      The whole subject of Dashan she continued to avoid like the plague.

      “Hold,” Dawn sent.

      Alyx paused, ducking silently behind a tree, staff ready in her hands. The telepath was ahead of the patrol, using her powerful magic to track the residue of thoughts left by the Shiven they were hunting.

      While her eyes scanned the forest around them for a possible ambush, Alyx used her power to listen for thoughts of any Shiven, without any luck. Again, she reminded herself to spend more time working on her other absorbed powers. Concussion bursts and telekinesis were fun, but if she wanted to be able to best Galien someday, she’d need to be accomplished at far more than that.

      “All right, come forward,” Dawn sent eventually.

      Alyx rose and jogged ahead, using telepathy to pinpoint Dawn’s location, coming upon her friend in a small clearing. The remains of a campfire smouldered nearby, and there were scuff marks in the dry dirt around it.

      Tarrick emerged from the trees. “They’ve been gone a while, probably since dawn.”

      Dawn nodded agreement. “I can still pick up faint traces of their thoughts. Their intention when they left was to return home.”

      “Why abort an attack like that?” Finn frowned.

      “I don’t care!” Mika proclaimed. “It’s far too hot to be traipsing around after Shiven.”

      “I second that.” Alyx grinned, swinging her staff up into its holster.

      Tarrick nodded. “Let’s get the horses and head back to DarkSkull to make our report.”

      “You know what’s on the way back?” Finn said as they began trudging back uphill.

      Dawn laughed as she caught her brother’s thought. “It is a perfect day for the pools.”

      “A quick swim to cool down wouldn’t delay us too long.” Jayn looked at Tarrick.

      “I think we deserve a nice swim,” Alyx added.

      Tarrick rolled his eyes. “One hour at the pools, then we go back. Agreed?”

      “You’re such a wise and generous leader,” Finn teased.

      Tarrick punched him on the shoulder, sending the smaller man stumbling. Dawn and Alyx laughed.

      It was already too warm to gallop, so after returning to the horses, they rode back over the valley wall alternating a walk and a canter. The forest was quiet and heavy with humidity as they came down the trail leading to the pools.

      “Last one in is a hairy hog!” Mika shouted suddenly, leaping down from the saddle and running for the water.

      Refusing to be beaten, Alyx dismounted and sprinted after him. As she ran, she tore at the buckles of her holster, ripping the thing off just as she rounded the corner. Tarrick and Finn were hot on her heels, Tarrick’s long legs overtaking her at the last minute.

      With a loud whoop she leapt off the rocky edge and bombed into the water, making as loud a splash as she could. Cold green water closed deliciously over her head, and she came up spluttering and dragging hair off her face. Finn landed right beside her as she surfaced, deluging her in spray.

      She waited till he came up, then slapped water in his face in retaliation. An earnest water fight ensued, carrying on for a while before they tired out and simply floated on the surface.

      Alyx clambered out of the water first; unlike the boys she’d been unable to strip down, and she wanted her sleeveless tunic to dry before riding back to DarkSkull. Finding a convenient rock she lay flat on it, soaking up the dappled sun through the trees. After a while Finn joined her, settling himself comfortably nearby.

      “I’ve been reading more about the Taliath.”

      Alyx looked over in interest. “Really?”

      “Yes. With everything that’s happened, I wanted to learn more.”

      She shifted to look at him, Dawn’s words about Finn being a thinker coming back to her. “Will you tell me?”

      He beamed. “According to the historical texts, Taliath used to be trained on an island just off the Shiven mainland, a place called ShadowFall Island. It was a secretive place, so I don’t know much about what went on there.”

      “The last group of Taliath potentials training there were killed in a fire, weren’t they? Do you think others have gone there since?”

      “I don’t know. There was one other interesting thing I found, though.”

      “Hmmm?” she asked lazily.

      “Shakar studied on ShadowFall Island.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. From what I can tell, he went to ShadowFall Island after he discovered that he had absorbed the Taliath ability from his lover.”

      “After he’d finished studying at DarkSkull?”

      “Not right away. After he passed the trials, he worked for the council. That must have been when he met his lover. Almost four years after passing his trials he showed up at ShadowFall Island, an arrogant young man with the legendary fighting ability and invulnerability of the Taliath and all the power of a fully trained mage of the higher order. He spent a year there, I think, and then he simply vanished. The council couldn’t find him. The war started a year later when Shakar attacked a town in southern Tregaya, killing everyone.”

      “I wonder what he did in that missing year?” Alyx mused. “And I wonder why that particular town?”

      Finn shrugged. “Another thing I can tell you about ShadowFall—mages weren’t allowed on the island unless invited.”

      “How does that work?”

      “It has something to do with the Taliath invulnerability. When there’s a large grouping of them together, such as on ShadowFall Island, it creates a shield of sorts,” Finn frowned. “I’m not really sure how it works, but I suppose it wouldn’t apply now, when there aren’t any Taliath there.”

      “That would explain why Dawn had no luck last year in reaching Ladan!” Alyx said in realisation. “Remember, he came specifically to our classes for her to learn his thoughts, but it never really worked.”

      “Right, yes! Taliath invulnerability doesn’t just apply to physical weapons, but also magic. I wonder whether that fire all those years ago really was an accident.” Finn turned to her. “You really don’t approve, do you?”

      “And you do?” she retorted.

      “I don’t approve of murder, no,” Finn said carefully. “But when I think of a powerful mage like Galien taking a Taliath lover and becoming nigh on invulnerable…”

      “Surely it can’t work like that.” Alyx frowned. “What, Galien grabs the nearest female Taliath he can find, forces her to bed him, and gets Taliath invulnerability? If that’s how it works, why hasn’t he done it already? You can’t tell me Galien is afraid of what the council might think. Then there’s my mother, who was married to a Taliath yet apparently wasn’t invulnerable.”

      “She wasn’t at the time she was tested. Who knows what happened after.” He eyed her, clearly warming to the intellectual debate. “How do you think it works, then?”

      “Proximity is the key for mages of the higher order to absorb,” Alyx mused aloud. “But what if it’s more than physical proximity for some powers? Maybe Shakar was deeply in love with his Taliath, and it was that emotional connection combined with the physical that allowed him to absorb her invulnerability.”

      “You’re an insufferable romantic.” Finn laughed. “You absorb powers off people without being in love with them.”

      “But different powers are absorbed to different degrees, right? I still haven’t picked up a shred of your healing talent, for example,” she pointed out. “If it was that easy, then I would have absorbed Taliath ability already, from either my father or brother.”

      “Or it could be that an extended period of close proximity is required. It’s likely that eventually you’ll absorb at least some of my healing ability if we continue to work so closely together,” he said.

      “I’ve been physically close to my father my whole life.”

      “Yes, but your magic didn’t break out until last year, and you haven’t spent much time with him or Ladan since then.”

      Alyx considered that for a moment, but shook her head. “If it was just physical proximity then Galien, or even Lord-Mage Casovar, would have done it.”

      Finn sighed heavily, flummoxed. “The problem is, we just don’t know.”

      “We’ll likely never know.”

      “Exactly, which is why the council is taking such extreme precautions.”

      “Precautions? It’s cold-blooded murder.”

      Finn smiled, obviously deciding not to argue. “Well, as long as you, Lord-Mage Casovar or Galien never take a Taliath lover, we can all sleep soundly at night.”

      “Me?” Alyx snorted incredulously.

      “Yes.” Finn’s expression went serious. “Who do you think the Mage Council is protecting the world against by hunting down the Taliath? It’s not just Galien and Casovar.”

      “They think I’m a danger?” She gaped. “That’s absurd.”

      “You’re a mage innocent. You have no idea how powerful you are.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’ll turn into an evil tyrant!”

      “Power corrupts. Add your immense abilities to the Taliath invulnerability, and you could do whatever you wanted.”

      “The point is moot, I’m not going to take a Taliath lover. They’re mostly gone, and those that aren’t are being murdered one by one.”

      “And you’re going to marry Cayr.”

      “And that too.”

      “You sure about that?”

      She turned to face him, surprised. “What does that mean?”

      “Are you forgetting what I saw at the dance?”

      “I told you not to start on that. You saw nothing.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.” She eyed him seriously. “I love Cayr. Things with Dashan just got… confused because we’ve spent more time than usual together this year. He’s an old friend, but that’s all.”

      “All right,” he conceded, raising his hands in the air.

      “Come on, lazy heads, up you get.” Tarrick hauled himself out of the water. “Fun time is over.”

      Finn shot a grin towards Alyx at Tarrick’s bossiness as they rose. Alyx mustered a return smile, too unsettled from their conversation to really mean it.
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      Apprentices and initiates dotted the fields of the valley floor, cutting and baling hay, preparing for next winter. A few of the hard-working students raised a hand in greeting as the horses of Third Patrol passed by, all of which were returned with a smile and a wave.

      An initiate came running up to them as they left the fields and turned the horses towards the stables.

      “Your patrol is wanted out front, Apprentice Tylender,” the youth said politely.

      “Thanks, Tarana.”

      Alyx’s look of surprise matched the others’ when they came around the corner to see the full unit of her Bluecoat detail mounted and waiting by the front steps. Her gaze went instantly to Dashan, who had dismounted to wait for them, and a smile tugged at her mouth.

      She hadn’t seen him in the week since the dance due to heavier patrolling duties assigned to both the Blue Guard and Third Patrol, and she’d missed him. He caught her smile and grinned back unreservedly, tipping the brim of his blue hat.

      “Dash!” Tarrick swung out of the saddle and they all walked over to him. The sun baked Alyx’s bare skin, and she thought longingly of the pools they’d just been swimming in.

      “Hello, Tarrick.”

      “What brings you by?” Alyx asked. “Do you have a meeting with Master Romas?”

      “No, actually.” Dashan pulled a piece of thick paper from his tunic pocket. “I received a missive from Alistriem this morning. Lord-Mage Casovar has ordered all three of you home.”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar doesn’t have the authority to order me anywhere,” Alyx said lightly. “As you well know.”

      “In this instance, Lord-Mage Casovar carries the authority of the king,” he said soberly, handing her the paper.

      She looked at it in surprise. The seal on the paper was definitely the king’s, even though the orders had been signed by Casovar. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve spoken to Master Romas and explained the situation. The Bluecoats are packed and ready to go.”

      “You want us to leave now?”

      “The message stresses urgency, if you read through.”

      “We have to go, don’t we?” Finn directed this at his sister.

      Dawn nodded, looking as confused as Alyx. “We can’t ignore orders from the king.”

      “Dashan, a minute please?” Alyx said crisply.

      She jogged up the front steps and through the doors into the cool interior of the entrance foyer, waiting for him to join her. His boots echoed in the cavernous space as he entered.

      “What can I do for your royal ladyship?” he mocked.

      “Don’t give me that tone, Dash!”

      “How about you drop the tone! I’m not going to stand here and get treated like one of your underlings because you’re angry.”

      She stared at him furiously for a minute before realising he was right. It wasn’t him she was angry at.

      “What’s really going on? It’s only you and me in here.”

      “I have no idea. Do you think Lord-Mage Casovar would entrust a lowly, half-Shiven lieutenant with his plans? Perhaps if you didn’t allow your jealousy of his daughter to colour your perception of him, you wouldn’t be so upset.”

      “That’s nasty, even for you.”

      He let out a breath, running a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. “I’m even less happy about this than you are. I like being here, and I don’t particularly want to go home.”

      There was a clear double meaning in his words, and Alyx smiled despite herself. “I know what you mean.”

      “So, home we go.” He smiled crookedly and offered his arm. “Shall we?”

      She sighed, ignoring his outstretched arm. “I’ll speak with the others first, but I’ll need to talk to Master Romas before we leave.”

      “I figured you would.” Dashan nodded. “Can I have Dawn pack your things while we’re waiting?”

      “Sure.”

      Tarrick and the twins were still waiting outside, but Mika, Cario and Jayn were missing.

      “We said goodbye, gave them our best wishes, all of that,” Tarrick explained. “They’ll do fine, and we’ll see them again in a few short months anyway.”

      “You said goodbye?” Alyx raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh, yes, I forgot about your selective memory. Wherever you go, I go, remember?”

      “Okay, good, then you can tell Romas that he’s losing another apprentice mage,” Alyx told him.

      “Didn’t Dash already square things away with Romas?” Tarrick asked.

      “Not for you he didn’t.” She smiled. “Come on.”

      

      “Cario just left too?” Alyx asked as they walked towards the main hall, surprised and a little hurt he hadn’t lingered. She’d thought he’d at least say goodbye face-to-face.

      “He doesn’t care, remember?” Tarrick said dryly. “He gave that typical shrug of his and walked off.”

      “I expected more from him,” she said, more to herself than anything, but Tarrick heard her.

      “You did? I don’t know why. He’s always made it clear he didn’t much care about us one way or the other.”

      “That’s what he said. His actions tell a different story.”

      “How?”

      She turned, stopping him mid-stride. “Don’t tell me you don’t realise that he basically won that exhibition match for us? The man who hates fighting more than anything?”

      “Yeah, okay.” Tarrick sighed. “I think you’re under-selling your own actions in the match, but I see your point.”

      They kept walking, Alyx welcoming the cool of the interior as they headed up the stairs to Romas’s offices. When they reached the top, the sound of voices filtered towards them. She stopped, holding out on arm to keep Tarrick from rounding the corner when she recognised both Cario and Romas’s voices.

      “What’s going on, Romas?”

      It was a shock to hear Cario address the head of DarkSkull without his title, but Romas didn’t seem perturbed by it.

      “I don’t know. The orders didn’t come from me.”

      “Are you sure?” Cario’s voice lowered, and his voice lost its usual lazy drawl. “You and the council have your tentacles all over that Egalion girl, and it was you who put me in that group to keep watch on her.”

      Alyx sucked in a breath, and beside her Tarrick stiffened. The sharp sting of betrayal rushed through her, and she closed her eyes briefly, forcing back the tears that welled. Tarrick shifted as if to step forward, and Alyx had to tighten her grip on his arm to stop him from walking out and confronting them.

      “I’m aware,” Romas said, sounding impatient now. “But I haven’t had contact with Master Casovar since he left the council’s service.”

      “How am I supposed to report to the council on her activities if she’s not here?”

      Romas sighed. “Alyx will be back here next year to continue her training, and that’s all the council cares about. As you can imagine, they have other ways of keeping an eye on her while she’s away.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Cario’s voice took on a mocking edge. “You and I both know that Alistriem is one of the few places the council hasn’t fully penetrated.”

      “Master Casovar is the Lord-Mage of Rionn.”

      “Oh well, I’m glad the council has such faith and trust in Casovar. I think you’re making a mistake.”

      “And you think I care about your thoughts on the matter, Apprentice?”

      Alyx heard Cario chuckle softly, then footsteps as he walked away in the opposite direction. A moment later, they heard Romas’s door closing as the master returned to his office.

      “Leave it,” Alyx said to Tarrick, whose face had turned hard. She was telling herself as much as Tarrick when she continued. “I’m upset too, but I don’t want to think about it now. We’re leaving. Let’s deal with Cario next year.”

      “I can’t just—”

      “It’s better for us if they don’t know we know.” Alyx cut him off. “Think about it, Tarrick. Let’s go in there and pretend everything is fine. Make sure your mental shield is tight.”

      He saw the sense in her words quickly, and his eyes closed as he took a calming breath. “Let’s do it.”

      

      The master stood from behind his desk at their entry. Rothai was there also, his face impassive. Alyx wondered what either of them would say if they knew she’d overheard Romas’s conversation with Cario.

      “Lieutenant Caverlock has already informed me of your summons,” Romas spoke as Tarrick opened his mouth. “And I had expected that you would travel with them, Apprentice Tylender.”

      “We have no choice but to go,” Alyx explained. “The summons comes directly from our king.”

      “Through Master Casovar?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m sure it goes without saying, but I would prefer that you stay. Your training is not finished.”

      “We understand,” Tarrick said. “But it’s only a matter of weeks until the end of the school year anyway. We’ll be back for the beginning of next year.”

      Romas acknowledged that with a nod. “You’ve all performed well this year, and so I’ll waive your required exams and advise the council that you’ve passed your second year.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Alyx was surprised at his generosity.

      “What I’ve said to you before remains true even when you’re not at DarkSkull, Alyx.” Romas stood now. “Remain in contact, if you need to.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And please pass my gratitude, and that of Commander Helson of Weeping Stead, to Lieutenant Caverlock. I know the militia will be very sad to see him go. He’s an excellent officer.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Very well. Dismissed.”

      “Apprentice Tylender?” Rothai’s voice stopped them at the door.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “When you return next year, you’ll be DarkSkull’s First fighting patrol,” he said with no change in his cool voice. “Ensure you return prepared.”

      “Yes, sir.” Tarrick nodded, and they left the room.

      

      Howell waited for them outside, and Alyx felt a stab of sadness to be leaving her master. After everything, she would really miss him.

      “I’ve heard the news.” He waved off Tarrick’s explanations. “I obviously have no choice in the matter, and in truth, the four of you don’t really need to be here for the remaining weeks of the year. You’ve more than met the academic and magical requirements for second-year apprentices.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Alyx smiled. “We will be coming back.”

      “Good.” Howell beamed. “And you’ll all be missed in the meantime.”

      “Thank you for everything this year, sir.” Tarrick offered his hand, shaking Howell’s warmly.

      “You all stick together,” Howell said, turning serious. “Alyx, I hope I’ve managed to make you aware of the dangers you face. Be careful.”

      “I will,” she promised.

      “I’ll make sure of it,” Tarrick said firmly. “I’ll get her back here safe and sound, sir, you can count on it.”

      Howell nodded. “Very well. Off with you then.”

      Alyx and Tarrick both smiled. “Yes, sir.”

      

      They paused at the main gates to DarkSkull Hall, peering back at the long sweeping grounds and large stone buildings. The Bluecoats had ridden on ahead, giving them a moment.

      “Say goodbye to Third fighting patrol,” Finn said mournfully, looking back at the imposing great hall.

      “We’ll be back soon,” Alyx said with a confidence she didn’t feel.

      “I hope so,” Dashan said, his dark brown eyes fixed on her. “I really do.”

      “Come on.” Dawn smiled at them all. “Surely you can see the irony in this; when did we ever think we’d be sad to leave DarkSkull?”

      Alyx chuckled. “True enough.”

      

      After they’d made camp that night, and it was just the five of them sitting around a fire, three Bluecoat sentries pacing the shadows some distance away, Tarrick told the others about what he and Alyx had overheard.

      “Surely not?” Dawn frowned in confusion. “Cario wouldn’t…”

      “We heard him say it himself,” Alyx said quietly. “He said he’d been placed in our group so that he could watch me and write reports back to the council on what I was doing.”

      “But why? Surely Romas could write reports on you back to the council—it’s not like much goes on at DarkSkull that he isn’t aware of.”

      “Dawn, think how much more Cario knows about us than Romas,” Finn said heavily. “It makes a certain horrible sense, given who Cario is. I don’t know why we didn’t think of it.”

      “What are we going to do?” Dawn looked as upset as Alyx felt. “How could he do something like that? Pretend to be our friend, and then betray us.”

      “He wasn’t your friend,” Dashan said coldly. “Or he wouldn’t have done it. Excuse me, I need to check on the sentries.”

      None of them said anything as he rose abruptly and strode off into the darkness. Alyx sympathised with his anger, but was more hurt than anything else. She had truly regarded Cario as her friend, and to learn he’d been pretending the whole time…

      “Alyx was right, though,” Tarrick started speaking again. “We should forget about him for now. We can deal with it when we return to DarkSkull—for a start we’ll be able to use this knowledge to our advantage.”

      “I suppose,” Dawn said sadly.

      Finn wrapped an arm around his sister’s shoulders and drew her against him. “We’ve still got each other.”

      Alyx nodded at them. “Yes, we do. And that’s no small thing.”

      

      The magical hooks slid into her mind, the sensation akin to a red-hot poker being driven under her skin. She started into awareness, already knowing it was hopeless to struggle, but doing it anyway. He was prepared for her surge of power this time, smothering it with horrifying ease.

      “What do you want?’ she screamed into the void.

      A faint whisper of laughter. Alyx grabbed onto that sound, using it to anchor her.

      “Who are you?”

      The mind of her tormentor stayed well out of reach. He had no interest in telling her who he was or what he wanted. His contempt for her seethed through the nightmare. It was no use to struggle, so she stayed still and quiet, waiting for whatever it was he had planned for her.

      Instead of dragging her down the dark tunnel like before, he drowned her in a slew of images. People she knew. Dawn slumped over the fallen body of an unknown mage. Finn in a shadowed room, a hand reaching out to clamp down over his face and drag him away. Tarrick lying dead in a field of bodies.

      “The future.” As whisper-soft as the laughter, but there was no amusement there. Only certainty.

      “I don’t believe you.” She refused to give him the reaction he wanted, grimly clinging to the knowledge he was trying to torment her. That’s all it was.

      “You don’t need to believe me for it to happen.”

      “I’ll stop it.”

      “No, you won’t. You’re already sowing the seeds of your own destruction.”

      An image of Dashan flashed then, only instead of his Bluecoat uniform he wore all white, and he carried the Taliath sword from the domed room. His dream form took two steps forward to engage a faceless enemy, the grace and skill of his movements unmistakable.

      Her tormentor’s laugh reverberated in agonizing echoes through her mind as he felt her realization of what he was telling her. Alyx whimpered, her remaining strength crumbling rapidly in the terror and despair his revelation caused. Instinct made her lash out with magic, desperate to escape, to get out.

      “Not yet,” he crooned. “Best you not take that knowledge with you. I’d much prefer to watch you fall, utterly unknowing, into disaster.”

      The pain was unbearable, blades slicing through her brain. Alyx woke screaming, thrashing around under a blanket that suddenly felt as if it were trying to trap her.

      “See you soon, Alyx Egalion....”

      “Alyx!”

      Dashan got to her first, but she shoved hard at his chest as he reached out. Kicking frantically at the blanket, she turned and vomited, her stomach heaving even after there was nothing left to bring up. Sweat slicked her skin, trickling down her spine, and her heart thundered uncontrollably.

      The next touch was Finn, his magic calming her body’s violent reaction to the nightmare. She remained on her hands and knees, sagging in exhaustion, gasping for air.

      “Are you all right?” Tarrick sounded frantic, but she couldn’t speak, needing several moments of sucking in deep lungfuls of the cold night air.

      “It was another nightmare, wasn’t it?” Dashan’s voice, and then Dawn’s, answering with a soft, “I think so.”

      “I’m all right,” Alyx managed weakly, sinking back to her blankets.

      “No, you’re not.”

      This time she didn’t stop Dashan as he settled beside her and drew her gently against his chest.

      “Can I do anything more?” Finn knelt before her. Tarrick and Dawn were on either side of him, wearing identically worried expressions. A short distance away, Josha hovered, hand on the hilt of his sword. At a gesture from Dashan, he nodded and returned to sentry duty.

      “Alyx?”

      “Sorry.” She took another breath. “I’m not sick, Finn, but thanks. I just need a few minutes.”

      “Can you tell us what happened?” Dashan murmured.

      Alyx nodded, relating in halting words what she could remember. “After he told me I didn’t need to believe him... there was something else, I think, but I can’t... I can’t...”

      “It’s all right.” Finn reached out, soothing her again with his magic.

      “What are we going to do?” Tarrick’s voice broke the silence that fell. “I mean, if this is more than just some twisted mage out there taunting Alyx for no particular reason, then we have bigger problems than missing mages and a newly-belligerent Shivasa.”

      “What if it’s all connected?” Finn asked.

      A beat of silence, then, “I don’t even want to think about that,” Tarrick said.

      “Even if it is some twisted mage out there doing this to Alyx, it needs to be stopped.” Dashan’s voice in her ear, his fury unmistakable even though he’d kept his voice low.

      “Maybe Lord-Mage Casovar can help once we’re back in Alistriem?” Dawn suggested.

      “Or Astor,” Dashan added. “He’s her godfather, after all.”

      Their conversation faded away as a sleepy lassitude fell over Alyx. Her eyes slid shut, the soft stroking of Dashan’s fingers through her hair helping her to relax entirely.

      Taliath. Taliath. Taliath.

      That single word had been beating through her brain since she’d woken.

      But why?
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      A bird swooped low overhead, screeching loudly, but Alyx barely noticed, her attention firmly focused on trying to convince a stubborn Bluecoat to do things her way. She hadn’t missed the glances the twins were shooting each other though—if their amusement became any more blatant, she was going to give serious thought to beating them about the head with her staff.

      “Lord-Mage Casovar booked us ship passage for a reason. It’s safer.” Irritation leaked from Dashan’s voice, and he wore that stubborn look on his face she hated.

      “I’m aware of that,” Alyx said, keeping admirable hold of her temper. “But I think it’s important that we go overland instead.”

      “So you can see your brother.” It wasn’t a question, and the cocky assurance in his voice almost tipped her over the edge. Damn his need to be right about her all the time.

      “You don’t think it’s important we talk with him?” she asked. “If we go overland, we can head east and cross Shivasa to the north of Widow Falls. You yourself said it only takes a day or two to cross there because it’s so narrow. We’d be in Rionn inside a week.”

      His eyebrows shot upwards, voice rising an octave to match. “You want to cross Shiven territory with a unit of Bluecoats? Why don’t you declare war on them while we’re at it?”

      Alyx caught another look shared between the twins—more amusement—and gritted her teeth. Her patience was wearing dangerously thin, and she blessed Tarrick’s silent presence at her side. If it wasn’t for his characteristic steadiness, this would have become a shouting match much sooner.

      “You’re being dramatic.” She tried for calm and mostly managed it.

      “I’m not,” Dashan said flatly, crossing his arms and staring her down. “I’m responsible for your protection, and the safest way to get back to Alistriem is via ship.”

      “You’re responsible for my protection, but that’s it,” she snapped, his high-handedness finally shattering her hard-won patience. “You’re forgetting who’s actually in charge here.”

      An icy silence fell, Dashan’s expression hardening into real anger. “You’re pulling rank on me?”

      A retort was ready on her lips, but Tarrick spoke up before it could leave her mouth. Clearly he’d decided it was time to step in.

      “Dash, I’m concerned about Alyx’s protection as much as you are, but Dawn is with us,” Tarrick said. “Unless the territory we’re planning to cross is absolutely infested with Shiven warriors—doubtful, given how far east it is from the rest of the country—she will identify any patrol well before they see us. We should be able to get across and into Rionn without them ever knowing we were there.”

      “And I think getting back to Alistriem sooner rather than later is a good idea,” Dawn added. “Even allowing for a stop at Widow Falls, we’d get there much faster than if we go by ship. Don’t you want to find out why we were so precipitously ordered home? What if something is wrong?”

      Dashan levelled a stony look on Finn, who gave a sheepish shrug. “I agree with Alyx. Sorry.”

      “Fine.” Dashan spoke through clenched teeth. “We’ll do it Alyx’s way.”

      She sighed as he stalked away to pass on the news to the other Bluecoats— Dashan’s temper was never enjoyable to experience, and she was just as irritated with herself for failing to keep calm. Now she faced a long trip home with a moody Bluecoat who would make a point of continuing to test her patience. Not exactly what they needed while trying to safely cross Shiven territory.

      “At least you tried being patient with him,” Tarrick said dryly.

      “For at least a whole minute,” Finn chimed in.

      “You’re both hilarious,” she said.  “I’m going to get something to eat.”

      

      Alyx ruminated on Dawn’s words as she chewed on a piece of stale bread by the fire. They were two days out from DarkSkull, a mysterious summons from the Rionnan king via Lord-Mage Casovar resulting in Alyx, her fellow apprentice mages and her Bluecoat escort leaving weeks ahead of the official end of the study year. She hoped there was nothing seriously wrong. There’d been no indication of it in the note.

      Inevitably her thoughts turned to her fight with Dashan. There was another complication she didn’t need. She’d been slow to realise the powerful attraction growing between them, but now it was impossible to ignore. And each time she thought of how he’d kissed her, how she’d wanted him to, a horrible surge of guilt followed.

      Cayr. Her best friend since childhood. The man she loved. Planned to marry. Even though they were technically apart while she was away at DarkSkull, that hadn’t changed the fundamental understanding between them. They loved each other, always had and always would.

      Finn wandered into her eyeline, snapping her from the never-ending circling of her thoughts. She offered a smile as he settled himself beside her. “Dawn says the east route is clear as far as her magic extends.”

      “Not surprising.” Alyx nodded. “But we need to make sure she gets enough rest before we hit Shivasa.”

      “I’ll keep a close eye on her.” He gave her a pointed look. “You need rest too.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Neither of them said it, but they were both thinking of the nightmare she’d had the night after leaving DarkSkull. It had been the worst so far, and had left them all uneasy about what it meant. The feeling that she’d forgotten something important continued to niggle at her... but each time she tried to remember, there was nothing there. The harder she tried, the vaguer her memory became—and the more her head ached. It was a familiar sensation.

      “Do you think he took memories from you?” Finn seemed to pick up on her thoughts.

      Alyx gave a sharp nod. The mere thought of it made her feel sick, and she silently begged Finn not to pursue it.

      “Is that why you don’t seem overjoyed to be going home?” He smiled, changing the subject. “Not that I’m not grateful you haven’t mentioned Cayr’s name a thousand times in the past few days.”

      She chuckled, but it rang hollow. “It’s hard to be excited about going home after everything we learned this year, knowing Taliath are being hunted and wondering why a dark mage is haunting my nightmares.” And Brynn. What would happen to him? As angry as she still was about his role in hunting Taliath potentials, she counted him amongst her dearest friends. She’d managed only a quick letter—left in the hands of Rodin to deliver—as they passed through Weeping Stead, but wasn’t confident it would reach him anytime soon, especially if he was away on council business.

      Finn hesitated. “It’s not just that, is it? Alyx, the fight between you and Dashan before, it felt like it was more than just about which way to travel home. And you’ve both been maudlin ever since.”

      “Dashan is mad because he hates it when anyone tells him what to do, especially me,” she said sharply.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “All that may be true, but are you forgetting what I stumbled into at the dance?”

      “I’ve told you that was nothing but a moment of confusion. And even if it were different, it’s none of your business!” He’d poked at a sore spot, and she reacted without thinking in an attempt to shut him down.

      Finn’s mouth tightened. “Dashan isn’t the only one who hates it when you talk down to people like the high and mighty noble girl you used to be.”

      “Finn—”

      But he was already gone, having risen to his feet and walked away. Alyx tossed the remains of her bread away in frustration. She’d apologise later.

      

      Silence weighed over the group for the four-day journey down through Shivasa and into northern Rionn, and not just because of the potential danger around them. Dashan remained uncommunicative and distant, often assigning himself to patrol duty, and Finn’s annoyance with Alyx lingered in his cool words and lack of conversation. Tarrick went into his usual protector mode, focusing on nothing but ensuring they stayed clear of the Shiven, and while Dawn may have noticed the tension, the burden of keeping them safe lay with her magic, and she had no energy for anything but that.

      Some of the tension left as they crossed safely into Rionn, as if a giant breath had been exhaled. That first night Alyx approached Finn with a peace offering while he stood sentry some distance from the fire—the chance at an intellectual conversation.

      “Do you think Shakar turned dark because he became invulnerable?” It was a thought that had been weighing on her mind since the revelations in Carhall, as she tried to reason her way to an understanding of why the council was murdering innocents, or even some idea of why they were so afraid of a mage of the higher order absorbing invulnerability.

      Immediately Finn’s eyes lit up, his lingering coolness towards her vanishing. “Not literally, I wouldn’t think. But power corrupts, and a mage of the higher order being invulnerable too? That is power at its most pure.”

      “How?” She frowned.

      “It gave him the ability to do whatever he wanted,” Finn said simply. “Who or what was going to stop him once he set his mind to it?”

      “Isn’t that overly simplistic? We all have an innate sense of right and wrong—just because we can do something doesn’t mean we do. And from all accounts Shakar was a rational man.”

      “But that’s just it, most people can talk themselves into anything if they think it’s for the right reasons. What wouldn’t you do, for example, to save your father? Or one of us? And there lies the problem... once you’d rationalised it to yourself, who could stop you?”

      Alyx bit her lip, mulling that over. It made a certain chilling sense. She’d killed a man last year—something she’d never ever thought she would do—to protect Tarrick. What wouldn’t she be willing to do, if presented with the same situation again? At least now, if she went too far, there were those who could stop her.

      Finn’s warm hand landed on her shoulder, and his cheerful smile dispelled some of the darkness of her thoughts. “Just don’t go taking any Taliath lovers and we’ll all be fine.”

      She tried to smile for him, but couldn’t. “Killing Taliath potentials can’t be the answer, Finn.”

      He sighed. “I think if the council had been able to come up with a better one, they wouldn’t be doing what they are.”

      “They could kill their own,” she murmured, mostly to herself. But no, the council was far too wrapped up in the importance and power of mage blood. They’d probably never even thought of the fact that killing a handful of mages of the higher order would mean a lot less death than killing every Taliath potential they could hunt down.

      “The council might argue that trying to kill a mage of the higher order with multiple magical abilities could result in more deaths and attention than killing an untrained young Taliath potential.” Finn seemed to have heard her anyway. “Council aside, someone is taking out the most powerful mages anyway. You, Casovar and Galien are the only mages of the higher order remaining, and next time Tarrick gets overly protective, you might remember that until we go back to DarkSkull, you’re away from the protection of the council, and cut him some slack.”

      Fear trickled through her, and she tried to ignore it by turning her thoughts to Casovar—how had he stayed alive this long, especially since leaving the council? Was it just that he was in Rionn, away from the mage world, or was there something else?

      

      Dashan remained stubbornly distant as he led them unerringly through the rugged terrain of Widow Falls to Ladan’s estate, and Alyx let him be. By the time they reached the gloomy fortress of Ladan’s home, she was utterly sick of the tension, and hoped seeing her brother would help her focus on something else.

      She reined in as they exited thick forest, emerging onto the cleared ground around the walls to find the arched gates wide open. The Bluecoats looked around uneasily, probably remembering their previous visits. It couldn’t be easy for them riding in without their weapons—an order Alyx had chosen to allow Tarrick to convey to Dashan had resulted in all swords and knives being stored away in saddlebags.

      “This is odd.” Finn was the first to say it out loud.

      “Where are the fearsome warriors and hunting wolves?” Dawn added.

      “He obviously knows we’re coming,” Dashan said tersely, looking at Alyx. “Is there any reason we’re sitting out here gaping like fools?”

      Refusing to react to his tone, she kicked Tingo forward, leading the group through the open gates and into the circular cobblestoned yard beyond. Romney waited at the top of the steps, his sword sheathed at his waist. As she brought Tingo to a halt, the lord himself appeared from inside, boots rapping sharply on the stone. He came down the steps quickly, concern filling his voice. “Alyx, is everything okay?”

      “We’re all fine,” she said quickly, smiling at the worry in Ladan’s green eyes as he stopped by Tingo. “We were ordered home to Alistriem early, and I wanted to pass through on the way. Is that all right?”

      “It is.” His hard face softened slightly, and he reached up to touch her knee in greeting. Then he stepped away from Tingo, sharp gaze scanning those with her. Unbelievably, a tiny smile tugged at the corners of her brother’s mouth when he spotted Dashan. “Lieutenant. Romney’s scouts informed me your unit was escorting Alyx. Welcome back to Widow Falls.”

      “Thank you, Lord Mirren. My boys and I won’t be a bother. Is it all right if I take them through to the barracks you provided us last time?”

      “Please do.” Ladan nodded. “Aly-girl, bring your friends inside. Food has been made ready for you. Romney, make sure a meal is provided for the Blue Guard officers also.”

      “My lord.” Romney bowed his head and strode down the steps, gesturing for the Bluecoats to follow him towards the barracks.

      “I don’t believe it,” Alyx said in mock wonderment as she joined her brother and they walked inside, Tarrick and the twins trailing a wary distance behind. “You’ve made a friend.”

      “What are you talking about?” he muttered.

      “‘Welcome back to Widow Falls, Lieutenant’,” she echoed his words teasingly. “Ha! You’ve never welcomed me to your home.”

      He scowled.

      

      They gathered in Ladan’s private study after dinner, Romney joining them at Ladan’s insistence. “He’s my second, Alyx, and I trust him with my life.”

      The grizzled warrior should have looked out of place with his fierce features and assorted weaponry, but he was a quiet, solid presence as he refused a seat and took up a position by the door.

      Dashan had arrived with him, taking a seat on the couch furthest from Alyx. She sighed inwardly. Keeping her distance hadn’t worked. The tangle of emotion between her and Dashan would continue to rise to the surface if they didn’t deal with it one way or the other. She just wasn’t sure how.

      “Why has the lord-mage summoned you home early?” Ladan’s voice drew Alyx back to the present. They’d deliberately not discussed anything important over dinner, with Ladan’s servants coming in and out serving food and wine.

      “We were hoping you might be able to give us an idea,” she said. “Have you heard about anything happening in Rionn that would warrant the summons?”

      Ladan shared a glance with Romney. “The disputed area has become almost an open battle zone in the months you’ve been away, particularly in the region around Port Rantarin. I’m not kept apprised of all the developments, but I’m aware the king walks a fine line. Rionn is in the weaker position, and if we complain too strongly about the Shiven forces’ behaviour, we risk sparking outright war.”

      Finn frowned. “It sounds to me like that’s what the Shiven are hoping for. By behaving with increasing aggression in the disputed area, they may be trying to push Rionn into initiating a fight. That way they can’t be blamed for starting a war.”

      “I believe the king sees that same danger,” Ladan said. “But if we don’t put up any resistance in the disputed area, Shivasa will see it as weakness and an invitation to come and take what they want.”

      “Shivasa may want to avoid blame for starting a war, but that won’t hold them indefinitely, not if they’re truly intending invasion,” Dashan pointed out.

      Ladan nodded. “But it will hold them a while. If they invade without cause, they know they’ll have the Mage Council to deal with, and likely Zandia and Tregaya too. King Mastaran has to be aware if Shivasa takes Rionn, they’ll look to his country next.”

      “I don’t see how any of this explains Casovar summoning us home from DarkSkull early.” Dawn spoke into the ensuing silence. “Three second-year mage apprentices aren’t going to help with any of that. In fact, we’d be more use against the Shiven if we were left to finish our training.”

      Agreement registered on all their faces. Disappointment joined the unease Alyx was already feeling—she’d been hoping Ladan might have some answers for them.

      “Whatever it is, it seems we can rule out anything dire having happened,” Tarrick said, rising to his feet. “I’m exhausted and we really should get going as early as possible tomorrow.”

      Exhausted, all Alyx wanted was to follow them as they drifted out the door, losing her troubles in the comfort of a warm bed for a few hours. But there was more she needed to discuss with Ladan. He was standing by the fire, his look pensive, and she wished she didn’t have to give him more difficult news.

      He spoke suddenly. “Spit it out, Aly-girl.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “About what I learned in Carhall. Learning that the council is hunting Taliath... it can’t have been easy news to hear.”

      He made a sharp gesture. “I had suspicions, particularly after Master Howell’s warning. I do appreciate you and Dashan warning me as quickly as possible. It’s allowed me to take certain precautions.”

      “You’re my brother. I worry about you.”

      He smiled slightly. “It’s been a while since I’ve had anyone other than Romney worry about me.”

      “There’s more you should hear.” She hesitated. “Finn and I think we’ve worked out why our mother really ran away with you and went into hiding. We don’t have proof, but it makes a lot of sense.”

      Ladan resumed his seat, waving her to the chair opposite. “Tell me.”

      She explained as succinctly as possible; that their mother had found out—or at least suspected—the council was hunting Taliath, and had left to keep both Ladan and their father safe from the council. When Alyx had finished, the room fell silent while Ladan processed it all. His gaze had turned distant, the fingers of one hand curling against his leg. The crackle and pop of the fire filled the empty space and weariness tugged at Alyx’s bones. It had been a long day.

      “She was so obsessed with staying hidden,” he murmured eventually. “After we left you and Papa, we never went to any big towns and the places we stayed before Widow Falls were remote. I remember that. She was a mage of the higher order, yet I never saw another mage apart from my stepfather.”

      “I think she was deliberately keeping you out of the council’s sight,” Alyx said softly. “And herself, too.”

      “If you’re right, then why did she write the letter to Romas before her death?” Ladan finally looked up, meeting her gaze. “Why would she go back to the council?”

      “You said she left suddenly, in a rush,” Alyx said. “And the half-written letter in her study indicates she met with an old mage contact around the same time, a man named Terin. I think she found out something, either from Terin or elsewhere, that prompted the letter to Romas.”

      “Something big or important enough to breach her self-imposed exile?” Ladan frowned, rising to his feet. “But she disappeared over ten years ago. If you’re right, then what could it have been?”

      “The missing mages,” Alyx said. “It has to have been that. Someone or something has been causing the most powerful mages to disappear for years. Despite the full weight of the council’s resources being put into finding out what’s going on, they’ve found nothing. Whoever it is, they’re powerful, well-organised, and well-resourced.”

      Bitter knowledge flashed over Ladan’s face as he looked at her. “Right. An organisation like that... who else would have the capability to kill a mage of the higher order who learned their secrets?”

      “Exactly.” Alyx swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat.

      Eventually Ladan shook his head. “No matter what happened, my focus has to be Widow Falls right now—my forces are increasingly stretched with each week that passes. And you can’t go chasing whoever is behind the missing mages until you are fully trained yourself. It’s too dangerous.”

      His words were sensible, but she couldn’t accept them. “I understand why your priority is Widow Falls, but I’m not letting this go,” she said firmly. “How do we know what happened to our mother isn’t connected to the danger Rionn is facing now?”

      “Shivasa is Rionn’s problem,” he said dismissively. “Not some missing mages. We need to deal with Shivasa and leave the Mage Council to look after itself.”

      “You don’t mean that,” she said softly. Ladan had loved their mother. She saw the emotion in his green eyes every time he spoke of her, despite his hard face and cold words. “You adored her like I adore Papa. They were all we had after the separation. And all three of us deserve to know who killed her and why. More than that, I need to know, Ladan, and I think you do too.”

      His jaw tightened at the emotion in her voice, and he wouldn’t look at her, but eventually he gave her a sharp nod. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Try and find out what you can about Terin. I’ll use the opportunity of being home to talk to Papa and Astor—they might remember something useful. I can’t shake the thought that what happened to our mother has some connection to what’s happening now, and if so, the sooner we find it, the better.”

      “I’ll do what I can, if you promise me you’ll be careful.” His stern gaze was almost a physical weight. “I won’t have you putting yourself in unnecessary danger for this. You are still only a half-trained mage.”

      “Rionn is in trouble, and I will do whatever it takes to protect it,” she said quietly. “But I won’t be stupid, I promise. Will you come to Alistriem while I’m there? I know Papa would love to see you, and it will be almost two months before I have to go back to DarkSkull.”

      Ladan’s hand curled around an ornament on the mantle as he took several moments before speaking. “While I understand logically why our parents did what they did... especially with what we’ve found out... it would be hard for me to leave here. This is where I feel safe, it’s the place that nourished me when I had nobody but Romney and my warriors. It’s the place my stepfather made me feel welcome in. It’s my home.”

      “Believe it or not I know exactly how you feel.” She stepped up to his side. “But would you consider it, for me? I would like to see you. And so would Papa. Don’t forget that he lost a son in all this.”

      “I’ll consider it, I promise.”

      

      No longer feeling like sleep despite her weariness, Alyx went downstairs after leaving Ladan, seeking fresh night air. The main yard was clear, the sentries on the walls visible only as shadows in the faint moonlight.

      Her wandering feet brought her to the barracks alongside the main building, part of her hoping to find Dashan. And there he was, sitting alone on the steps by the door. His jaw was clenched and he wore that hardened look on his face she knew so well.

      Alyx hesitated, half turning back in the other direction, but it was impossible to walk away from him when he looked so alone.

      “This seat taken?” she asked softly. He shook his head, eyes on his boots. She took that as assent and settled on the step beside him. “You’re still mad at me, huh?”

      “Not really.” He let out a long breath, reaching up to rub his forehead. “I’m worried, that’s all. The council, Shivasa, these nightmares of yours, the summons from Casovar. It has me on edge.”

      “Me too.” She hesitated. “Listen, Dash, I know we haven’t had a chance to talk since what happened at the dance, and now we’re suddenly going back home, and I—”

      He raised a hand, cutting her off. “There’s no need to re-hash it. We’re friends. Whatever else happened was a mistake.”

      The misery his words caused took her aback and her voice was sadder than she’d meant it to be when she spoke. “I hope you know that the last thing I ever want is to hurt you.”

      “I do. I’m not a fool, Alyx,” he said gently. “I’ve always known how you and Cayr feel about each other.”

      She swallowed. “Is something wrong? The fight we had... there’s more going on than you just being annoyed at me.”

      A sad smile flashed across his face. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “You noticed,” he said. “Nobody else ever does. It’s like most of the time I’m invisible to everyone. I’m just the half-Shiven loser who is good for nothing.”

      Alyx winced. “Don’t you think that’s a little dramatic?”

      He huffed a laugh. “I suppose it is. Ignore me, I’m being especially maudlin tonight.”

      She touched his hand. “This past year... you’ve helped me through some of the most difficult times I’ve ever experienced. I wish you would let me help you in the same way.”

      He squeezed her hand briefly, but his eyes were far away. Despite her better judgement, she tangled their fingers together, hoping that it would help.

      “Are you worried they’ll send you back to the disputed area?” she guessed.

      He gave a sharp nod. “There’s a good chance. At least until you go back to DarkSkull.”

      “I won’t offer false promises, but I will do absolutely everything I can to ensure you come back with us,” she told him firmly. “And not only because I don’t want to go back there again without you, but because you made such a difference. You made the militia better and you made DarkSkull safer.”

      He squeezed her hand again, almost painfully tightly. “Thanks.”

      They fell into a comfortable silence for a long while. Alyx began to truly relax for the first time since the nightmare, falling into a light doze against Dashan’s shoulder.

      “What about you?” he asked, waking her. “You must be upset about Cario. None of you have mentioned his name since you told us what he did.”

      A bitter mix of sadness and anger welled up at the mention of Cario’s name. He’d been her friend, and he’d betrayed them. The whole time he’d been with them he’d been reporting to the council on her.

      “I don’t want to think about it,” she murmured. “I’m pretty sure the others feel the same way.”

      “They’re angry,” Dashan said just as softly. “But you’re hurt.”

      She nodded. He understood her better then she understood herself sometimes. There was comfort in that, but also pain and guilt. Because in this moment, she wanted Dashan, not Cayr. And that knowledge tore at her heart. How could she do this to Cayr?

      “I need time.” Alyx deliberately separated herself from Dashan, untangling their hands and standing up. Soon she would see Cayr, and he would once again be the one she talked to about everything. That thought felt both right and wrong at the same time, her guilt and sadness inextricably linked so that nothing was clear.

      “I think we both do,” Dashan said, dark eyes glimmering with too much understanding as he looked up at her.
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      Their first sight of Alistriem came as the glow of the mid-afternoon sun lit up the golden spires of the palace perched above the city. A smile crept over Alyx’s face—she’d missed the sheer loveliness of her home. Tregaya was rugged and green, but Rionn was beautiful.

      The road grew busier as they approached the eastern city gates, and as they maneuverer around a heavily-laden cart, the part of Alyx that wasn’t revelling in the sight of her home after so long experienced a sudden flash of foreboding that chilled her to the bone.

      Why?

      The city appeared unchanged from the outside, although the fact there were now six well-armed City Guard officers monitoring those coming through the eastern gate was likely reflective of an increased security posture following the Shiven attack on the palace earlier in the year. The guards seemed awed by their group—the majority of Rionnans had gone their entire lives without seeing a single mage, let alone five of them riding into the city accompanied by a unit of elite Blue Guard—but waved them through after a brief exchange with Dashan.

      “Straight to the palace?” Tarrick asked.

      Alyx shook her head with a frown, not sure where her sudden unease was coming from. “I know we’re all anxious to learn what Casovar wants, but I think it might be a better idea to talk to my father before seeing him. Besides, a hot bath, clean clothes and some sleep before dealing with whatever it is would be nice.”

      “That does sound appealing.” Dawn sighed. “My skin itches.”

      Alyx grimaced in sympathy. “How about we meet at my estate early tomorrow morning and ride over to the palace together. Dash?”

      “Fine with me.” He shrugged. “As soon as we report in to barracks it will filter up to the palace, though. Lord-Mage Casovar will know you’re back sooner rather than later.”

      “Sooner, I think,” Tarrick muttered, looking around them at several staring citizens. “Our arrival certainly hasn’t gone unnoticed.”

      “Casovar can wait a single night,” Alyx said. “Tarrick, will you stay with me? There’s plenty of room, and the twins put you up all last summer. I think it’s my turn.”

      “Thank you,” he said, looking pleased. “I’d like to make sure Dawn and Finn get home safely first, though.”

      She chuckled, sharing a warm look with Dawn. Some things never changed, and Tarrick’s innate protectiveness was as fundamental to him as breathing. “Absolutely.”

      “A’ndreas home it is.” Dashan gestured to the Bluecoats and they set off again, more slowly now they were in the busy city streets.

      The familiar sounds and smells of Alistriem swamped Alyx’s senses as they rode deeper into the city; the salty smell of the sea overlaying a veritable smorgasbord of scents, from fruit and vegetables in the markets, to horse manure, freshly caught fish and the incense stores in the rich quarter. She breathed in deeply, the familiarity of it soothing the edges of her recent anxiety.

      “What…?” Finn reined in suddenly. “Dashan, who are those soldiers wearing red?”

      Catching the strange note in Finn’s voice, Alyx looked where he was pointing. Five men marched down the wide avenue towards them. They wore scarlet long-sleeved tunics despite the warmth of the day, and were heavily armed—one had an axe slung over his back, another a crossbow, while the others wore swords. From their stride and bearing, it was obvious they were soldiers, but she didn’t know any Rionnan military unit that wore red.

      “I’ve never seen them before.” Dashan was frowning, as were the Bluecoats.

      Tijer kicked his horse forward. “Lieutenant, we have the authority to ask them their business.”

      “What are they doing?” Dawn asked.

      The five men had abruptly crossed the street and entered a small jewellery shop. Moments later they emerged, two of the soldiers dragging an overweight middle-aged man behind them. Once in the street, they dropped him unceremoniously into the dust, and one of the soldiers kicked him hard in the stomach.

      Shock flared, freezing Alyx for a moment as she tried to process what she was seeing. This sort of violence didn’t happen on the streets of Alistriem, not at the hands of soldiers. She was snapped from her daze by a sharp movement at her side. Dashan had dismounted and was striding towards the soldiers. Concern rapidly replaced her shock. This isn’t good.

      “Dash, wait!” She slid down from Tingo’s back and went running after him, but he reached the scene before she could catch up.

      “What’s going on?” Dashan’s voice was sharp and loud enough to catch the attention of everyone nearby. A hush fell over the street, most people doing their best to appear like they weren’t watching with morbid fascination.

      “Lieutenant.” A man with captain’s stripes on his chest stepped forward. He was much shorter than Dashan, with a stocky build and a belly running to fat. Sweat beaded on his forehead in the warm sun. “This is no business of the Blue Guard.”

      “I’ll decide that for myself. Who are you?”

      “Captain Dunnat of the Mage Guard.”

      “I’ve never heard of any such thing,” Dashan said coolly.

      Dunnat’s eyes moved to Alyx as she stepped up beside Dashan, surprise flashing on his face when he took in her attire, clearly recognising what it meant. His beady eyes shifted their gaze behind her, narrowing, and she glanced back to see the other Bluecoats had ridden up with Tarrick and the twins. Her concern increased at the potential for the situation to turn nasty in a hurry.

      At least the Bluecoats seemed content for the moment to let Dashan speak for them. Finn was casting worried glances at Dawn, who’d paled, while Tarrick seemed uncertain how to respond to what was happening.

      Dunnat’s gaze returned to Dashan. “Lord-Mage Casovar created the Mage Guard three months ago. We’re responsible for hunting Shiven spies and keeping Alistriem safe.”

      “Last I checked, keeping Alistriem safe was the job of the City Guard,” Dashan said.

      “Then you must have checked a long time ago, Lieutenant.” Dunnat’s eyes lingered insultingly on Dashan’s chest, which was bare of any markings identifying him as a commanding officer.

      A nerve ticked in Dashan’s jaw. “No matter what your remit, no Rionnan soldier has the authority to beat citizens in the street. Help that man up at once.”

      “As I said, this is not Bluecoat business,” Dunnat said, his tone warning Dashan to back off. The other red-cloaked soldiers were all watching the standoff in fascination, but one of them had his boot firmly planted in the jeweller’s back, keeping him prostrate on the ground. The jeweller was red-faced, gasping for breath. The sight turned Alyx’s stomach. No citizen of Rionn—no person— deserved to be treated that way, not until a crime had been proven.

      At Dunnat’s dismissive tone, Dashan stiffened. Alyx laid a calming hand on his forearm, hoping he wasn’t about to lose his temper and physically attack the captain.

      “What is he supposed to have done?” she asked, gesturing to the jeweller.

      “He was seen talking to a Shiven spy.”

      “I don’t know any Shiven spies!” the jeweller cried out. “I swear it. You have to believe me. I’m just a jeweller. I don’t know any spies. Please.”

      Tears trickled down his face, smearing the dust from the road on his skin. He gave a grunt of pain as the boot on his back pressed down harder, forcing him further into the dirt.

      Alyx’s hands curled into white-knuckled fists at the sight and she channelled her anger into the icily-arrogant tone of the very rich. “Captain Dunnat, what exactly do you think a jeweller knows that would be of interest to a Shiven spy?”

      He stiffened. “That is none of your concern. You and your pet Bluecoats should be on your way.”

      She stepped closer. “You should be more polite when speaking with your betters, Captain Dunnat. What will Lord Egalion think when he hears how you behaved towards his daughter?” She waited for that knowledge to ripple across his face, then spoke again, coldly. “You will order your soldiers to help that man up at once. Am I clear?”

      Dunnat flushed a deep red, one hand dropping to his sword. A low murmur swept through the growing crowd, a palpable tension settling over the street. In the same moment, the other red cloaks moved to stand behind their captain, echoing his gesture. At the implicit threat to their charge, the Bluecoats drew swords, the sound of ringing steel echoing sharply in the street. They’d dismounted without Alyx even realising, their jovial expressions gone, replaced by the dangerous focus of veteran fighters. A couple of the red-cloaked soldiers visibly quailed at the sight and took a step back.

      Dashan held his hand up in a sharp gesture, stopping the Bluecoats in their tracks. As well-disciplined as they were, Alyx worried over how long he was going to be able to hold them back.

      “Don’t be foolish,” Dashan warned Dunnat. “Lady Alyx Egalion is under our protection. You take a step closer, and there will be a fight that you won’t win.”

      Fear added to the tension in the crowd now and those on the periphery began slipping away, having no desire to get caught up in a fight between Bluecoats and Mage Guard.

      Dunnat’s gaze flicked between Dashan and Alyx before an expression of determination settled over his face. He didn’t care who they were.

      “The Blue Guard has no authority here. Leave us to our business.”

      “The Blue Guard reports directly to the king via Lord-General Caverlock.” Dashan’s voice was rock hard, but he was holding his temper. “And the king outranks Lord-Mage Casovar, no matter what pretensions he holds.”

      “I—”

      “Pick that man up. Apologise. Let him go,” Dashan warned. “Now.”

      Dunnat’s flush deepened to an angry purple. “I will not be spoken to in such a manner by a Shiven half-blood.”

      Alyx’s temper snapped. Dunnat’s soldiers were behaving like street thugs, and it horrified her to see any citizen of Alistriem crying in terror on the ground. The fingers of her right hand flickered, summoning her mage knife to her hand with a quick burst of magic. In one move she shifted forward and placed the tip of the knife against Dunnat’s throat.

      One of his men made as if to step forward, and suddenly Tarrick was at Alyx’s left side, a mother-of-pearl glow shimmering from his raised fist. Dashan’s sword point joined the blade already at Dunnat’s throat. His eyes had darkened further and he looked dangerously angry.

      “You will do exactly what I told you to,” Alyx said slowly. “Now.”

      Dunnat’s jaw clenched, hatred flashing in his eyes. She was making an enemy here, but couldn’t bring herself to care. After a moment he nodded and gestured to his men, who reluctantly backed off. Alyx stepped away and sheathed her knife. Nario and Josha ran forward to help the jeweller up and back inside his store. Dunnat snapped an order and the red cloaks marched off. He hesitated a moment to shoot a furious glare at Alyx and Dashan before turning and stalking after them.

      “Nicely done, Lady Egalion,” Tijer said respectfully as they watched the crowd that had gathered slowly disperse.

      She nodded, angrily swinging herself back into the saddle. “I want to know what is going on.”

      “You’re not the only one.” Dashan’s brown eyes still snapped with fury.

      “Calm down, Dash.” Alyx touched his arm again. “We’ll deal with it.”

      Dawn shuddered, still white. “If you had heard what they were thinking. I wasn’t prying but their thoughts were so strong… so much violence.”

      “It’s going to be fine,” Alyx said, burying her own concern so it didn’t reflect in her voice. “We’ll address the situation first thing tomorrow with Lord-Mage Casovar. He can have those men disciplined once we explain what happened.”

      This seemed to reassure the Bluecoats, who remounted and formed a protective escort around Alyx, Tarrick, and the twins as they made their way towards the A’ndreas residence. Dawn kept shooting worried looks at Alyx, though, and Finn’s forehead remained creased with a frown the entire way there.
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      Alyx didn’t linger at the A’ndreas home, staying only long enough to hug the twins goodbye and confirm their plans to meet the following morning. The noise and smell of the city faded behind them as she, Tarrick, and her escort rode up into the forested hillside above the city. The light along the road grew dim as the sun began to set over the hill.

      Dashan rode stiffly, determinedly uncommunicative, and his Bluecoats were in a similar mood. The joking and camaraderie that had characterised their trip from Widow Falls was gone. Tarrick was quiet too, his thoughts appearing to be far away.

      “We’d best head back to the barracks.” Dashan broke his silence as they reached the gates to the Egalion estate.

      Alyx nodded. “I’ll see you soon?”

      He nodded tersely. “If you have the time.”

      He really is in a mood. Ignoring his tone, she turned and called a farewell to the other Bluecoats. They chorused back in a way that made her smile.

      “Bye, Dash.”

      He tipped the brim of his hat, then turned his stallion and rode off, the rest of the unit falling in behind him. Alyx kicked Tingo forward through the gates. Surprised by her vehemence, the big stallion skittered into a canter, spraying small white pebbles everywhere as he galloped down the driveway.

      Tarrick reined in beside her at the front of the house, dark eyes scanning the graceful mansion with approval. “Will your father be home?”

      “I’m not sure. He could still be over at the...”

      Her words died off as a tall figure emerged from inside the house. His short-cropped greying brown hair framed a serious but handsome face, one that lit into a smile at the sight of her. An answering smile tugged at her mouth, and she swung down out of the saddle to meet him.

      “Papa!”

      “Alyx?” he asked in astonishment, sweeping her into a hug. “I couldn’t believe it when Safia told me you were riding in.”

      She hugged him back tightly, soaking in his warmth and steady presence. She adored her father, always had, and always would. It eased a knot of worry deep inside her to see him safe and sound.

      “What are you doing back so soon?” he wanted to know.

      She frowned. “What do you mean? Lord-Mage Casovar ordered us back from DarkSkull early.”

      Something flickered in his eyes, quickly hidden. “I see.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t know, did you?”

      “I confess I didn’t.” Garan acknowledged with a sigh, but continued speaking before she could question him further. “You’ve brought a guest?”

      She nodded, turning to where Tarrick waited awkwardly at the bottom of the steps and waving him up. “You remember Tarrick, Papa? I hope you don’t mind if he stays with us, we have a lot more room here than the A’ndreas family does.”

      Garan offered his hand. “Be welcome in my home, Tarrick.”

      “Thank you, Lord Egalion.” Tarrick shook the hand firmly. “I appreciate your hospitality, although I’m not surprised. Alyx always speaks highly of you.”

      Alyx couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “Papa, we just ran into some soldiers in the city claiming to be a Mage Guard. They were beating a man in the street.”

      Something unnameable flashed across her father’s face. “You didn’t intervene, I hope?”

      She frowned. “Of course we did. Papa—”

      He stepped closer, gripping her shoulders. “Let’s discuss this inside. Go and freshen up and I’ll see you at the dinner table.”

      Alyx shared a confused look with Tarrick. “All right.”

      “That’s my girl.” He kissed her forehead. “Go on. Tarrick, Safia will show you to one of our guest rooms.”

      Safia appeared from where he’d been hovering inside the doorway and ushered

      Tarrick inside. Alyx looked back at her father, who remained on the top step, one hand rubbing at his forehead. “Are you all right, Papa?”

      He turned, the troubled look on his features replaced with a smile that mingled pride and a touch of sadness. “Last year when you came home, an overly thin and exhausted young girl came rushing out of a carriage and straight into my arms. This year a self-possessed young woman rode through my gates. I’ve never seen you look more like your mother, Alyx.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes. “I did better, this time.”

      

      Alyx’s father waited until servants had finished carrying dishes to the table and the kitchen door had closed behind them to speak again. “Tell me what happened this afternoon.”

      “When we ran into the Mage Guard, they were dragging a jeweller out of his shop.” Some of her anger returned at the memory of it, her appetite vanishing. “When the Bluecoats instructed them to stand down, they refused. It almost came to a fight.”

      Her father’s face tightened. “You shouldn’t have intervened.”

      She stared at him, confused. “They were mistreating the man without any evidence of wrongdoing.”

      “And risking starting a fight in the streets was the best solution?” her father asked sternly. “You cannot go throwing yourself about as Lady Egalion whenever you like. Not when you’ve been away so long.”

      “It wasn’t about that,” she said, taken aback by his vehemence. “And I think the beating of an innocent man does concern me. Are you telling me you would have walked away from that and done nothing?”

      Alyx was dimly aware that Tarrick was glancing between the two of them, his expression caught between awkwardness and fascination. The food so far lay untouched on their plates.

      “The Mage Guard fall under the remit of the lord-mage,” Garan explained. “I have no authority where they are concerned, and neither do you or the Bluecoats.”

      Alyx shared a look with Tarrick. “So we were supposed to sit idly by while an innocent citizen was beaten?”

      “You don’t know that he was innocent, that the Mage Guard didn’t have proof,” Garan pointed out.

      “That’s true, sir,” Tarrick said carefully. “But their behaviour... it wasn’t consistent with my experience of your Blue Guard, whose level of professionalism and skill rivals that of the Leopards in my country.”

      “I acknowledge what both of you are saying,” Garan said. “But you’ve just arrived home after several months away. You’ll be speaking with Lord-Mage Casovar tomorrow, and no doubt he can answer some of your questions. In the meantime, you must not do anything else like you did today. I ask you to trust me on that.”

      “Okay.” Alyx nodded hesitantly. “Papa, is everything all right? Has something

      happened here that would warrant our early summons home?”

      Garan sat back, lifting his hands into the air as if to ward off her questions. “I don’t know why Lord-Mage Casovar ordered you home early. But the situation with Shivasa has grown steadily worse. There are reasons those men behaved as they did this afternoon.”

      She opened her mouth to push harder, but the words died when she realised how weary her father looked. “We’ll talk to Lord-Mage Casovar in the morning. I’m sure he’ll be able to explain things to us.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled and leaned over, touching her shoulder affectionately. “I am glad to have you home, Aly-girl.”

      The pet name made Alyx think of Ladan. She missed him, wished he could be in Alistriem too—at the very least he’d be able to help her make sense of all the changes.

      “Lord Egalion,” Tarrick spoke. “Can I ask if you had any problems returning to Alistriem from Carhall?”

      Garan shot a considering glance in Alyx’s direction. She gave him a slight nod.

      “None. Lieutenant Caverlock’s unit escorted me safely to Tennan, and the worst I can say about the ship journey back to Rionn was the storm we had two nights in. Another unit of Bluecoats was awaiting me in Turatin when I docked, and the trip back to Alistriem was uneventful.”

      “I’m glad to hear it, sir.” Tarrick spoke politely, but Alyx hadn’t missed the way his hand clenched briefly around his spoon. Learning the Mage Council was hunting Taliath had affected Tarrick as much as it had her—he idolised the council and everything it stood for, and he’d struggled with accepting what they were doing.

      Garan seemed to sense some of Tarrick’s ambivalence. “We may have been worrying about nothing in Carhall.”

      “Maybe,” Alyx said, trying to sound sincere for Tarrick’s sake. “Have you had any issues managing the king’s knowledge of what the council is doing?”

      The troubled look crossed Garan’s face again. “No. In fact he seems to have forgotten about it entirely. He hasn’t raised it with me since we returned.”

      Alyx glanced at Tarrick, who gave a little shrug. Shaking her head, she returned her attention to her food. Inevitably, Garan began asking about their time at DarkSkull. She and Tarrick were careful to keep things general, and not mention the attacks on DarkSkull or being part of a combat patrol. Her father’s reaction to their intervening with the Mage Guard suggested now wasn’t the best time to tell him the extent of her activities at DarkSkull.

      Instead they regaled her father with tales of the hot springs, working in the fields, and the endless monotony of mage lessons. Garan appeared to take a liking to Tarrick, and soon they were laughing and joking like they were old friends.

      Alyx left them in the middle of Tarrick telling Garan about his family in Zandia and went out to check on Tingo and Tarrick’s mount. Henri had cleverly stabled the two highly-strung stallions next to each other, and they seemed calm enough despite the new surroundings. She lingered a little while to feed Tingo some sugar cubes and stroke his silky nose before heading back to the house.

      Her father was rising from his chair as Alyx re-entered the dining room, but Tarrick was nowhere to be seen.

      “He was tired and went upstairs to get some sleep,” Garan said in answer to her raised eyebrow.

      She smiled a little. “The two of you seemed to get along well.”

      “He’s an impressive young man, and very protective of you.” He hesitated. “He speaks glowingly of your Bluecoat escort. Dashan in particular.”

      “I’m not surprised, they’re friends,” Alyx said, unsure what her father was getting at.

      “Now that you’re home, I think it would be wise for you to keep your distance from Dashan.” He was avoiding her gaze, the fingers of one hand idly tapping the tabletop.

      Alyx frowned. While her father had never been entirely comfortable with her having Dashan as a friend, he’d never said anything like this before. “Why?”

      “You know his reputation as well as I do.”

      “I also know the man. Which, if you bothered to do, might change your opinion of him,” she said. Her puzzlement deepened—this didn’t sound like her father. “Have you forgotten he was the one who got you safely out of Carhall?”

      “His abilities as a Bluecoat don’t change who he is.” Garan’s voice had an edge to it now. “You need to start being more conscious of your position, and your role here in Alistriem.”

      “What is my role here in Alistriem?” she challenged. “I’m an apprentice mage—you decided that for me when you sent me to DarkSkull two years ago.”

      Something in her words made him angry, and his next words came out sharply. “Your tune has certainly changed.”

      “So has yours,” she countered. “You’ve tolerated my friendship with Dashan since childhood. Why are things suddenly different?”

      “Dashan Caverlock is a wastrel and a fool.” Garan was avoiding her gaze again, his hand on the table curling into a fist. Something was making him angry, but what? She didn’t understand any of this. “His Shiven blood ensures he’ll never become anything more than a lieutenant in the Blue Guard.”

      Alyx stared at her father in shock. “Why would you say that?”

      “Alyx—”

      “No, Papa, where is this coming from?” she insisted. “You’ve always judged people on their merits.”

      “Exactly,” Garan said the word sharply, as if it explained everything. “You forget how much older I am, and how much more experience I have. You might consider listening to me for once rather than deciding that you know better than everyone else.”

      Alyx stiffened in affront. Her father had never reprimanded her so severely, or so unfairly. She stared at him for a long moment, trying to contain her shock, then turned and walked out of the room without another word. He didn’t try and call her back.

      On the other side of the door she hesitated, half of her wanting to go back, to demand answers for why her father was behaving so unlike himself and why her home was so different from when she’d left. But they were both angry, and she didn’t want to say something she’d regret.

      By the time she reached her room, hurt was trickling in under her anger and shock. Why hadn’t her father shown more faith in her and how she’d changed? Her mouth thinned with determination. If he wouldn’t see it, then she’d show him. And at the same time, she’d use the opportunity of being home early to find out what had caused all these changes in her home.

      Then she could fix it before she went back.

      

      Her old route to the palace hadn’t changed a bit, although tonight Alyx made the journey on foot rather than horseback. Her anticipation grew with every step, her telepathic magic making it easy for her to avoid the Bluecoats on patrol and slip into Cayr’s bedroom window without being seen.

      The prince was in his sitting room, reading by the light of his fire, completely absorbed in the book in his lap. Delight bubbled up in her as she regarded him, temporarily replacing the shock and anger that still lingered from her fight with her father.

      “Good to know you still leave your bedroom window unlocked.”

      He looked up, the astonishment on his handsome features so strong it made her laugh. “Alyx?”

      “It’s me.”

      Cayr jumped to his feet and crossed the space between them to throw his arms around her. She chuckled at his enthusiasm, returning his bear hug. “It’s so good to see you,” she murmured against his shoulder. “I missed you.”

      “Oh Alyx, you have no idea.” They rocked back and forth for a long moment, neither wanting to let go.

      Eventually they parted and she beamed up at him. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see your face.”

      “You look different,” he murmured. “I can’t quite pin it down, but you really look different. You look great.”

      “So do you.” And he did. His features had changed subtly, reflecting those of a young man rather than a boy. His golden curls were neatly cut for once, enhancing his looks. A moment later they both broke into sheepish chuckles as they realised they were staring at each other.

      “You’re back more quickly than I expected,” he said, then frowned a little. “Don’t tell me you came through the disputed area rather than by ship?”

      “Neither. We... wait, you’re aware of Casovar’s summons and my father isn’t?” Alyx stepped away, shaking her head. “It’s like the world has turned upside down since I left.”

      “It’s not as odd as you make it sound. My father approved the summons, and I spend most of my time with him these days.” Cayr said. “Things have happened while you were away, but no doubt you’ll be meeting with the lord-mage in the morning and he can explain.”

      Alyx sighed, accepting the logic in his words. “You’re right. I am glad to be home. I missed you.”

      “I missed you. It’s hard not having my best friend around. How are you?”

      “I’m okay,” she said honestly. “This year wasn’t as bad as the first. I didn’t expect to be back so soon, though.”

      “I assume Dawn and Finn came with you?”

      “And Tarrick, too.”

      “What about Dash?” Cayr asked eagerly. “My life has been utterly boring since he left. Father has been thrilled that the entire source of frivolity and pranks in my life has been away.”

      She smiled automatically, but Dashan’s name caused her to wonder where he was—he’d been so angry earlier. She hoped he was okay, then shook herself in frustration for dwelling on it. She was with Cayr, and she had missed him. Her smile grew wide and genuine. “Remind me to tell you about the incident he caused with the baby spiders.”

      “I swear I could hear the two of you bickering from here in Alistriem.” Cayr laughed.

      A sharp twinge of guilt twisted in her chest. Cayr saw her look and misinterpreted it.  “Come on, one day you and Dashan are going to have to learn to get along. I know what good friends you are despite all the arguing.”

      “He riles me,” she grumbled, which was true enough, then sought to change the subject. “I’d like to say our return home was wonderful, but we ran into this new Mage Guard of Casovar’s in the city on our way in.”

      Interest flashed over Cayr’s face. “I’m glad. They’ve been doing some excellent work ferreting out Shiven spies in the city. You’ll be working with them while you’re here, I think.”

      She frowned. Cayr’s enthusiasm was at sharp odds with what they’d seen. “When we came across them, they were dragging a jeweller out of his store and beating him in the street. You haven’t heard of them doing anything like that before?”

      “I’m sure they had good reason for it.” He gave a little shrug. “But I don’t want to talk about the Mage Guard right now, you’ve just come home. Can you stay a while?”

      Irritation with him flared so strongly it took her by surprise. Cayr’s tendency to gloss over things he didn’t want to deal with had never really bothered her before, but now she found herself wishing he’d grown past it. Then she felt bad—he was right, and this was her first night home. The last thing she wanted to do was start nagging him after months apart. So she let it go and shook her head regretfully.

      “I should get back before my father realises I’m gone.”

      “Or you could stay,” he murmured, stepping closer and taking her hands. “He doesn’t know you’re here, right?”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “If anyone knew we were alone in your rooms right now both of us would be in a lot of trouble. Serious trouble.”

      He shrugged, and she didn’t step away. So close to her, he was warm and safe. His fingers curled around hers, but instead of the fission of delight his touch usually roused, an odd despair began to unfold inside her. It wasn’t the same. Nothing was.

      “Nobody needs to find out,” he said.

      He leaned closer, his intention to kiss her clear as day. When she shook her head slightly, disappointment flashed over his features, but he didn’t push.

      “Like you said, I just got back,” she said, squeezing his hands. She needed time to settle back in, that was all. Everything would go back to normal then. “We need to talk properly before we... go back to where we were.”

      “All right.” He let go of her hands. “But soon. I don’t want to waste any more time.”

      She managed a smile for him before changing the subject. “I really do need to go. Thank you for looking after my father. Coming home to find him safe and well was a wonderful relief.”

      “I’d do anything for you,” he said softly. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      She gave him a final brief hug. “Night, Cayr.”

      Out in the darkness and the cool night air, Alyx walked briskly, sneaking out of the palace gardens and into those of her own estate. She fought the despair curling through her, pushing it down and out of her mind. Things would be all right. They would.

      She just needed time.
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      Breakfast the next morning was eaten in strained silence. Tarrick was shown into the dining room by a servant not long after Alyx had sat down with her food. Garan appeared only moments later. He greeted Alyx coolly, but always the polite host, was warm in his greeting to Tarrick.

      She ate in silence. Sleep had been difficult to come by—fear of another nightmare warring with unease over what had happened with the Mage Guard and shock over her confrontation with her father had kept her from relaxing enough to rest.

      Judging by the wary looks Tarrick began shooting at her and her father, it hadn’t taken him long to realise they had argued.

      “A fight about Dashan,” she sent Tarrick a brief explanation. “Papa is angry about something, but I’m not sure what.”

      The tense silence remained, broken occasionally by the rustle of paper as Garan finished reading each page of the small stack of parchment sitting before him. Once she’d finished, Alyx rose, glancing at Tarrick with raised eyebrows. He nodded and finished his last few bites before standing too.

      “Papa, we’re going to see Lord-Mage Casovar.”

      “Good.” He glanced up briefly from his papers. “I’ll be heading over to the palace myself soon, so I won’t see you again until dinner.”

      “I... ” She wanted to say something, but wasn’t sure what. Before she could think of anything, his attention had returned to the papers. Shaking her head, she turned and followed Tarrick out of the room.

      Their boots echoed as they crossed the marble floor of the entrance foyer, then escaped out into the early morning air. It was warm already with a hint of the heat to come later. The twins rode in as Alyx and Tarrick were exiting the stables. Alyx lifted her eyebrows in surprise when Tarrick gestured for Dawn and Finn to dismount.

      “Is something wrong?” Dawn asked as they clustered together on the pebbled drive, leaving the horses to graze on the lawn nearby.

      “Did your father tell you anything?” Finn jumped in before Tarrick could respond.

      “Not really.” Alyx cast a glance at the house. “He says the situation with Shivasa has grown worse, and that’s why the Mage Guard was created. He’s got no authority over them apparently—they report directly to Casovar.”

      “That fits with what Ladan told us about things being worse,” Finn said.

      “Is there something else?” Dawn asked, her eyes on Alyx’s face.

      “I think so,” Alyx said. “My father isn’t himself. He got angry with me last night over an issue that... something is off.”

      “It’s possible Casovar will have an explanation for it all,” Tarrick said. “But until we have a better idea of what’s happening, my instinct tells me to keep Alyx’s ability from him.”

      Dawn’s eyes were distant, but her voice was firm when she spoke. “I agree.”

      “It’s now widely known at DarkSkull what I am,” Alyx said, casting a worried glance at her friend. “Surely he already knows.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Finn disagreed. “The masters protected the knowledge from him before.”

      “Too many people know for it not to leak out eventually. For a start, the king would have told him we were in Carhall for the council meeting,” she pointed out. “He’s going to wonder why.”

      “If he does, we tell him Cario’s grandfather pulled strings to get us on the trip,” Finn said. “We should get rid of our patrol stripes too. If Casovar knew we’d been part of a combat patrol, he’d want to know why. And given a large part of the reason was that Alyx is a mage of the higher order, it’s best if he doesn’t ask questions.”

      Tarrick frowned in disappointment as he considered Finn’s words, but then gave a shrug. “It’s all right. We’ll be getting new stripes next year anyway. Don’t First Patrol members wear blue?”

      They busied themselves taking off their robes and cutting off the three green stripes. Alyx was unaccountably sad as she slid her green fabric into the pocket of her breeches; it felt like her last link to the past year at DarkSkull had just been severed.

      “Ready to face the beast?” Finn joked as he tucked the cotton strips into his pocket.

      All of them chuckled.

      

      The sight of the picturesque sandstone palace and gardens had always calmed Alyx. Today though, the strange dread that had gripped her on entering the city returned in full force. Instinctively, she looked for Dashan, then immediately felt guilty. To distract herself, she urged Tingo up beside Dawn’s horse.

      “Is everything okay?” Alyx asked. “You seemed like something was bothering you back there.”

      “I’m probably just being silly.” Dawn sighed. “But those soldiers yesterday... if you could have heard what was leaking in their thoughts. It was awful. I can’t shake it.”

      “I should have heard it,” Alyx said wryly. “But I haven’t put nearly as much practice into my telepathic magic as I have to telekinesis and concussion force. I still can’t pick up thoughts unless I actively try.”

      “It’s not always a comfortable ability to have,” Dawn said softly.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Alyx said with more confidence than she felt, wanting to try and ease some of the disquiet in her friend’s blue eyes. “Whatever the situation here, we’ll adapt to it like we always do.”

      Dawn mustered a smile at her words, but Alyx got the distinct impression her friend wasn’t reassured at all.

      

      At the palace, Tarrick and the twins fell in behind Alyx as she led the way through the maze of palace corridors towards the wing set aside for the lord-mage.

      They were walking along a lushly carpeted corridor that housed the offices of many of the king’s senior advisors and staff when a door ahead opened, and an older man emerged wearing the green uniform of the Rionnan army.

      “Sparky!” Alyx called out in genuine pleasure.

      The man looked up with a surprised smile. Rionn’s most senior general and commander of their army was of medium height, with short-cropped reddish grey hair and beard. He was also a close friend of both the king and Alyx’s father. Alyx and Cayr were the only ones besides her father and the king allowed to call him by his nickname.

      “Hello, Lady Alyx. What a surprise! I thought you were away at DarkSkull Hall?”

      She smiled widely and allowed him to kiss her hand. “I’m back for a short time. It’s good to see you. Will you meet my friends?” She waved them forward. “This is Dawn and Finn A’ndreas, and Tarrick Tylender from Zandia.”

      “You must be the apprentices training with Lady Alyx,” Sparky said politely.

      “Yes, sir.” Finn managed an awkward bow, Tarrick a much smoother one. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Are you here meeting with the king?” Alyx asked.

      The general’s smile faded, and for a moment a deep weariness flashed in his eyes, stunning her. Sparky was renowned for his appetite for a challenge—when she was growing up, he’d always vibrated with an energy that filled whatever room he was in. What could be causing him to suddenly look tired and old?

      “I had a meeting with the lord-mage this morning and was just popping in to speak with Lord Raffison on my way out.” His smile returned. “I’d love it if you came to dinner while you’re home, Lady Alyx? My wife would love to see you.”

      “I’d love to.”

      “Wonderful. I’ll speak to Greta this evening—how long do you plan to be in Alistriem?”

      Alyx glanced at Tarrick. “We have about seven weeks or so before we have to go back to DarkSkull.”

      “We’ll organise something soon then.” The general smiled, some of the life returning to his features, and left them.

      At the end of the hall, Alyx pushed through the doors to the lord-mage offices. The first thing she saw was Dashan and Cayr, standing over by the window and laughing. Both young men turned at their entrance, Cayr immediately crossing to Alyx and leaning down to kiss her cheek. “Good morning.”

      “Hi.” She smiled up at him, trying not to let her gaze shift over to Dashan, despite still being worried about him.

      “Dawn, Finn, it’s good to have you home.” Cayr shook their hands. “Tarrick, welcome back to Alistriem.”

      They exchanged pleasantries for a moment, Tarrick and the twins more comfortable with the prince now. Dashan wandered over to join them and Cayr grinned as he slapped Dashan’s back. “I have to admit, I’m astonished to find this one returned all in one piece. I felt sure he’d have an army of angry Tregayan husbands chasing him with pitchforks!”

      “Are you insinuating I might exhibit a less than innocent behaviour towards the opposite sex?” Dashan said in injured tones. While all four others laughed, Alyx winced, guilty knowledge making her sensitive to anything that might let Cayr know what had happened between them.

      “Not all of them, just the blonde and curvy ones,” Cayr said.

      Dashan chuckled, his grin only widening at Alyx’s scowl. She opened her mouth, ready with a retort to put him back in his place, but Cayr read her perfectly and spoke before she could.

      “Not much has changed in nine months, I see,” Cayr noted, glancing between them with a long-suffering smile that was reflected in Tarrick’s rolled eyes. Dashan chuckled, but it had a false note to it, and he looked away. She hadn’t missed the brief flash of emotion in his eyes, and part of her suddenly wished she wasn’t in this room with both Cayr and Dashan together. She cleared her throat, changing the subject before Cayr picked up on anything. “What are you doing here anyway, Dash?”

      “Orders from my commander, who apparently received them directly from the lord-mage himself.” Dashan’s cheerful mood vanished completely. “Commander Hawkwerst was less than impressed to receive orders from a man he doesn’t even report to.”

      “He is the lord-mage of Rionn,” Cayr interjected. “Hawkwerst is overreacting as usual.”

      “Since when does the lord-mage of Rionn order about members of the Blue Guard?” Dashan demanded.

      “Since now,” Cayr said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “When he’s in charge of the defence of Rionn. And when do you take anything Hawkwerst says seriously—you’ve spent the last four years complaining about how he’s more obsessed with maintaining his power base and preparing for a luxurious retirement than having a functioning command.”

      “Cayr!” Alyx jumped in before a real argument could develop. Dashan’s expression showed he was sinking towards true anger at his friend, and Cayr’s cheerful blitheness was only going to make it worse. “You weren’t there yesterday when—"

      Her words were forestalled by the door opening to admit Lord-Mage Casovar. A tall, lean man shrouded in his black mage robe, his dark hair was cut severely short in a way that over-emphasised his prominent cheekbones and thin face. The grey eyes were what she remembered most—they pierced her in the same way Rothai’s ice-blue ones often did, but that was where the similarity ended. Rothai’s were full of hidden intensity; Casovar’s were cold as an iceberg.

      “Good morning, Your Highness.” He bowed towards Cayr, his voice smooth, without any hint of emotion. “Apprentices. I understand you arrived back in the city yesterday, and appreciate you coming to see me straight away.”

      Unlike their previous interactions, Alyx now had ready access to her magic, and it instantly picked up on the power hovering around Casovar like a cloak. It intimidated her in a way that Galien no longer did, and this made her angry with herself, and him. The anger made her lash out.

      “You’re welcome, Lord-Mage Casovar,” she said coolly. “Now that we’re here, perhaps you could explain the reason for our arbitrary summons home.”

      His expression tightened at her high-handed tone. Cayr shot Alyx a warning look, which she refused to acknowledge, instead meeting Casovar’s gaze. He smiled a little before responding. “I will be happy to address that in a moment. First,

      Lieutenant Caverlock, I understand you were in charge of Lady Egalion’s protection detail?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then it was you who accosted my Mage Guard soldiers while they were carrying out their duties yesterday afternoon?”

      Dashan flicked a glance at Alyx, his shoulders stiffening slightly. “Yes, sir. They were behaving unreasonably towards the owner of a jewellery store.”

      “You had neither the right nor authority to interfere with the duties of the Mage

      Guard,” Casovar said crisply. “I will address the matter with your commander, although I am inclined to be lenient given you have been away. From now on you will stick to your duties as a Blue Guard officer and that is all, am I clear?”

      “With all due respect sir, I take orders from Commander Hawkwerst, not you.”

      Alyx winced, the echo of it flashing over Cayr’s face. Dashan’s tone had been deliberately provocative, and no matter how wrong Casovar might be, he was still a Bluecoat addressing Rionn’s lord-mage. Casovar smiled slightly, crossing the room to stand in front of Dashan. Alyx’s breath caught at the subtle menace the mage exuded, and she wondered if anyone else in the room could sense it. A quick glance at Dawn’s set expression confirmed that at least she had, and Tarrick had discreetly shifted to stand closer to Dashan. Finn was frowning, eyes darting between all of them.

      Needing to break the tension, she spoke up. “If I may, Lord-Mage?” She waited a beat until he shifted his attention to her before continuing. “Perhaps you were not given all the information. I supported Lieutenant Caverlock’s intervention with the Mage Guard. They were behaving violently towards a citizen without any proof of wrongdoing.”

      “It is not the Mage Guard’s job to explain themselves—or provide evidence—to

      Bluecoat lieutenants or mage apprentices.” Casovar’s voice dripped contempt. “They report directly to me, and you can be assured I am fully across their activities.”

      What? Was Casovar overstating his involvement with the Mage Guard, or did he truly know the depth of their activities and not care? Alyx opened her mouth, but at a discreet nudge from Cayr, closed it again, allowing him to speak instead.

      “Lord-Mage, perhaps as a favour to me you’ll ensure your Mage Guard understand they must behave in a way that befits their status as soldiers of Rionn. I know my father would not take kindly to news that his people were being mistreated in the name of hunting Shiven spies.” Cayr concluded his mild words with a slight smile, and Casovar had no choice but to concede, nodding his head in the prince’s direction.

      “Of course, Your Highness. I will speak with the Mage Guard captains today.”

      “Thank you, Lord-Mage.”

      Alyx frowned. She’d hoped Cayr would be firmer with Casovar—even if the lord-mage didn’t know the extent of his soldiers’ activities, he should. Still, the prince’s reasonable tone and words had de-escalated a tense interaction.

      Casovar turned back to Dashan. “You’re dismissed, Lieutenant. Expect to hear from your commander soon.”

      Dashan’s face hardened, and he glanced from Cayr to Alyx, dark eyes burning,

      before eventually giving a stiff nod and striding from the room. The door slammed so loudly behind him that Finn jumped.

      “Lord-Mage, I have a meeting to attend with my father,” Cayr spoke into the ensuing silence. “Thank you for your time this morning.”

      “Your Highness.” Casovar bowed his head as the prince left the room much more

      quietly. Alyx’s eyes stayed on the closed door—she wasn’t certain why Cayr had chosen to leave, but suspected he wanted to make sure Dashan calmed down before reporting to his commander. She and Cayr had intervened to save Dashan from himself enough times growing up to recognise the instinct.

      Dawn suddenly stiffened at her side. The telepath’s gaze was firmly fixed on Casovar, who was staring at Tarrick with a look that reminded Alyx of a predator sizing up its prey. She shivered slightly.

      “You were here last summer too,” Casovar said smoothly. “What is a Zandian apprentice mage doing back in Rionn?”

      “I’m Apprentice Tarrick Tylender, sir, and I’m part of Lady Egalion’s study group at DarkSkull Hall. Our master granted me an exemption to finish the study year early and travel here with them.”

      “Tylender.” Casovar frowned in thought. “I recognise the name. You’re the younger brother of Hinga and Loren, the two mage bodyguards to the Zandian emperor?”

      “That’s right, sir.” A hint of pride filled Tarrick’s voice.

      “I was going to ask what possessed a Zandian of your background to leave school early and spend a summer in Rionn, but that clears things up.” Casovar smiled thinly. “An embarrassment to the family, I gather, given you’ve managed to align yourself with three arguably lesser mages. I don’t suppose spending the summer in Sandira holds any interest for you.”

      Before Tarrick could respond to the insult, Casovar turned back to Alyx, dismissing him. “In answer to your question, Apprentice Egalion, the situation with Shivasa has become such that I judged you would be of more use to me here than staying an extra couple of weeks at DarkSkull to finish the year.”

      He’d deliberately dropped her title and a small smile hovered at the comers of his mouth, as if he were daring her to challenge him on it. The fact he so obviously wanted her to was the only thing that held her back.

      “My father has told me of how serious the situation has become.” She struggled for calm and won. “And we want to help.”

      “Good, Alyx.” Dawn’s whisper of thought in her mind was so subtle it was barely there, and it was gone just as quietly. She fought the urge to look at her friend.

      “I’m glad we’re in agreement.” Casovar turned brisk. “You’ve had a long journey, so take the day to rest. I expect all of you back here tomorrow morning to begin work.”

      “Yes, sir,” Alyx agreed on their behalf.

      “Apprentice Tylender, I won’t have rogue mages in my city. If you stay, you will

      follow my orders the same way the others are expected to.”

      A slight tightening of his eyes was the only thing that betrayed Tarrick’s sense of

      insult at Casovar’s condescending tone. “I understand, Lord-Mage.”

      “Good. You’re all dismissed. I have things to do.”

      

      Cayr was heading down the hall towards them as they exited, one hand running through his tousled hair.

      “Where’s Dash?” Alyx asked immediately.

      “I couldn’t catch him.” Cayr fell into step as they turned into a wide walkway that joined two wings, heading into a more isolated section of the palace. “How did the rest of your meeting go?”

      The scent of flowers wafted up on the breeze, normally something that would make Alyx smile. But now her attention was distracted by what had just happened.

      “It wasn’t great. I’m worried about his cavalier attitude towards what we saw yesterday.” She shook her head. “In fact none of what happened back there sits right with me.”

      Cayr frowned. “What do you mean?”

      They slowed, clustering around a railing that looked down over a small garden with a bubbling fountain in its centre. Alyx raised an eyebrow at Dawn, who concentrated a moment then gave a little nod. “We’re alone.”

      “Casovar is different,” Alyx said. “More confident in his power and authority. He had no compunctions treating me like an inferior, despite the fact he doesn’t have a drop of noble blood in him outside his title, and my family goes back generations. He should be tip-toeing around me and he wasn’t.”

      “Worse, he was baiting you,” Dawn added. “He wanted you to lash out at him.”

      Finn lifted an eyebrow. “Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t dare try and read his thoughts, but his desire to push Alyx was practically vibrating from him.”

      Alyx, disappointed she hadn’t picked up the same thing, nonetheless trusted Dawn’s ability implicitly. Another trickle of concern went through her.

      Cayr leaned back against the railing, his casual posture a direct contrast to the rest of them. “I think you’re overreacting. Casovar is a little high-handed and arrogant, yes, but he’s been working extremely hard these past few months both in strengthening our borders and increasing Alistriem’s security. Don’t forget the Shiven attacked us here in the palace almost a year ago—Casovar is critical in ensuring that never happens again.”

      “I’m aware of that,” she said evenly, not liking the faint hint of condescension in his tone. “And we want to keep Alistriem safe as much as you do. But that doesn’t mean we should be dragging citizens into the street and beating them.”

      “That was one incident, and Casovar already promised to speak to his captains about it. Besides, he was right—the Mage Guard had no obligation to show you what information they possessed. That jeweller may not have been as innocent as he looked.” Cayr pushed away from the railing. “I have to run, I’m sorry—meeting with my father. Drink tonight down in the city?”

      “Cayr, what you’re saying is logical, but we know what we saw.” Beside her, Dawn nodded firmly at Alyx’s words. “It wasn’t right.”

      “You’re seeing issues where there aren’t any.” He huffed out a breath. “My father thinks, and I happen to agree, that the safety of Rionn belongs best in Casovar’s hands, given how strong a mage he is. What isn’t right about that?”

      “Cayr, I—"

      “I’m sorry, I really have to go,” he apologised, leaning down to kiss her cheek. “See you all later down in the city. I want to hear all the stories from DarkSkull!”

      “He hasn’t changed much, has he?” Finn chuckled as Cayr disappeared around a corner. “I’m not sure whether to be glad or worried to have such a cheerful prince and heir. Reassure me that he takes some things seriously, Alyx.”

      “Not seriously enough,” she muttered to herself—it was like a betrayal to say it, but it was how she felt. Pushing her disappointment with Cayr out of her mind, she straightened. “Casovar having full control over the defence of Rionn explains some of what’s going on with my father. The balance of power at court has changed.”

      “Particularly if—Cayr’s assurances aside—the Mage Guard aren’t always doing the right thing, and your father has heard about it,” Finn said.

      Alyx nodded sharply. “Casovar said we’ll be working with the Mage Guard, so let’s use that opportunity to see the truth for ourselves.”

      And if her instinct was right and something was off, Cayr would have to listen to her.

      “I’m starting to think it might be a good thing we came home early,” Dawn said pensively.

      A troubled expression flickered over Finn’s face. “I think you might both be overestimating how much we can do.”

      Tarrick chuckled and clapped him on the back. “I have no shame in admitting you’re the smartest of all of us, Finn, but sometimes you overthink things. Alyx is high nobility, and she’s practically betrothed to the future king. We’re not at DarkSkull anymore—here, she has all the power and influence.”

      Alyx caught Dawn’s glance in her direction, and they shared a moment of silent communion. Tarrick was right—so why did it feel like there was something they were missing?
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      Alyx stepped into the bustling inn, a wave of overly-warm air sweeping over her. All the fireplaces were lit despite the balmy evening, giving the place a bright glow. Her shoulders relaxed fractionally at the sight of Dashan sitting alone by the bar. She’d come early in the hopes of talking to him before the others arrived, when he would inevitably mask what he was truly feeling beneath his easy grin and humour.

      A few curious glances flicked her way as she headed towards him, and it took her a moment to realise it was the light dress she was wearing—too fine to belong to the usual customer in a place like this. She wasn’t in Weeping Stead anymore, where she was merely a faceless mage apprentice. Back home, she was Lady Egalion again.

      Or at least part of her was. The two selves coexisted uneasily inside her. At DarkSkull it was easy to be the mage apprentice and nothing more. Here she couldn’t escape the other part of her, nor could she ignore how easy it was to slip back into that person.

      Dashan looked like he’d been there a while. His sleeves were rolled up, and there were two empty ale glasses sitting next to a third that was only half full in front of him. He glanced up at her approach, then gestured to the barman to bring her a drink. “You’re early.”

      “Your powers of observation are outstanding.” She settled onto a stool beside him. They were the only ones at the bar, though that would soon change as evening deepened into night.

      “How did the rest of your meeting with our delightful lord-mage go?” Dashan spoke in a low voice.

      “He says he wanted us back early to help with the Shiven threat. He insulted Tarrick, then tried to bait me into lashing out at him.” She shrugged. “It wasn’t fun, but we’ll only have to put up with him for a few weeks until we go back to DarkSkull.”

      He regarded her for a long moment. “And?”

      She sighed. “Casovar has been placed in full control of the defence of Rionn. Cayr didn’t say it outright, but I got the distinct impression he has a lot more influence over the king’s decisions than when we left for DarkSkull.”

      His jaw tightened, and he was silent a long moment before he said, “When I left the palace earlier, I went looking for an old contact from the City Guard, invited him out for an ale.”

      Dashan had gone looking for answers. She shifted closer to him, wishing she’d thought to do the same thing, that she hadn’t let Cayr talk her into doubting her instincts. “What did he have to say?”

      Instead of replying, he gave her a little smile, a genuine one that curled up her insides with a happy glow despite her refusal to acknowledge it. “There was a time you would have assumed I’d spent the afternoon on a bender and made some rude comment about my drinking habits.”

      “Now I know you better.” She kept her voice brisk. “Are you going to tell me what your friend said or what?”

      “It wasn’t good.” His eyes darkened, and her warm glow vanished. “According to him, what we saw yesterday wasn’t an isolated incident. There have been increasing patrols through the poor quarter, targeting households where those with Shiven blood live. He told me similar stories of what we saw yesterday—only most times it’s those of Shiven blood being dragged out of their houses. There have been occasions where City Guard on patrol have come across young men beaten half to death and left in the streets. There’s no proof it was Mage Guard of course, the victims are too scared to say.”

      Her heart dropped—this was what she’d feared, what Dawn had feared too. Anger quickly followed on the heels of her dismay. “If Casovar thinks he can target the Shiven community just because of some spies that may or may not exist—"

      “I don’t care who it is!” The words came out raw and intense. “I don’t care if they are half-blood Shiven or Lord Darden’s eldest son. The Mage Guard are invading people’s homes, hurting them. That doesn’t happen here, Alyx. It shouldn’t happen anywhere, not to anyone.”

      “I agree,” she said softly, strongly affected by his declaration. It matched how she felt so closely, and yet that was partly his influence. Two years earlier and she’d have been just like Cayr, brushing off anything that threatened her happy bubble and attending a fancy dinner with her court friends rather than worrying about any of it.

      “What did Cayr have to say about it all?” he asked.

      Irritation surged. “As usual, he’s insisting everything is fine,” she muttered. “Casovar promised to talk to his captains about the behaviour we saw, and that was enough for Cayr.”

      “Give him time. We both know he prefers to see things in black and white terms, good and bad.” He gave her a little smile. “He listens to you, though.”

      Warmth spread through her chest, and she couldn’t help meeting his eyes with a soft smile. “You’ve always made such an effort to see the best in us, even when that must have been damnably difficult at times.”

      He shifted on his chair, his arm brushing against hers. Her heart was suddenly lodged firmly in her throat, and she was glad he spoke next, because she didn’t think she’d be able to summon words if she tried.

      “These past couple of years haven’t been easy ones for you, mage-girl, and to your credit you’ve used that to try and become a better person. I have faith Cayr will too. You both have good hearts underneath the privilege and arrogance.”

      “I... ” She cleared her throat. “Thanks, Dash.”

      He swung away from her then, abruptly changing the subject. “We’re not going back to DarkSkull, are we?”

      “Why would you say that?” she asked in genuine surprise. “Four half-trained mages aren’t going to be any use to Casovar if the Shiven threat escalates.” She paused. “What did Hawkwerst say when you reported to him?”

      His shoulders stiffened. “I haven’t reported in yet.”

      “Dash—”

      “Don’t start, Alyx.”

      Recognising one of his moods, Alyx took a sip of her drink and said nothing further, offering silent companionship. Eventually, he broke the silence.

      “I went to see my father, tell him I was home. Casovar had already spoken to him about the incident yesterday.” Dashan lifted his glass, draining its contents in two swallows. “I was told in no uncertain terms that I should apologise to Captain Dunnat, and until I did, I would be placed on suspension.”

      “Dash, I—”

      “I tried to explain to him what had happened. I was calm, didn’t lose my temper. But my father stood there, listened to what I had to say, then told me that if I didn’t apologise to Dunnat and get myself reinstated I was done.” He chuckled bitterly. “So much for supporting your own son. Father doesn’t even like Casovar, yet he still takes that man’s side over mine.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked quietly.

      He turned his burning gaze on her. “Do you know the last time a Blue Guard commander took orders from Rionn’s lord-mage? Never, that’s when. And now I’m being told to apologise for stopping a bunch of louts beating a citizen on the streets. I won’t do it.”

      As angry as his voice was, there was only pain in Dashan’s dark eyes. She wanted to help, but didn’t know how. Everything in her yearned to reach out to him, offer what comfort she could, but that was a dangerous path. And it wouldn’t make things any easier for him. So she settled for the only words she could think of. “I’m sorry that your father can’t see what sort of man his son has grown into. He’s a fool, a blind one.”

      Dashan’s hand lifted to cover his face, and he took a deep breath. Then he stood, rummaging in his pockets for coins to leave on the bar. “You don’t need or deserve my self-pity tonight, mage-girl. I’ll see you later.”

      “Hey—” She reached out to stop him, but he cut her off.

      “You were right when you said we both needed time. Give me that. Please.”

      Her arm dropped back to her side and he turned away without another word. But she couldn’t leave it like that.

      “Dash, wait!” she called after him but he ignored her, pushing his way through the crowd to the door. Alyx rose to follow but instead ran into Cayr and her friends at the door.

      “What did you say to Dash this time to run him off?” Cayr joked. “He looked in a foul mood.”

      “I… ” Alyx hesitated, eyes on Dashan as he disappeared into the crowded street. “Nothing.”

      “I wish you could have restrained yourself for once,” Cayr said good-naturedly as he ushered her back inside. “I haven’t seen him since Carhall.”

      “Sorry,” Alyx muttered, still glancing back as she was pulled into the bar. “Where’s your Bluecoat detail?”

      “Stationed discreetly at every entrance.” Cayr pulled the cap he was wearing further down over his curls, no doubt hoping he wouldn’t be recognised. Eventually someone would notice all the Bluecoats and wonder why they were there, but that usually took a while. Finn found them a table while Tarrick offered to fetch the first round.

      “You drink these days?” Cayr asked with an amused smile.

      “Sure,” she said.

      “I bet that was Dashan’s influence.” He chuckled. “Don’t tell me I’m going to have to start carrying you home from the party district every night.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” she said shortly, taking a seat beside him at the table. Again, her eyes were drawn towards the door that Dashan had left through.

      The light in his blue eyes dimmed. “Alyx, I was just joking.”

      “I didn’t know you highborn types even knew about the party district.” Finn grinned.

      “What’s that?” Tarrick placed a mug of ale in front of Alyx. She thanked him with a smile.

      “It’s an area in the southwest of the city,” Finn said. “All of the rowdier inns are there, as well as most of the city’s theatres and clubs and several brothels of varying levels of quality. If you took a poll of all the fine citizens of Alistriem who have spent a night sleeping off overindulgence in the city’s inns, you’d probably find that the majority of them had been in the party district.”

      “We’ve never actually been there,” Alyx admitted.

      “Neither have we,” Dawn said pointedly, causing her twin’s superior smile to fade quickly. They all chuckled.

      “Sandira has places like that too,” Tarrick said of his home city. “But more than one. My brothers took me to one once, right before I started at DarkSkull. It was a night to remember.”

      The men shared a conspiratorial glance while Alyx and Dawn made a show of rolling their eyes. In the following silence, Alyx opened her mouth to bring up Casovar, wanting to try and push Cayr to talk about it more, but the inn had filled to bursting and people were crowded all around them—it wasn’t the place to discuss state business. She’d have to wait until she could speak with him more privately.

      “Tell me about DarkSkull,” Cayr said instead. “Alyx, you said something about an incident with spiders in someone’s beer?”

      “That was one of Dash’s finest hours.” Finn laughed.

      “Now there’s someone I bet has been to the party district many times,” Tarrick said.

      “You’re not wrong.” Cayr smiled easily. The cavalier words irritated Alyx—all anyone ever focused on when it came to Dashan, even his friends, was his less ideal behaviour. He was so much more than that. “So who ended up with spiders in their ale?”

      “Only the most powerful apprentice at DarkSkull, and he has a nasty temper, too.” Finn grimaced.

      While Finn and Tarrick eagerly recounted a slightly-embellished version of the story, Alyx leaned over to Dawn. “Your parents must be thrilled to have you home early.”

      Dawn smiled. “They were. It was hard to separate ourselves from them to come here tonight. What about you?”

      “My father was happy to see me,” Alyx said.

      “But?” Dawn asked, sensing her unspoken thought.

      “He seems different. He reprimanded me last night, like I was a child. I didn’t react well, which made it worse, but even so… he hasn’t spoken that way to me in years.”

      “He’s probably under a lot of stress,” Dawn said. “Think about it from his perspective—being forced to send his daughter away and learning where his son is, all in the space of a year. Then add the increasing threat from Shivasa, finding out the Mage Council has been hunting Taliath and now having his influence at court eroded by Casovar.”

      “When you put it like that...” Alyx sighed. She got so caught up in herself sometimes, she didn’t think what other people might be going through. The past year must have been just as awful for her father as it had been for her. Speaking of others, Dawn’s smile wasn’t as bright as usual. “Is everything all right with you?”

      Her friend made a visible effort to shake off her disquiet. “I’m struggling to forget what happened yesterday is all. But I’m determined to take advantage of the extra-long break from DarkSkull.”

      “I want to as well, but... ” Alyx hesitated, then shook her head and straightened her shoulders, forcing a smile to her face. She didn’t want to ruin Dawn’s night, and what Dashan had told her could wait until morning. “You’re absolutely right.”

      “There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you.” Dawn leaned closer, pink tinting her cheeks. “Rickin kissed me at the dance.”

      Alyx’s eyebrows shot up, and she was so surprised it took her several moments to work out what to say. “What?”

      “Shh.” Dawn giggled.

      “Right, sorry.” Alyx lowered her voice to a whisper, astonishment colouring her tone. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!”

      If possible, Dawn turned even pinker. “I wanted to, but we were so busy with Third Patrol after the festival, and then the sudden summons home. Besides, I kind of wanted to keep it to myself for a little while, you know? My own little happy secret.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.” Alyx reached out to squeeze Dawn’s arm in excitement. What had happened was obviously making her friend happy, and she wanted to share that. “Tell me everything. At once!”

      Dawn turned in her chair to face Alyx, her blue eyes alight. “After you left early, Rickin asked me to dance, and we ended up dancing for ages. And it was so romantic with the candles in the garden, and he was being so sweet.” Dawn sighed, her expression turning dreamy.

      “I take it this was a good kiss, then,” Alyx teased.

      “It was wonderful.” Dawn sighed again. “But you already know what I’m talking about. Your first kiss must have been just as wonderful.”

      “It was.” Alyx glanced sideways at Cayr, who was still engrossed by the spider tale. The sight of him made her spin back to Dawn. “Wait, I thought you liked Dash?”

      “That was just a silly crush.” Dawn chuckled. “And Dash made it clear in his own charming way that he wasn’t interested.”

      “Oh.” Alyx swallowed, suddenly fascinated by the table top in front of her. Dawn wasn’t really interested in Dashan. I wouldn’t be hurting her if... and there she cut her thoughts off ruthlessly, forcing herself to pay attention to Dawn.

      “Rickin is different. I think I might really like him. He wants to spend more time together when I go back.” Dawn gave a little smile. “You know, he was so great with the Galien thing, supporting us, and he really helped Finn this year in sparring class.”

      “I like Rickin. I’m really happy for you.” Alyx found a smile and leaned over to give her friend a hug.

      Cayr laughed loudly as Finn and Tarrick came to the end of their tale, jostling into Alyx and breaking the hug. She and Dawn shared a secret smile before re-joining the main conversation.

      “Everything all right, Alyx?” Cayr asked, leaning closer to her and lowering his voice. “You seem a bit down this evening.”

      “I’m all right. It’s really good to see you again.” She meant those words.

      His smiled widened. “Me too. Welcome home.”

      “Thanks.” She leaned into him slightly, feeling comforted by his presence beside her. Despite that, her eyes were continually drawn to the door Dashan had disappeared through and she had to keep fighting the urge to go and look for him, make sure he was all right.

      “What fun things have we missed while we were gone?” Dawn asked Cayr. “Any more scandals with Lord what’s-his-name and the kitchen maids?”

      “Lord Ragarn?” Alyx grinned, glancing at Cayr. “I told them what you wrote in your letters about him. They’re even more invested in the story than I am.”

      “I have a great story to tell you about him,” he promised. “After this last incident, my father had to send him back to his estate in the south. I don’t think he’ll be welcome back in Alistriem anytime soon.”

      The story about Lord Ragarn was juicy, and Alyx laughed as loudly as the others during Cayr’s exaggerated telling of it. But as the night passed, she couldn’t help her continued glances at the door. She tried not to wonder where Dashan had gone, tried not to want to be wherever that was, but it was impossible. He was hurting, and that meant she was hurting too.
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      Cayr rode in as Alyx headed out to the stables the next morning. Tarrick was inside finishing up his breakfast and she expected the twins to appear any minute. As tempting as it was to be deliberately late to get under Casovar’s skin, Alyx had resolved to keep the peace. At least until they went back to DarkSkull. Antagonising the lord-mage wasn’t going to help Rionn against the Shiven.

      “Morning!” Cayr greeted her as he swung down from the saddle. His blue eyes sparkled with pleasure at the sight of her, and she couldn’t help but feel the same way—it was so nice to be able to see him so regularly again. Even better, it was an opportunity to talk to him about what she’d learned from Dashan the night before. She waved a greeting, but he was in an energetic mood and started talking before she could.

      “I know Lord-Mage Casovar wants to see you this morning, but Mira and Lissa are planning a welcome home picnic for you this afternoon,” he said. “I wanted to come and tell you straight away—it’s such a beautiful day.”

      “Oh, I was actually intending to ride out and visit Astor after we finish with Casovar.” Alyx headed towards the stables and he fell into step beside her. Beyond wanting to see her godfather after so long, she was keen to get his take on the changes in Alistriem. “And then I’ve already made plans to go swimming with Tarrick and the twins.”

      “Really?” Cayr stopped walking, a frown creasing his forehead.

      “Sure. The weather is getting warm enough. It will be fun.” She hesitated. “Why do you look so shocked? I’m sorry for upsetting your plans, but I didn’t know about the picnic.”

      “I just... Mira and Lissa are your friends, and you haven’t seen them for months.”

      Alyx laughed and continued walking. “If Mira and Lissa have planned a picnic for me, then it’s only to look good in front of you. I remember well the delight they took in gossiping about you and Jenna behind my back. They weren’t my friends, not truly.”

      Silence greeted her words, and she glanced back to realise he hadn’t kept walking with her. She stopped at the concern written in his blue eyes. “What is it?”

      “You never used to talk like this. You loved picnics with Lissa and the other girls—you all used to conspire against Luden to get out of lessons early so that you could go on picnics, or shopping in the city.”

      She sighed. It was too easy to forget that Cayr hadn’t been there to see how her time at DarkSkull had changed her, changed her perspective on things. “If I truly thought they’d missed me and wanted to see me, of course I’d go. But my absence was simply fodder for their gossip. That’s fine, really, but I don’t want to go to a picnic and listen to them chatter for hours on end about the latest court scandal or what the new fashion in gloves is.”

      His frown deepened. “You used to enjoy that chatter as much as you did buying a new dress. Is... is this about Jenna?”

      Alyx smiled. “No, it’s not about Jenna. I’m not jealous of her anymore, and while I doubt I’ll ever like her, I don’t want to hold a grudge.”

      “You don’t?” Hurt flashed on his face.

      Sudden panic tightened her stomach. She’d spoken without thinking, but the words were truer than she realised. Now when she thought of Jenna, she felt only a mild dislike. There was not even a flicker of jealousy, not even at the thought of her kissing Cayr. That acknowledgement was too dangerous to pursue, and she ruthlessly pushed it out of her mind.

      “I’ve been away for months,” she tried to explain, to herself as much as to him.

      “What happened with you and Jenna is in the past as far as I’m concerned.”

      “All right.” He sighed. “I’ll tell them you’re busy. They’ll probably still have the picnic anyway.”

      “Exactly,” Alyx pointed out. “And if you’d like to escape their mindless chatter this afternoon, you’re more than welcome to come swimming with us. I was planning on inviting you.”

      Instead of the smile she’d been aiming for, the concern on his face deepened. “I can’t simply walk away from social engagements like you seem to have suddenly decided to. My behaviour reflects on my father and my future as king, and those people you’re calling mindless will be my future allies at court. I can’t afford to offend them.”

      His words stung, and forced a disturbing realisation on her. She’d changed in her time away, but he hadn’t, or at least not in the same ways. Two years ago she’d have been spouting the exact same sentiments.

      “You do know that you’re not just going to be king of Alistriem’s court, right?” she said sharply. “You’ll be responsible for many other people, including the Shiven half-bloods the Mage Guard have been dragging out of homes in their ‘search’ for spies.”

      He took a step back. “What are you talking about?”

      “Dashan told me last night—he spoke to a friend of his in the City Guard. What we saw with the jeweller wasn’t an isolated incident, Cayr.”

      “So now you’re taking some City Guard officer’s word over that of Rionn’s lord-mage? Over mine?”

      The genuine hurt in his voice drained her anger as quickly as it had come, leaving her weary. She hadn’t wanted this, hadn’t wanted to come home and find herself at such odds with the most solid, constant person in her life apart from her father.

      “Cayr, we both grew up in the same world, and it took me leaving to see how narrow and small that world is. I miss it—I miss the simplicity and ease of it, of delighting over beautiful dresses and going to picnics and being the girl everyone admired.” She took a breath, the words coming easier now. “But I can’t ever go back to that, not anymore, because that would mean leaving behind people like the twins and Tarrick, and even Dashan, eventually. It would mean treating people according to their wealth and power instead of how they stood unflinching at my shoulder in the most terrifying moments of my life.”

      His eyes were fixed on her, at once both intense and bewildered. “And you think because I haven’t experienced ‘real life’ like you have, I don’t care about anyone outside my friends and those of my social standing?”

      “I didn’t,” she said simply. “And it wasn’t even a choice. I simply didn’t think about anything outside my own world.”

      “You sound so... ” He stumbled to a halt. “I’ve known you my whole life, known you better than anyone else in the world, and I never imagined I would hear anything like that come out of your mouth.”

      “Going away changed me,” she said simply. “I won’t go back to what I was.”

      “No,” he said, voice aching with sadness. “You shouldn’t.”

      The moment held, their wordless communication as easy as it had always been despite everything. A flicker of movement in the periphery of her vision caused Alyx to step back. “The twins are here. I need to fetch Tingo, and then we really have to go.” She hesitated, reluctant to end their conversation. “But we really need to talk about the Mage Guard. I don’t think Dashan’s friend was lying.”

      Cayr’s expression remained pensive as he nodded. “I’ll do my best to meet you for swimming later. We can talk more then.”

      “We’ll look out for you.” She held her smile a moment longer, trying to convey reassurance, before turning away and heading to the stables.

      

      Lord-Mage Casovar greeted them at the door to his offices. “Please come through.”

      Alyx followed the others down a short corridor that led into a much larger, rectangular space. Arched windows lined the wall to her left, allowing in the morning sunlight and providing a view into a neatly-tended garden. The sounds of horses and stable-workers could be heard drifting through a partially opened window—

      the palace stables were on the other side of the garden wall.

      Long tables covered with parchment and maps filled the space, chairs scattered around them. Two soldiers wearing dark red leather tunics stood studying a particularly large map hanging on the opposite wall, their scarlet cloaks discarded nearby in the warmth of the room.

      “This is where I spend most of my time,” Casovar explained. “As will all of you, going forward.” He waited for their nods before continuing. “I realise that I may have come across as... overbearing yesterday. I was merely attempting to establish, from the beginning, that I am in ultimate charge here, of you and the Mage Guard. Provided you can accept that, I believe we can make an effective team. Do you agree?”

      “Yes, sir,” Tarrick spoke for them. At his side, Alyx nodded and smiled, keeping her hands relaxed at her sides. Nobody owned her, but she’d grown accustomed to swallowing her pride at DarkSkull, and she could do that here for the short time until they returned.

      A cool smile flickered over Casovar’s face as he regarded Tarrick. “You’re the designated spokesperson, are you? I suppose that makes sense, given you’re a Tylender.”

      “We can all speak for ourselves, sir.” This, surprisingly, from Dawn, the edge to her voice barely hidden.

      “Good.” His gaze lingered on her for a single, intense moment, then he lifted his head. “Firstly, then, I’d like to have a brief discussion with you about your talents. Finn, you’re a healer, yes?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Dawn, you’re a telepath, and Tarrick a warrior mage with concussive power?”

      “That’s right,” Tarrick spoke again, perfectly polite.

      “And Alyx?” Casovar turned to her. “I recall you didn’t develop much in your first year, have you made any progress?”

      Irritation surged at being addressed on a first name basis, but she pushed it away. “I’ve had some success doing what Tarrick does. I haven’t actually managed to create a concussion ball yet, but I can create the light.”

      The lie came easily off her tongue, and at her side, Dawn’s shoulders relaxed.

      “That’s not promising, and I’m surprised the masters let you back for a second year. Perhaps I can help develop you further,” Casovar said briskly. “I’m hoping your lessons at DarkSkull have at least given you a grounding in rational and strategic thinking.”

      A door at the opposite end of the room opened and a member of the Mage Guard entered. Alyx’s heart sank when she recognised Captain Dunnat. He looked equally displeased to see her and the others.

      “Good timing, Captain,” Casovar said crisply. “You’ve met my apprentice mages, I understand?”

      Dunnat’s gaze flickered over them in distaste. “Yes, sir.”

      “You’ll be working together closely,” Casovar said.

      “What will we be doing exactly?” Alyx asked, avoiding Dunnat’s glare and trying to remain polite.

      “I created the Mage Guard to track down and arrest the Shiven spies I believe have infiltrated Alistriem,” Casovar said. “You will work alongside Captain Dunnat to assist in that endeavour. Dawn, your telepathic powers will be especially useful.”

      “Is that all?” Tarrick frowned.

      Casovar gave him an appraising look. “For now. Once I have had time to assess your abilities, your duties will expand. Is there a problem with that, Apprentice?”

      “No, sir.” Tarrick’s voice was neutral.

      “Good. Let’s all sit. I’d like to discuss in some more detail the training that you undertook at DarkSkull this year. Captain, you’re dismissed for now.”

      

      Alyx kicked Tingo into a gallop out of the city, hoping the ride to Astor’s property would clear her head. Casovar had left them at midday in the hands of Dunnat, instructing the captain to brief them on the structure and activities of the Mage Guard. Contempt had dripped from his every word as he addressed them, and the feeling was mutual.

      Where Tarrick and the twins were respectful enough of Casovar’s rank and power to swallow their dislike around him, they seemed to have no such compunctions with Dunnat. Their briefing had ended after one particularly scornful comment from Tarrick—Dunnat had flushed red, his hand dropping to his sword momentarily before he’d thought better of it.

      “Do you have any further questions for me?” he’d asked stiffly.

      “No, I think we’re done for today,” Tarrick had replied, just as cold. Alyx’s mouth twitched in a smile at the memory of it, although the incident had her seeing for the first time that Tarrick was no longer a youth on the cusp of manhood. At eighteen, he was very much a young man, not only an imposing physical presence with his height and muscle but with a confident and sure manner that inspired instant respect.

      Eventually she left the main southern road and headed out on the private road that led to Astor’s estate. The gates were open and she galloped through, bringing Tingo to a rapid halt in a whirlwind of dust at the end of the paved driveway.

      Astor was holed away in his study, thick tome in his lap, cup of tea steaming at his side when Alyx was shown in. A smile spread over her face at the familiar sight, widening at the look of astonishment on his face.

      “Alyx!” He rose to hug her in greeting. “What are you doing back?”

      “You haven’t heard?” she asked.

      “No, I didn’t think I would see you until the end of the DarkSkull year, another couple of weeks at least.”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar ordered us back early.”

      “He did?” Astor lifted an eyebrow. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

      She chuckled at the abrupt segue. “I’d love one.”

      He rang a bell, and they chatted idly about the book he was reading until one of his maids had brought Alyx a steaming cup. She studied him while taking a sip. He was as sprightly and sharp looking as ever. In fact, he looked even better than before she left. Retirement certainly agreed with him.

      “You’re not pleased about the lord-mage’s summons,” Astor noted, finally turning the conversation onto serious ground.

      “I’m not pleased about the lord-mage,” Alyx said.

      “May I ask why?”

      “He’s arrogant, condescending and ambitious.”

      Astor chuckled. “At least two of those three descriptors have applied to your own character at some stage or another.”

      “I know,” she conceded. “And I do realise that, personal feelings aside, his job is to help protect Rionn. I’m trying to keep reminding myself of that.”

      “You seem different.” Astor studied her. “A little older perhaps, or wiser?”

      “Older, definitely.” She smiled faintly. “Not quite wiser, I don’t think.”

      He shrugged. “From what I hear, Casovar seems to be doing a fine job protecting our borders.”

      “Does he?” Alyx asked. “I mean that as a genuine question.”

      “I don’t know anywhere near as much about the goings on of Rionn since I retired,” Astor said. “But I would have heard if he was mismanaging his job. I still speak regularly with the king and your father.”

      “What about the Mage Guard?” She described what had happened with the jeweller. “And I’ve heard that wasn’t the only time they’ve been overly rough, particularly in regard to those with Shiven blood.”

      “I can’t claim to know much detail on Mage Guard activities,” Astor conceded. “But I do know for certain that the spies exist. Our soldiers have died as a direct result of information being passed on troop movements in and out of the city and our barracks in the region.”

      That was interesting to know, but didn’t make her feel any better about Dunnat and his louts. “That’s not an excuse for violent behaviour. Every Rionnan citizen has the right to be treated with respect until they are proven guilty of a crime.”

      “Come now, you’ve seen enough now to know that in times of war we can’t always do the right thing,” He gave a little shake of his head. “Sometimes a little bad is required in aid of the greater good.”

      Her shoulders sagged a little at that bitter truth. “From what you’ve said, I’m guessing you don’t take issue with Casovar being placed in ultimate charge of Rionn’s defence?”

      He gave her a sympathetic smile. “It’s Casovar’s DarkSkull training and powerful mage abilities that make him a key part of our security. With the Shiven looming ever closer, I’m not surprised the king is relying on him more.”

      Alyx sat back in her chair, conceding that her intense dislike of Casovar might be clouding her judgement. Astor was a wily old man—if he didn’t sense anything amiss, then perhaps there wasn’t anything majorly wrong going on. “I’m glad to hear it. I just want to help keep Rionn safe, that’s the whole reason I went back to DarkSkull.”

      “Good. Now, tell me everything.” Astor leaned forward. “What have you learned in the past nine months?”

      “Ugh, too much.” Alyx rolled her eyes. “If I never have to put another sentence together using Zandian verbs I’ll die a happy woman.”

      Astor laughed. “Languages was one of my favourite classes. What about your magic?”

      “I...” Alyx hesitated, though she wasn’t sure why. She loved and trusted Astor, as much as she did her father, but Tarrick’s voice in the back of her head warned her not to declare what she was unless she truly had to. “I struggled in that as much as anything else.”

      “You’ll get there,” he said reassuringly, although she didn’t miss the tiny frown that flitted across his face. “And I’m glad to have you back home. I’ve missed our visits.”

      “Me too.” Alyx stood. “I have to go, but I’d like to come back for a longer visit. I’d like to talk about my mother... I learned some things about her this year.”

      “You know that you’re welcome here any time.”

      “I’ll be back soon.” She hugged him, then left.

      

      Alyx rode back to the city at a gallop as the sun lowered on the horizon—she was already late, and still had to return home to change out of her mage attire. The city streets were thronged with people, slowing Tingo to a walk.

      As she waited at a busy cross-roads, she spotted the Blue Guard barracks and recognised Tijer as one of the guards on the front gates. Making a split-second decision, she turned Tingo and rode up to him.

      “Lady Egalion.” Tijer straightened sharply, a warm smile belying his formal manner.

      “Hi, Tijer. How are you settling back in?” she asked.

      “It’s nice to be back,” he said. “Although all of us would be pleased to form your escort when you return to DarkSkull.”

      “I’m pleased to hear it,” she said. “I’m looking for Dash. Can you point me to where he’s quartered?”

      Tijer’s smile faded, highlighting the narrowness of his features. “Lieutenant Caverlock has been suspended from duty. We haven’t seen him since late last night.”

      Her heart sank. He really had refused to apologise to Dunnat. She wondered how long it would be before he was thrown out of the Blue Guard entirely. Irritation and worry mingled in her—why couldn’t he just get over his damn anger for once?

      “The orders came down from Lord-Mage Casovar,” Tijer continued. “If you see the lieutenant, please encourage him to come back. Commander Hawkwerst wants to speak with him. It isn’t good, him disappearing like this.”

      “I’ll certainly talk to him if I see him.” She frowned. “While I’m here, have you heard anything more through the Bluecoats about the Mage Guard? I’d really like to know if what we encountered two days ago was an aberration. Dashan heard that maybe it wasn’t.”

      “None of the Bluecoats like them much, Lady Egalion.” Tijer glanced at the other guard, just out of hearing distance on the opposite side of the gate. “But we don’t have much interaction with them. There’s a... well, I’ll be blunt. The Bluecoats are the elite guard of Rionn—soldiers from other commands tend to be beneath our attention, if you know what I mean.”

      “People thinking they’re better than others for no particularly good reason?” she said tartly. “Yes, I know too well. I’d appreciate it if you could let me know if you hear about anymore overzealous spy hunting.”

      “Yes, my lady.” He saluted sharply, then hesitated. “Lieutenant Caverlock, he’s a good leader and a great soldier. It took being posted to the disputed area with him for some of us to see it, and that’s our shame. None of us like what’s happening here. Tell him that we want him back.”

      “I will.”

      “My lady... ” He hesitated again. “That’s not just me talking. The lieutenant has more support than he realises.”

      Her regard for Tijer increasing rapidly, Alyx smiled. “I look forward to seeing you in a month or so, when we head back to DarkSkull.”

      A smile crept over his face. “We’ll be ready, Lady Egalion.”

      

      “You don’t plan to swim?”

      Alyx looked up at Cayr from where she lay out on the sand. She’d been contemplating her conversations with Astor and Tijer, but had yet to come to a clear resolution. “These evening breezes are still a bit too cool for me.”

      “You’ll be remembering them fondly when summer hits properly.”

      “At which point I shall dive into the ocean with joyous abandon.”

      He smiled and held out a hand. “Come for a walk with me?”

      “I’d love to.”

      The breeze, while making it too cool for swimming, was pleasant as it ruffled the skirt of Alyx’s light sundress. It was nice—freeing—to be in something other than apprentice attire.

      The glow of the setting sun cast an orange glow over the water, almost like it was on fire. Shouts of laughter made her look back to where the twins were ganging up on Tarrick in the water. Dawn spotted Alyx and waved. She returned it with a laugh.

      Thanks to Cayr’s Bluecoat detail, they had a section of the public beach to themselves—though none of them were unaware of the curious looks tossed their way by those outside the cordon set by the Bluecoats. It was either that or they went to the private beach below the palace, but Alyx would never again subject her friends to the sneering gazes of the other highborn youth, many of whom would be enjoying the private beach on such a fine evening. She ignored the part of her that wished her life was back amongst that world.

      As she and Cayr began walking, two Bluecoats discreetly fell in behind them. A firm look from the prince had them dropping back out of earshot.

      “I feel like we argued this morning, and I hate thinking you’re angry with me.” Cayr squeezed her hand. “I’d like to talk, starting with what happened with Jenna before you left.”

      “Jenna is not what we need to talk about,” she said.

      “The Mage Guard again?” A touch of incredulity filled his voice. “I’ve explained that to you, and I spoke to Casovar like you asked.”

      “I talked to Astor this afternoon, and I agree that maybe I’ve been making a bigger issue of things than I should,” she acknowledged. “Even so, what Dash told me is concerning. I think we should do more to make sure the Mage Guard isn’t hurting innocent people.”

      He ran a hand through his hair, a sure sign he didn’t want to talk about something. “I think we need to let Casovar do his job and focus on us.”

      “This!” She stopped suddenly, forcing him to turn and face her. “This is our problem, not Jenna. Last year when I came home you hid things from me because you wanted to pretend everything was fine. I—"

      “I hid it from you because it was nothing, it meant nothing, and I didn’t want you to—" Matching irritation flashed over Cayr’s face, his voice rising an octave as he cut over her.

      “What about Dashan?” She threw the words at him, unable to keep the anger from her voice. “He was hurting, Cayr. You promised him he wouldn’t be posted to the disputed area, even though you shouldn’t have, and what happened to him up there hurt him. You ignored it, you didn’t tell me about it, and we are his best friends. We should have been there for him.”

      He nodded sharply, mouth forming a tight line. “You’re right, I did hide things from you. It was wrong. I don’t know how many times you need me to apologise for it before you forgive me.”

      “I forgave you for Jenna a long time ago.” And it was true. “But you’re doing the same thing now. I’ve come home and you won’t talk to me about the Mage Guard, or even acknowledge there’s a problem. Instead you want to go back to how things used to be between us. It’s like you’re hiding from everything going on.”

      He took a step towards her, blue eyes blazing with determination. “I’m not hiding. I love you, Alyx. I’m trying to talk about us because I am willing to do whatever it takes to move past what I did to you last year and build our future. I will be king, and I want you as my wife and my queen. Is that clear enough?”

      “How can you be so certain?” she asked, shaken and confused. Because she wasn’t—even though she’d been telling herself she was over and over. Too much had happened.

      His determined expression faltered. “You’re not?”

      “Cayr...” She hesitated. “While I admit I’m glad that nothing happened with Jenna, I told you when I left that we should both take the opportunity to be sure of each other and what we wanted. I didn’t just mean you—I needed the time too.”

      He frowned. “The way you just said that… did something happen for you?”

      She swallowed, hating the surge of guilt and confusion that came at the thought of Dashan. For the briefest of seconds she considered lying, brushing his question off. Her certainty about Cayr, about what she wanted, had been shaken, but she loved him, that was still true. But that meant she couldn’t lie—because otherwise she’d be doing to him exactly what he’d done to her with Jenna. Summoning her courage, she forced herself to meet his eyes. “Yes,” she said softly.

      Hurt suffused his features. The expression tore at her, and she swallowed, struggling for the resolve to continue.

      “Who?” he demanded.

      “It doesn’t matter.” The last thing she ever wanted to do was ruin Cayr’s friendship with Dashan. Honesty was one thing, but there was no need for him to know this.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It was something like what happened with you and Jenna.” Alyx winced as the words tumbled out of her mouth before she thought them through; Dashan was no Jenna. But she couldn’t take them back, and saying anything else would only hurt him more. “Nothing came of it, and it won’t happen again.”

      He swallowed, blue eyes darkening with pain. She wanted to make it right, to erase the hurt, but the words were out now and she couldn’t take them back.

      “Is being with me still what you want?” he asked. “Because it’s what I want more than anything.”

      “I’ve always wanted a future with you in it,” she said. “But so much has happened and we’ve both changed. I would like to take things slowly and see what happens.”

      “I would wait forever for you,” he said earnestly. “And I’ll do whatever it takes, I promise you.”

      She reached out and took his hand, starting to walk again. “Thank you.”

      Silence fell, and she sensed he was chewing over what she’d told him. She thought about saying something, trying to explain better, but in the end decided just to let him think it through for himself.

      Eventually he broke the silence, changing the subject. “Will you tell me something about your time away? Last year you were so reluctant.”

      “I was,” she admitted. “And I’ll do better this time. There is one big thing I’ve really wanted to tell you.”

      His soft smile returned, and some of her guilt eased. “What is it?”

      “I have an older brother.” She smiled at the confusion that settled over his face. “It’s true, and he happens to be the lord of Widow Falls.”

      “You’re joking with me,” he accused.

      “Nope.” Her smiled widened and she squeezed his hand before turning serious. “It’s a long story, and not a happy one.”

      Cayr listened patiently as they strolled along the shoreline and Alyx related everything she’d learned in the past year about her parents and her brother. Telling him relaxed the both of them, easing the tension that had built up from her admission. It felt easy again, like things had always been between them. After she finished speaking, a long silence fell.

      “That must have been difficult news to hear,” he said eventually. “Yet in telling me, you sound very calm and accepting.”

      “It was more than difficult,” she said. “Had I been two years younger and still in Alistriem, it would have been one of those times I came running to you, and you would sit by me and hug me until I stopped crying.”

      “I wish I had been there this time,” he whispered.

      “I wasn’t alone.” Alyx’s heart ached as she thought of Dashan, and the reassurance she’d felt with his arms around her. Guilt returned, tangling her stomach in knots and killing the momentary contentment she’d felt.

      “I’m glad,” Cayr said. “And I’m sorry I was upset with you this morning for wanting to spend time with your friends from DarkSkull instead of Lissa and the others. They’ve clearly been good friends to you.”

      “They were very supportive,” Alyx said, the knots in her stomach twisting further as she allowed Cayr to assume it had been Tarrick and the twins who’d been there when she was most alone. And they had been, at least for some of it.

      “I... ” Her words trailed off as she caught sight of four red-cloaked soldiers walking along the main street above the beach. They were moving too determinedly to be on a simple patrol, and her first instinct was to go and follow them, see where they were going and what they were up to.

      “Alyx, wait!” Cayr caught at her arm. “Where are you going?”

      “The Mage Guard are headed somewhere.” She pointed.

      “Right. Doing their jobs.” He sounded mystified. “Come on, keep walking with me. I’ve missed you.”

      Still she hesitated, wavering between her desire to walk with Cayr along the beach on a beautiful evening and her instinctual distrust of the Mage Guard. The temptation to use her telepathic magic to try and learn their intensions was close to overwhelming, and she was about to give in to it when Cayr tugged sharply at her hand.

      “Alyx!”

      A flare of annoyance went through her and she yanked her hand free. “Stop pulling me.”

      More hurt and confusion flashed over his face. “What is wrong with you?”

      Dawn’s laughter filtered along the beach; she and the boys had drifted closer in the course of their water fight. They were clearly having a lot of fun, and Alyx made the decision to let go of her concerns and join them.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologised. “Captain Dunnat and his soldiers really got to me the other day, that’s all. Come on, let’s go and help win that water fight.”

      She ran towards the shore before he could protest, and was relieved moments later as his splashing footsteps joined hers.

      “Where’s Dash tonight?” Tarrick asked a while later as they trooped wearily back to their towels, dripping cool ocean water.

      “I don’t know,” Alyx admitted, explaining what Tijer had told her. The subject of Dashan brought her concern for him rushing back, and all she felt when Cayr slung an arm around her shoulders was confusion.

      “Is there anything we can do?” Finn asked.

      “No.” She sighed. “Dashan is his own man. He needs to accept the consequences of his actions. We can’t always step in to protect him from himself.”

      “I wouldn’t do it if I thought he was acting from a bad place.” Cayr looked torn. “But all you say about him is right, and I can understand the way he acts because of the awful life he has had.”

      And she’d only compounded that, spurning him for Cayr, even though she wasn’t even sure... Enough! Alyx took a firm hold of her wandering thoughts. Dashan was hurting, but she couldn’t be the one to help. That wasn’t fair to him or Cayr.

      Deep down, where she boxed her deepest fears away, she buried the growing realisation that nothing was ever going to go back to the way it had been.
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      The remainder of their first week back was spent in Casovar’s rooms at the palace studying reports about suspicious activity in the city and its surroundings. These came from several different sources, including private citizens and the City Guard, and most were anonymous.

      The majority seemed dubious at best and vexatious at worst—in one case a blatant attempt by a struggling merchant to get his main competitor arrested—but Casovar insisted they carefully review each report. Any that weren’t obviously fabricated or completely lacking in usable detail were passed on to Dunnat and the Mage Guard to investigate.

      Alyx had dreaded being sent out with the Mage Guard, certain she wouldn’t be able to stand by and do nothing if they crossed the line in their behaviour, but so far Casovar kept them in the palace reviewing the reports.

      “Your studies at DarkSkull make you better equipped to understand how valuable the information is than Dunnat’s men,” Casovar explained when Tarrick asked. “Not to mention your language skills.”

      That seemed plausible enough—the odd report came in written in Zandian or Shiven—but Alyx wondered if Casovar was hesitant to have his apprentices work too closely with the Mage Guard given their evident dislike for each other.

      On the third day, Casovar began taking Tarrick and the twins out to the adjacent garden; initially to observe their ability to use their magic, and then to continue their training. When Alyx rose to join them the first time, Casovar waved her back to her chair, remarking that being able to summon a green light was useless, and there was no reason for her to accompany them.

      The words had stung and she’d sat fuming at her desk until she became aware of Dunnat’s beady eyes watching her, a smirk on his face. Turning away from him, she’d continued reading through the pile of reports before her, and as her anger slowly faded, logic reasserted itself. It would have been difficult in the extreme to hide her powers under Casovar’s direct scrutiny, and being left out of the sessions was the best thing that could have happened.

      That night the apprentice mages walked down to the city together to share dinner, a routine they’d quickly fallen into. On this occasion Cayr accompanied them too, his Bluecoat detail setting up a discreet cordon around the café they’d chosen.

      It was sheer coincidence that Cayr and Alyx were leaving, lagging behind the others, as Casta and a group of friends strolled past the café, presumably off duty in their civilian clothing.

      “Lady Egalion.” Casta waved cheerfully, leaving his friends to jog over. It took him a second to recognise Cayr as her companion, resulting in a sharp salute and much deeper bow.

      “Lieutenant,” Cayr sounded amused. “You know Alyx?”

      “He’s part of my protective detail,” Alyx explained.

      “I wouldn’t have interrupted you, except Tijer and I have been trying to work out a way to come and talk to you.” Casta’s glance flicked between Alyx and Cayr, making it clear he didn’t want to say much in front of the prince.

      “Do you mind?” Alyx gave Cayr an apologetic smile and waited until he’d gone to catch up to the others. “What is it, Casta?”

      “You asked Tijer to keep his ears out for any information about the Mage Guard, and if they were crossing the line again.” His mouth tightened. “Two nights ago they raided three homes in the poor district—all residents were of Shiven blood. One lad was beaten half to death when he tried to stop them arresting his mother.”

      The poor district. A large corner in the southwest of Alistriem where its poorest citizens—and criminal elements—lived. It began only a few blocks back from the public beach. She tried to keep her growing anger from her voice when she responded. “How sure are you of this?”

      “An off-duty Bluecoat was at a brothel nearby with some friends,” Casta admitted. “They were leaving when the raid happened. Tijer and I spoke to him directly.”

      “Alyx, is something wrong?” Cayr had wandered back over. “Tarrick and the twins are headed home.”

      “Those red-cloaks we saw the other night at the beach were on their way to a raid,” she told him, voice seething despite her best efforts. “A Shiven youth almost died trying to protect his mother from being arrested.”

      Cayr stiffened. “If his mother was spying on our army, then he shouldn’t have tried to stop the arrest.”

      “Are you confident they had proof of that? After what I saw when we arrived back in Alistriem, I’m not confident at all,” she snapped. “Damn it! I knew I should have gone after them!”

      “If I may, Your Highness.” Casta cleared his throat. “Word amongst the Blue Guard is that the red-cloaks often become overly violent when conducting their activities. At the very least, their professionalism is questionable.”

      “I’m not surprised to hear the Blue Guard hold such a low opinion of the Mage Guard given the rivalry between the two units,” Cayr said icily. “And I don’t appreciate you bringing rumour and innuendo to Lady Egalion in the middle of the street like this.”

      “Cayr, enough!” Alyx said, horrified. “Casta, please go back to your evening. Thank you for bringing me the information.”

      Casta gave a much stiffer salute to Cayr, flashed a quick smile at Alyx, then turned to run after his friends.

      She spun back to Cayr, the anger and regret swamping her so strongly her hands trembled with it. “What possessed you to talk to him like that?”

      “Since when is it all right for a Bluecoat to accost you in the street with dramatic stories about Mage Guard raids?” He seemed genuinely confused by her reaction.

      “Casta is a friend who has protected me on multiple trips to DarkSkull and back,” she said evenly. “I asked him and the others to keep an ear out for the Mage Guard doing anything like what they were doing to the poor jeweller when we arrived. And now they’ve gone out and raided three homes, almost killing a youth,” she said. “One of your citizens. What are you going to do about it?”

      “Rionn is at war!” Cayr stepped towards her, anger vibrating from him. She’d finally broken through his determined pretence that everything was fine, and a quick jolt of satisfaction speared through her. “It might not be official, and it might not be an open battle, but Shivasa wants us. I will do whatever it takes to keep my country safe.”

      “The citizens in the poor quarter are part of your country.” She searched his face. “All you see is the court and the nobles in it. And I know you love Rionn, and you want to protect it, but think about what that means.”

      “They attacked us in our own home!” His chest heaved with emotion, blue eyes snapping. “They tried to kill my own father. They tried to kill you. I don’t care how old they are or whose mother they are, the Shiven are—”

      “Your best friend is half-Shiven!” She cut him off ruthlessly, desperate to make him see. “You’ve never seen him as anything other than your friend. Being Shiven doesn’t automatically make Dashan a spy, or a bad person. Why is it different for those living in the poor quarter?”

      “I... ” Cayr’s anger faltered, and he lifted a hand to run through his hair. “I don’t know.”

      “I’m not trying to hurt you, Cayr.” She searched his face, looking for a glimmer of understanding. “I’m trying to make you see that just because you have good intentions, it doesn’t make what you’re doing right. It doesn’t make what the Mage Guard is doing right.”

      He turned away from her, his gaze distant as he watched the people walking by them, oblivious to the curious stares his Bluecoat detail caused. She let him think, hoping her words had gotten through to him.

      After a moment he turned back, an expression of focused determination on his face. “I will undertake a personal review of the Mage Guard activities to ensure they are acting appropriately. But Alyx, if I find they are operating within the parameters of their role, and are simply finding and arresting those putting our soldiers in danger, I will do nothing. Is that clear?”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He gave her a shaky smile. “Do you plan on challenging me like this when you are queen?”

      “Cayr, come on, that’s a long way in the future.” She sighed. “Maybe you won’t want to marry someone who challenges you like I just did.” Like Dashan always challenged her—to be better, stronger. She ached at his absence, but pushed the emotion away. It wasn’t fair to Cayr.

      “I can take being challenged,” he murmured, pulling her closer as they started walking. “But we’ve never fought like this before.”

      “I think we see the world differently now because of the different experiences we’ve had.”

      “Those differences will make us stronger,” he said determinedly. Alyx nodded agreement, ignoring the doubt worming its way through her heart.

      

      Three nights later, the doorbell rang as Alyx left the dining room. She’d parted from Tarrick and the twins after finishing her reports, hoping to spend some time with her father over dinner. That hope had been dashed when he’d stayed late working at the palace.

      They hadn’t spoken properly since their angry words on her first night back. He wasn’t home often, and they usually only saw each other for a few moments at breakfast. She didn’t like the way things were between them, and wanted to fix it. She resolved to try again the next day.

      The ring of the bell was a surprise and, curious, Alyx waved away one of the servants going to answer the door. A familiar figure stood on the step.

      “Dash!” Her shoulders sagged in relief. “I’ve been looking for you all week! Where have you been?”

      He shrugged. “Oh, you know me. I get around.”

      She gave him a searching look. He was out of uniform, wearing only brown breeches and a worn, blue shirt under a black jacket. His eyes met hers, dark and unreadable. Alyx was about to give in to her utter relief at seeing him and throw her arms around his neck when her telepathic magic tinkled a warning.

      “I tracked him down at the barracks.” Cayr stepped out of the shadows, and she guiltily tore her eyes from Dashan. “He wasn’t doing anything but polishing his sword.”

      Like Dashan, Cayr was dressed in worn, understated clothing and a cap concealed his golden curls. Her gaze narrowed. “What brings you both here?”

      He grinned. “We’ve come to take you out with us for a night on the town. It’s time to properly celebrate your return.”

      “Do you really think that’s a good idea?” Alyx glanced back at Dashan, whose expression remained closed. “Besides, I’ve been home a week already.”

      “And yet the three of us still haven’t spent any time together,” Cayr urged. “Come on. Don’t tell me you’re still mad at me?”

      They hadn’t spoken since their fight over the Mage Guard, largely due to Cayr’s commitments with his father.

      “You two had a fight?” Dashan snorted. “About time for pigs to start flying, I suppose.”

      Alyx ignored Dashan’s baiting. “I wish you’d take the situation more seriously.”

      “What situation?” Dashan asked.

      “I’m doing as I promised I would.” A cold soberness flashed over Cayr’s face for the briefest of moments before his carefree grin returned. “But tonight is about finally having some fun. No serious talk. Come on, Alyx.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Alyx directed her question at Dashan.

      “Absolutely.” Dashan grinned, but she recognised it for what it was, the shield he held up to the world to hide what he was really feeling. For a moment she considered trying to pick up his thoughts, but quickly dismissed the idea. She could never breach his privacy like that. “It’ll be fun.”

      “Come on.” Cayr reached forward and grabbed her hand, pulling her out of the door. “Tarrick and the twins are waiting for us down below. We’re going to introduce them to the party district.”

      “I was hoping for a quiet night at home,” she said, resisting him.

      “Why, is everything okay?” Dashan’s eyes bored into her.

      “We can talk about it over ale,” Cayr said. “Come on.”

      “What about your Bluecoat detail? I’m not sure they’ll be too pleased at you going to the party district.” She looked behind them, searching for the tell-tale blue.

      “I lost them back at the palace. Dash created the perfect diversion for me to sneak out.” Cayr shrugged. “They think I’m safely ensconced in my room, reading.”

      That explained their clothing. Her sense of unease deepened. This was going to be one of the rare occasions where they went completely incognito. She glanced down at her attire, relieved she’d changed out of her mage robes into a summer dress after arriving home earlier.

      “They’ll be waiting for us. Let’s go.” Cayr tugged at her hand.

      “I have a feeling I’m going to regret this,” she muttered, but followed.

      

      Alyx spent most of the walk down into the city trying not to look at either Dashan or Cayr. The confusion that arose from how glad she’d been to see Dashan and the realisation of how much she’d missed his absence from her life didn’t help matters.

      Tarrick and the twins waited for them inside the city gates. All were dressed in an understated fashion, so clearly Cayr had warned them what was planned. All three were pleased to see Dashan, and he was as charming and jocular as usual as he greeted them, slapping Tarrick on the back and giving Finn a little shove.

      “You look worried.” Dawn noted as she and Alyx linked arms.

      “You don’t think the idea of the prince of Rionn loose in the city without his protective guard is something to be worried about?”

      “Cayr won’t be in danger when he’s surrounded by mages, even half-trained ones,” Dawn said. “And I know the three of you have done this before. That’s not what is really bothering you.”

      Alyx cursed Dawn’s powerful mage power, and briefly re-focused the mental shield that Howell had taught them. It was something she maintained constantly now, particularly around Casovar. A mage’s mental shield was far more about their ability to summon and maintain a strong mental focus than actual magic, and both Finn and Tarrick were confident her skill at shielding wouldn’t give Casovar any indication of her magical strength. Her fear and intense dislike of Casovar gave her more than enough motivation to achieve that mental focus.

      “Dashan’s in one of his moods,” she explained reluctantly. “And that’s never a good thing.”

      “He’s probably just still upset about what happened with Casovar,” Dawn said. “He’ll be fine.”

      Alyx wasn’t so sure, but she smiled and allowed herself to be drawn into a conversation about where they should go once arriving in the party district. The delineation between the few square blocks which made up the district and the city around it was clear. Inside, it was brighter, louder and filled with people. Light spilled out from inn doors, extra lamps lined the streets, and the sound of laughter, music and the more chaotic tenor of inebriated conversation filled the evening air.

      The inn Dashan chose was already loud with lively music, its patrons crowding out the doors and filling the tables lining the pavement. Dashan and Tarrick shouldered their way through to the bar to order drinks, while Cayr and Finn took care of finding them a table near the edge of the room.

      Alyx tried to let the music and upbeat atmosphere relax her, but the level of disquiet she felt made that impossible.

      “Cheer up.” Cayr nudged her arm. “It’s not that bad. Surely you’re glad to be home?”

      “Absolutely,” Finn answered for her. “There’s nothing like the inns of the party district on a warm summer’s evening.”

      Alyx had to laugh at that. “We’ve never been here before!”

      “We have in my imagination,” he said gravely, making them all roll their eyes.

      Cayr leaned back against the wall, throwing a casual arm around Alyx’s shoulders. Dashan chose that moment to reappear with Tarrick and the drinks. Nothing showed on his face, but when he put the glass of ale in front of Cayr, it slammed into the table with more force than was necessary. Alyx jumped, barely avoiding having ale splashed on her lap.

      Finn cleared his throat loudly, barely suppressing his amusement. Alyx shot him a glare.

      “What is with the two of you?” Cayr raised his eyebrows. “Moods both as dark as thunderclouds.”

      “We’re supposed to be having fun tonight,” Tarrick added, taking a long swig of ale.

      “Don’t tell me your noble blood is still all in a twitter because you’re suddenly not as important as you used to be?” Finn teased.

      “I thought you’d been coping remarkably well in that respect,” Dawn added.

      “It’s not that.” Alyx took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I do want to have fun.”

      “In that case, you’ll be willing to dance with me?” Finn stood and offered his hand.

      She agreed with alacrity, glad to escape the tension of the table, and for a while she really did enjoy herself. The music was fantastic, with an energetic beat, and Finn made her laugh with his outrageous dancing. He’d obviously taken her words from days earlier to heart, because he didn’t bring up Dashan or Cayr once.

      By the time they returned to the table she was thirsty, and gulped down her glass of ale. That left her with a pleasant buzz, and she and Dawn proceeded to laugh themselves silly over Finn tripping over his own feet and falling on the floor.

      A little later, Cayr grabbed her hand for a dance. They swung and twirled with all the others on the crowded floor for a while, then he took her hand and led her to a small alcove off the main bar.

      “I wanted a little quiet time with you,” he explained.

      “It is rather loud in here isn’t it?”

      “And crowded.” He grinned. “You look like you’re finally starting to relax.”

      “I am,” she agreed. The presence of her friends, not to mention the alcohol, had finally served to relax her. “Thanks to you and the others.”

      “I didn’t realise how much I truly missed you until you came back,” he said. “It was like a part of me was missing.”

      “I missed having my best friend around, too,” she admitted.

      Cayr shifted closer, one arm reaching over her shoulder to lean against the wall. “You are so much more beautiful than Jenna could ever be. You’ve changed, Alyx, and in the best way possible. You’re stunning.”

      “Cayr…”

      “Shh,” he whispered, leaning down to kiss her.

      His kiss was as she remembered it, warm and sweet. It took her back to the days before she’d left for DarkSkull, where her happiness had been pure and unaffected. Her eyes slid closed as she clung to that memory and tried to ignore the sadness rising in her.

      He pulled back after a long moment, smiling softly down at her. “I’ve been wanting to do that ever since I saw you again.”

      Alyx opened her mouth to reply, but as she did, her glance shifted and fell on Dashan. He clutched a glass of ale in his hand, newly purchased from the bar, and the raw hurt that spilled from his dark eyes made it obvious he’d seen everything. A dancer bumped into him, partially spilling the ale. He didn’t notice, his entire attention on her.

      Her breath caught. Tears threatened, and she couldn’t understand how Dashan’s pain affected her so powerfully. Before she could move, he was gone, melting back into the crowd.

      “Alyx?” Cayr’s voice turned her attention back to him, and only sheer willpower kept her tears from falling and becoming obvious to him.

      “Cayr.” She paused, realising with sudden clarity that she shouldn’t have allowed him to kiss her. “I told you we needed time.”

      He shook his head. “You know how I feel about you. We talked about this.”

      “And I should have said more.” She looked at him steadily. “We’ve both grown up, changed. We need to take things slowly, get to know each other again.”

      “I know, and I agreed, but… I’m going to marry you,” he said suddenly, fiercely. “I haven’t changed that much.”

      Had she? Alyx found she didn’t have the answer to that question, and that scared her. She forced a smile, and reached down to take his hand. “Come on, let’s go and dance.”

      

      “Are you all right?” Cayr asked a short time later, after he noticed she wasn’t paying complete attention.

      She nodded. “I’m getting a little thirsty.”

      “Back to the table we go, then.” He led her over.

      Alyx stopped dead in her tracks as they approached the table, and someone behind bumped into her when she obstructed their path. She completely ignored the man’s protests—her eyes were fixed on Dashan and the pretty young woman in his lap. She was giggling as he nuzzled at her neck. Dawn and Tarrick sat huddled in conversation on the other side of the table, likely trying to give Dashan some privacy.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” The words were out before Alyx thought about them, born of the sudden, overwhelming jealousy clawing at her chest. The woman broke off her nuzzling at Alyx’s sharp words, her gaze bleary with drink as she tried to focus in Alyx’s direction.

      Dashan seemed equally inebriated, words almost slurring when he spoke. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “If you’re going to put on a display like that, please do it somewhere else.” Her voice was icy.

      “Hey, I got another jug!” Finn’s voice broke the bubble of tension that had fallen around them following Alyx’s words. He took in the situation immediately, concern replacing the merriment that had been on his face. “Maybe we should just call it a night?” he said, glancing between Alyx and Dashan. “It’s getting late, and we have to meet with the lord-mage early tomorrow.”

      “You can do as you like, I’m sticking around for a while.” Dashan tightened his arm around the woman’s waist, making her giggle into his ear.

      “Mate, don’t do this,” Cayr said with a sympathetic smile. “Let us walk you back to barracks.” Like Alyx, he recognised exactly what sort of mood Dashan was in. If he stayed, he would keep drinking and his behaviour would only get worse.

      “Get your filthy Shiven hands off my girl!”

      The words were bellowed loudly enough to cut across the noise, and Alyx turned as a man near double Dashan’s size pushed his way through the crowd towards them. He had others behind him, all strapping farmers by the look of them.

      “This is not good,” Finn muttered under his breath.

      “She’s your girl?” Dashan mocked. “Doesn’t look like it to me. Maybe you should find yourself a woman you can keep.”

      Alyx winced, disgust at his behaviour quickly rising to match the searing jealousy twisting her stomach. As the girl scrambled away with a drunken shriek, the man roared and swung his fist at Dashan, who dodged, but not quite quickly enough. He took the fist on the edge of his jaw and fell backwards with the chair. The jilted man kept coming, aiming kicks at Dashan’s prone form.

      The man’s friends joined in then. Part of Alyx—the furious part—was tempted to leave Dashan to his well-deserved beating, but Cayr leapt into the fray before she could stop him, jumping onto the big man’s back and trying to pull him off Dashan.

      With a sigh, she threw herself sideways into a man that was trying to drag Cayr off his friend, sending them both staggering. A beefy arm wound around her neck, and she gasped for air. Reluctant to use magic in such a crowded, public place she struggled to release herself from the fierce hold.

      A moment later the man’s arm suddenly loosened, and she dropped to the floor. Gaining her feet, she saw Tarrick wrestling on the floor with her attacker. She looked for Dashan and Cayr, caught a glimpse of them between Finn and a strange man’s wrestling figures, and tried to force her way through.

      The brawl quickly escalated out of control, involving more and more patrons of the inn. Somebody slammed into Alyx from the side, and she lashed out with a foot, kicking his shin hard, then swearing at the pain that shot through her toes. Dashan and the farmer wrestled on the table top, rolling straight toward her. She dodged aside as they crashed into the floor, just in time for Cayr to come stumbling backwards from a punch and land on top of the pile.

      She went to help, but found herself being dragged backwards as two hands grabbed her shoulders. Looking around, she recognised the uniform of the City Guard, and immediately stopped struggling. More City Guard officers moved in to break up the fight, grabbing and holding those fighting.

      “Damn,” she muttered as she and the others were dragged from the inn. “Casovar is going to love this.”
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      Somewhere down at the end of the hall a cell door clanged. A man’s voice swearing came next, followed by the fading echo of booted footsteps and another door closing. The man swore a few more times before subsiding. Silence fell.

      “What did you do in your first week home after a long absence, Alyx?” She spoke loudly into the silence. “Oh, I spent the night in the city jail after getting arrested for being in a bar brawl. It was great fun.”

      “Could you pipe down?” Dashan groaned. “My head is killing me.”

      She gave him an icy look. The six of them were arrayed on hard wooden benches that ran the length and width of the barred cell. The place stunk of vomit and unwashed prisoners. Alyx had been breathing through her mouth as much as possible, but that technique had so far proved fruitless. At this moment she would give anything for clean clothes and a hot bath.

      “Your head wouldn’t be killing you if you hadn’t drunk so damned much.” Cayr had worked himself into an uncharacteristically foul mood—perfectly understandable since at some point soon, he was going to have to inform his father, the king of Rionn, that he’d been arrested for drunken behaviour. He also had a lovely, vivid bruise colouring his jaw.

      “Spare me another righteous moral lecture,” Dashan muttered.

      “I’ve always wanted to see the inside of an Alistriem jail,” Finn spoke, presumably attempting to defuse the tension. “It’s a childhood dream.”

      Nobody responded. Dawn sat quietly in the corner opposite Dashan, eyes on the floor. Alyx wouldn’t be surprised if her magic was picking up the turmoil in several minds around her. Being battered by emotional thoughts often caused her to withdraw into herself. Tarrick seemed wearily resigned to their predicament and was staring at the bars across from him, no doubt thinking along the same lines as Cayr. She wondered if a Tylender had ever seen the inside of a Zandian jail.

      “What is your problem, Dash?” Cayr could be stubborn at the best of times, and it seemed he wasn’t going to let this go. “You’ve been in a sour mood all night, ogling women and starting brawls. Is it really so hard to get over yourself and apologise to Dunnat?”

      “I don’t want to hear it.” Dashan waved a dismissive hand. “You think you know me, up there in your pretty palace with your pretty clothes, but you know nothing.”

      “Cayr supported you back there. He jumped into the fight that you started,” Alyx said angrily. “So maybe you could try being a little nicer.”

      “Well, excuse the drunken lout in the corner. I don’t know what I’m talking about, right?”

      Cayr straightened. “Quit the tone, Dash. I won’t tolerate you speaking to Alyx like that.”

      “Hey!” she snapped. “I’m right here.”

      “That’s enough!” Tarrick rose to his feet. “If I hear one more piece of bickering, I will loose an energy ball into this roof and hope a falling piece of rock knocks you all out!”

      Finn rose to his feet, stumbled to the bucket by the wall, and illustrated Tarrick’s words nicely by vomiting copiously into it. Dashan, the closest to him, patted the mage sympathetically on the back until he finished and slumped down to the floor with a groan.

      Alyx tried not to look at Dashan in the tense silence that enveloped the cell, but found it impossible. As furious as she was about his behaviour, she knew the cause of it and it was time to stop pretending she didn’t.

      Cayr’s kiss. It had taken her back to a time when she’d been happy. But that happiness had been a façade, borne of her innocence and naïveté. Cayr was her friend, and he was handsome, but everything had changed so much since she’d come home. She’d been feeling uneasy and off-centre, and she finally acknowledged the reason. Beyond Casovar, beyond the new Mage Guard.

      It was Cayr.

      “Cayr?”

      Alyx started from her thoughts as Dashan spoke, rising to his feet. He looked steadier, his eyes alert.

      “What is it?”

      “I’m sorry. I acted badly tonight. The things I said were insulting and wrong. You’ve always been a good friend to me, despite everything. You didn’t deserve my behaviour.”

      “Why, Dash?”

      “I have no excuse.” Dashan held out his hand. “Someone told me recently that I might be a good man, beneath all the swagger and the drinking. I messed up tonight, but I’d like to try and prove that person right.”

      Alyx tried not to let the tears welling in her eyes fall as Cayr smiled and took Dashan’s hand. “You’ve always been a good friend to me too. You kept me grounded, kept me true to who I was. I accept your apology.”

      “Then we’re good?”

      “We’re good.”

      “I’m glad.” Dashan gave Cayr a sad half-smile before returning to sit in the corner of the cell.

      Alyx couldn’t take her eyes off him. She was angry and disappointed over how he’d behaved, but he knew he’d been wrong, and pride echoed through her at how he’d acknowledged it with Cayr.

      “Praise the gods,” Tarrick muttered, eyes turning heavenward.

      They laughed, loudly and uncontrollably, as the tension that had been lying between them cracked into a million pieces.

      

      They were finally let out just after midnight. The jail watch changed, and one of the young men on the new shift was an old unit-mate of Dashan’s. He instantly recognised the people Dashan was with, and informed his superiors that Cayr’s story of being the prince was indeed true, and not a drunken fabrication. The poor watch commander almost tripped over himself in his rush to set them free.

      By then, Alyx was tired, hungry, and uncomfortable. She and Cayr found themselves under Bluecoat escort straight back to the palace. Tarrick elected to remain in the city and stay with the twins for the night rather than walk all the way back up the hill, and so it was only Cayr, Alyx and Dashan left to make the long trek. The streets outside were emptier than they had been earlier in the night, though the air was still warm.

      Cayr was silent on the walk. Alyx felt for him—he was no doubt dreading the coming confrontation with his father. Hopefully word wouldn’t spread about what had happened, though it seemed doubtful one of the guards wouldn’t tell the story.

      “Are you okay?” Dashan ventured after a long silence.

      Alyx snorted, determinedly not looking at him. “I don’t want to talk to you right now.”

      “I owe you an apology.”

      “Your behaviour was appalling.”

      “It was,” he said. “It won’t happen again, I promise you that.”

      “I believe you.” She sighed.

      Dashan glanced ahead to where Cayr walked. “Do you think he’s forgiven me?”

      “I can hear you.” Cayr’s voice floated back. “And yes, I’ve forgiven you, although I’m going to think twice next time you try and convince me to spend a night out with you.”

      “Noted,” Dashan called back.

      Another short silence fell, and this time Alyx broke it. “You went sailing this past week, didn’t you?”

      “Yep, up the coast and back.”

      “I went looking for you at the barracks. Tijer told me you hadn’t reported in like you were supposed to—that you were still suspended because you refused to apologise to Dunnat.”

      He shrugged, features set in his most stubborn expression. “I have nothing to apologise for. None of us do. And I needed some time to myself. The ocean soothes me.”

      “I think you need to learn to swallow your pride.”

      “This coming from you?” Dashan raised his eyebrows.

      “It’s what I’ve been doing this past week,” she said. “And it galls me, but it’s the right thing to do. As much as I might dislike Casovar, he’s working to protect us.”

      Dashan looked away, jaw clenching.

      “What good are you to anyone if you get kicked out of the Guard?” she went on.

      “What good am I to anyone in the Guard?”

      “Stop it,” Alyx said angrily, forcing him to halt beside her. “I know that nobody has ever thought much of you, but you need to rise above that. You are a good man and a skilled warrior, so behave like it.”

      The hardness melted out of Dashan’s face and he smiled down at her. “You think I should apologise to Dunnat?”

      “I do.”

      “I’ll think about it,” he promised.

      “Alyx is right.” Cayr had slowed up without them realizing. “You’re a worthwhile man, Dashan. I hope one day you start believing that.”

      “Thanks, my friend.” Dashan clapped him warmly on the back.

      Comfortable silence fell, and lasted until they arrived at the gates to the Egalion estate. Dashan lingered with the Bluecoats, leaving Cayr and Alyx a moment alone.

      “Good luck with your father,” she told him.

      “He’ll be angry, and so he should be.” Cayr shrugged. “It means he’ll keep me busy for a while so it could be a few days before I see you again.”

      “Do what you need to do. I’m not going anywhere yet.”

      He kissed her on the cheek. She leaned into him, despair uncurling in her stomach and spreading through her veins like heavy lead. His touch was warm but it didn’t make her feel. She didn’t initiate anything further, and he accepted that with a resigned smile before walking away. The relief she felt at that only sent the dread flying into guilt. She gathered up the emotion and fashioned it into resolve.

      It was time to stop hiding from the truth.

      

      Alyx’s father was in the foyer when she came in, the wide space lit only by two lamps. In the shadows cast by the nearest lamp he looked drawn, with faint shadows under his eyes. She wondered if he’d been waiting for her.

      “Safia told me you came home early for dinner tonight so we could eat together, so I thought I’d wait up for you,” he answered her unspoken question. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

      “It’s all right. I know you have a lot on your mind.” She paused. “I don’t like fighting with you, Papa.”

      “Me neither.” He came closer, serious face creasing into a smile. “Did you have a good night, Aly-girl?”

      “It was… interesting. Tarrick decided to stay down with the twins rather than walk all the way back up here.” Telling him what had happened probably wasn’t the best way to resolve the tension between them. He would find out soon enough on his own. “Is everything all right with you?”

      He sighed, and her heart sank at the weary note in it. Her father was having a bad time, and she wished she could help somehow. “It’s been a long day, after a whole series of long days. I missed you while you were gone, and now you’re back I’ve barely seen you. I’m sorry.”

      “I understand how difficult things are for you.” Maybe if she made him see that she truly did understand, he might confide in her, trust her more. “There’s no easy resolution to the tightrope we’re walking with Shivasa, and Lord-Mage Casovar is encroaching on the influence you once had with the king. On top of that, you’ve had to send your daughter away to a place where you can’t protect her and learned that your son has been in Widow Falls all these years.”

      “You’ve really been thinking about this.” Approval filled his voice, warming her.

      “Not when I first came back,” she admitted. “Dawn helped me see things from your perspective. I wish you would let me help you.”

      “You can help by not being at war with Casovar.” He smiled a little, drawing her towards him. “And by giving me a hug occasionally.”

      “I can do that.” She wrapped her arms tightly around him and held on for a long moment before stepping back. “And I can hold my temper for a few weeks before we go back to DarkSkull.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he said dryly. “Not that it makes me feel any better to know that you’ll be going away for another year. You must be enjoying your extended time back at home?”

      He framed it as a question, obviously seeing something in her face. When she didn’t immediately say anything, he waited patiently, giving her space.

      “While I was away, I had certain expectations about how things would be when I came home, but... ” She stopped, shaking her head. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You can ask me anything. I hope you know that.”

      “When you met my mother… when you married her… how did you know that she was the one for you?”

      He rocked back on his heels at her question, which had clearly not been what he was expecting. “That has a long and complicated answer, I’m afraid.”

      “Can you try?”

      “I can.” He was quiet a moment, eyes cast skyward as he thought it over. “I suppose the best way to explain it was that whenever your mother was around, I felt alive. It was this noticeable thing—whenever we were together, or even if she was just in the same room, I felt more energised, happier somehow. And then when we were apart, the world went quiet. It’s been quiet for so long,” he added sadly.

      His pain was a tangible thing, and the echo of it whispered through her as his words resonated strongly. “Thank you,” she whispered, reaching out to squeeze his hand. “I’m so sorry that you had to go through that.”

      He gave her a little smile. “Hearing the news that your mother was dead was the worst thing I’ve ever experienced. But I’ve had you all these years, my darling girl, and I wouldn’t give that up for the world.”

      “I’m here for you, if you ever want to talk, or if you just want company.”

      “Thank you,” he said, then frowned as he studied her face. “Are you all right, Aly-girl?”

      “I know you’ve been worried about Cayr and me, and about my expectations there.”

      Once again he seemed taken aback by the change in subject. “All I want is to prevent you being hurt. A courtship—a marriage—with a future king is no easy thing.”

      “I know.” Her voice turned bleak despite her best efforts. The despair was back, weighing down her shoulders so that she had to take a deep breath to get enough air. She hadn’t cared that it would be hard, she’d only wanted Cayr. But now she didn’t, not anymore, and admitting that to herself was harder than anything she’d ever done. Even now she clung to it, trying to rationalise, to tell herself she did love Cayr, that he made her happy. Sadness welled—but he didn’t make her feel alive. Someone else did.

      “Alyx?” Garan seemed to sense her emotion, his voice laden with concern.

      “I don’t think you need to worry about that anymore,” she whispered. The words loosened something in her, a final honest acknowledgement to herself that she would never marry Cayr. She couldn’t. The Alyx that had spent the last two years at DarkSkull, that had suffered and struggled and made it through stronger... she wasn’t in love with Cayr Llancarvan.

      Her father’s frown deepened, but she leaned up to hug him before he could speak. “I’m really tired, Papa. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He held her tightly before letting her go, and she could sense his troubled gaze on her back as she walked up the stairs and down the long corridor to her rooms. Once the door closed behind her, she leant back against it and allowed the tears to fall.

      She wasn’t sure whether the intensity of her sadness was due to her father’s grief or her no longer denying the fact that the final part of a dream that had once made her so happy was gone, and that future along with it. Whatever it was, her tears fell for a long time that night.
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      The storm of emotion had mostly passed by morning, and she’d even managed a few hours of bone-tired sleep before dawn. As she’d sobbed until her head and chest ached, she’d worried that she might not recover, that this disappointment and grief wouldn’t end. But when she did wake, she almost felt lighter at no longer denying the truth to herself, even though the grief at letting go formed a still-tender scar in her chest.

      Her father looked up when she joined him at breakfast. “I didn’t expect to see you up so early given how late you came in last night.”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar will expect us at the usual time.” Alyx smiled wryly, robbing the sting out of her next words. “I’m following orders like a good girl, Papa, don’t worry.”

      Garan sighed and put down his spoon. He pushed his bowl of porridge away and turned to face her. “You know I appreciate that, but last night you looked... down. Is everything all right?”

      “There are some things I’ve been working through,” she admitted.

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “You already have.” She hesitated, about to say more when Safia appeared, carrying a sealed note for her father.

      Alyx turned to her food while her father took the note and broke the seal. A frown passed over his face—so quickly if she hadn’t been glancing at him at the right moment she’d have missed it—before he put it aside and returned to his breakfast.

      “Who was that from?” she asked lightly. Demanding direct answers from her father wasn’t working, so she decided to try a subtler approach.

      “The prince.” Garan spooned up another mouthful of porridge, and if Alyx hadn’t noticed the frown, there’d have been no way for her to tell something in the note had bothered him.

      She summoned a teasing smile. “Since when does Cayr write to you instead of me?”

      “When it’s something on behalf of his father.” Garan chuckled, again giving no indication anything was wrong.

      “So it was a message from the king then?”

      “Not really. Our prince is going away unexpectedly. We’ve been working on a project together and he was asking me to keep an eye on it while he’s gone.”

      For a moment she wasn’t sure which part of that sentence to pursue first. Cayr leaving? And what project?

      “I don’t suppose you know why the prince is heading south so unexpectedly?” Garan asked before she could. “You were with him last night. Did he mention anything?”

      “No.” She cleared her throat. There was an excellent chance the king was sending Cayr away as punishment for being arrested, but the less her father knew about that the better. “Is it really that unexpected?”

      “Not entirely. The king has been wanting him to visit the southern lords, and apparently there’s some minor issue with the Brennan counting houses he wants the prince to deal with.” Garan flashed her a smile. “It’s just that usually there’s a lot more planning that goes into these official trips.”

      Alyx smiled in shared amusement. “Yes, it does take time for the Bluecoats to polish their swords to a bright-enough sheen.”

      They ate in companionable silence for a little while, her father looking more relaxed than she’d seen him since returning home. As much as she hated to change that, it seemed like the best opportunity to talk to him about the Mage Guard.

      “Papa, can we talk about Casovar and the Mage Guard?”

      His relaxed air immediately vanished and she could tell from the look on his face as he opened his mouth to reply that he was going to give her another non-answer.

      “You have to know about the raids,” she said softly. “And no matter what you tell me, I know you, and you can’t agree with what they’re doing.”

      “The situation is complicated.”

      “Then explain it to me.” When he began shaking his head, she pushed. “I’m doing what you’ve asked me to do, despite how hard it is, but I think I deserve to know why. Why are you standing back and allowing Casovar so much influence? Why haven’t you done something about the Mage Guard?”

      “You’re assuming I’m standing back,” he said quietly. “I ask you to trust that whatever I’m doing, it’s in your and Rionn’s best interests.”

      Alyx leaned forward. “There was a moment, during the last year at DarkSkull... I was on the ground and I was hurt. And in that moment, I had to decide whether I would continue to take the punishment and accept whatever happened to me, or whether I would stand up and fight back.” She took a breath. “I chose to fight back, Papa, and in doing that I found a strength inside myself I didn’t even know was there.”

      He reached over to take her hand, worry filling his face. When he opened his mouth—surely another useless apology—she shook her head. “I need you to understand that I can’t put away that strength I found. It burns in me. And if something is wrong here, if there’s something I can do about it, you have to let me help.”

      “You are helping,” he assured her with such vigour she truly believed him. Even so, she couldn’t help thinking about what was happening to those in the poor quarter.

      “You’re asking me to stand by and do nothing while people are getting hurt. I don’t know if I can do that.”

      His gaze bored into hers, firm and steady. “I’m asking you to trust me, to trust in who I am, even though it’s difficult. Will you do that, Aly-girl?”

      She sat back with a sigh. “Part of me thinks you just love the fact I have to bite my tongue on a daily basis around that man,” she grumbled. “Teaching me a lesson?”

      “Me, never!” He gave her his innocent face.

      She chuckled and pushed back her chair. “I should go. Lord-Mage Casovar doesn’t appreciate tardiness.”

      

      Alyx rode Tingo across the palace grounds and left him in the stables, noting that the others’ horses weren’t there yet. Her choice to ride instead of walk to make up time had worked better than she’d thought. Or maybe Finn’s hangover had led to a late departure for Tarrick and the twins as well. She smiled in amusement at the thought.

      As she approached Casovar’s offices, she spotted a familiar tall figure leaning over the balustrade, looking out into the gardens. No longer instinctively ignored, delight curled in her stomach at the sight of him, followed quickly by a spark of anticipation that accompanied a flutter of nerves. For so long she’d denied the possibility of anything more than friendship with Dashan, but now it was hers if she wanted it. And despite the nerves turning her stomach into knots and the guilt over Cayr still lingering, there was absolutely no doubt in her of Dashan’s feelings. It was part of what made her feel so safe around him—that despite their differences and bickering, he never gave her cause to doubt that he would always stand by her.

      “Hello stranger.” She joined him at the railing.

      He returned her smile, and her heart did a lazy flip in her chest. “Good morning, mage-girl.”

      “What brings you to this dusty old corner of the palace?”

      “I came to apologise to Captain Dunnat. One of his soldiers said he was on duty here this morning, though he doesn’t seem to have arrived yet.”

      Alyx smile widened. “You did, huh?”

      “It doesn’t solve anything.” His fist curled on the stone, shoulders stiffening. “I know you spoke with Tijer and Casta, what you asked them to do. And they told me what they found out.”

      “We’ll make it right, Dash. Somehow. I promise you.” And she reached out to cover his hand with hers. It was an unconscious gesture, but once she’d done it, she made no effort to take her hand away. His fist uncurled at her touch, their fingers tangling together. Dashan had gone still at her side, but all the stiffness had melted from his shoulders. Unconsciously, they’d shifted closer to each other, so close their arms were pressed together and it would only take an infinitesimal movement to kiss him.

      “I think we should stop pretending there’s nothing between us,” she murmured, her heart flipping again at the look of warmth and surprise that flared in his dark eyes. “Because I’ve stopped pretending that I want to be with Cayr.”

      “Lady Egalion?”

      Alyx yanked her hand from Dashan’s and spun so quickly she almost tripped, grateful that their posture had hidden their joined hands. Jenna stood a short distance off, wearing a polite smile. Dashan turned more gracefully, but a quick glance showed a slightly dazed expression on his face. Alyx cleared her throat, rapidly trying to regain clarity of thought, and finding that rather easy to do at being faced with Casovar’s beautiful adopted daughter. Her ability to make Alyx feel like an ungainly clod in her presence hadn’t faded at all with time.

      She wondered if the young woman remembered their last encounter, where Alyx had threatened to burn Jenna’s golden hair to cinders. Judging from the sharp look in Jenna’s blue eyes, she remembered it perfectly.

      “Lady Casovar.” Alyx spoke just as politely. “Hello.”

      “I apologise for interrupting your conversation,” Jenna said. “But it’s nice to see you. We organised a welcome home picnic for you, but you didn’t come. In fact, you haven’t come to see us at all.”

      Alyx summoned an equally polite but utterly insincere tone. “Yes, I know, and I’m sorry for that. Your father has kept me very busy.”

      “I understand.” More polite falseness, this time with a sickly-sweet smile added for good measure. “The protection of Rionn is a serious matter.”

      “It certainly is.”

      “Lieutenant Caverlock.” Jenna tilted her head. “This is a strange place to find an officer of the Blue Guard.”

      “Not one who needs to speak to your father’s captain,” Dashan said easily. “I’m waiting for him.”

      “I see.” Jenna dismissed him from her notice. “Lady Egalion, you wouldn’t happen to know where Prince Cayr is, would you?” Her smile took on a superior quality. “We had planned a breakfast together this morning, but he’s late and I thought he may have been caught up with my father.”

      “Actually, my father received a note this morning to say he’s left the city for a trip to visit the southern lords,” Alyx said, ignoring Dashan’s start of surprise beside her.

      Jenna frowned. “That’s sudden.”

      “Yes.” A smile curled at her mouth. “He must have forgotten to let you know in the rush to leave.”

      “Oh.” Jenna exuded disappointment.

      Unable to help herself, Alyx widened her smile and added a touch of superiority to her voice. “I suppose you haven’t seen much of him lately, what with him spending most of his time with us.”

      Beside her, Dashan cleared his throat in suppressed amusement, while Jenna’s gaze turned wintry cool. “Indeed. Have a nice day, Lady Egalion.”

      They were both silent as Jenna rounded the corner and disappeared. An amused smile lit up Dashan’s face as he turned to her. “You really can be a superior snot, Lady Egalion.”

      She shrugged. “She brings out the worst in me.”

      There was a momentary awkward silence as they stared at each other, then Dashan gave a little smile. “She kinda killed the moment, huh?”

      She laughed, awkwardness entirely broken, and lightness filling her. This was what she wanted, what she needed—Dashan always, always making her mood brighter no matter how awful she felt. Reaching out for his hand, she murmured, “Come with me.”

      She led him, unresisting, down into the garden and over to a small alcove shielded from prying eyes by the vibrant green leaves of a weeping tree. The expression of dawning hope and adorable confusion on his face gave her the courage to be completely honest.

      “I meant it,” she told him steadily. “I was going to talk to Cayr today, but now I’ll have to do it as soon as he gets back. Cayr’s not who I want.”

      Dashan took a step closer, voice aching with restrained joy. “Alyx, are you telling me you want us to be together?”

      Instead of replying, she leaned up to press her mouth against his. He didn’t hesitate for a second, returning the kiss with a passion that had her heart racing and heat flooding her body. This was nothing like the kisses she’d shared with Cayr. This was so much more that she didn’t even have words for it.

      Part of it was how real it all was. This wasn’t a fantasy built up in her head over years about her best friend, this was dropping her walls and allowing someone in who knew her better than anyone else in the world—the woman she’d become, not the one she’d once been. And it was easy, because she’d never had to be anything or anyone else other than herself with Dashan.

      His hands slid up her back, then entangled fiercely in her hair. She gasped, arching her neck so he could trail kisses down her skin before returning his mouth to hers. Eventually they broke apart, panting softly, their foreheads gently touching. Alyx took both his hands, squeezing softly, eyes slipping shut at the sensation of his warm skin enclosed in hers.

      “Are you sure?” Dashan breathed, his words dancing over her cheek.

      “I’m not in love with him,” she whispered the painful truth. “I want to be, but I’m not. I’ve changed, I don’t know if I was ever really in love with him, or if I mistook friendship for love.”

      “And me?” His shifted back slightly, eyes searching her face, lighter than she’d ever seen them.

      She huffed a laugh. “I don’t even know how this is possible. You irritate me, I irritate you. We argue constantly.”

      “You know that’s not true anymore.”

      A small smile curled her lips. “I like fighting with you.”

      “In case it’s not clear, I want this,” he said with such sincerity her heart lurched. “Yes, you irritate me, but you also challenge me, make me want to be better. You have no idea how strong and smart and beautiful you are.”

      She smiled, turning her head up to capture his lips again. They kissed more slowly, taking their time. She wondered whether she’d ever get enough of this wonderful feeling, like she was floating and falling all at the same time.

      Eventually she had to pull back for air, smiling up into his handsome face. “Can it just be the two of us, just for a short time?” she asked.  “I mean, I know we’ll have to tell people eventually, but I need some time to let this… how I feel …settle.”

      He smiled, brown eyes soft and warm as he regarded her. “I think that can be arranged.”

      Alyx stepped away as her magic warned her that Dawn was approaching with the others. Her irritated thoughts were leaking out loudly. “Go and apologise to Dunnat—he’s arriving with Tarrick and the twins. I’ll see you tonight?”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” He winked at her, then walked away.

      Alyx stayed where she was, needing several deep breaths to calm her heated skin and racing heartbeat. And like she had when first waking, she felt lighter, almost weightless with a slowly uncurling happiness.

      She was smiling as she went to face Casovar for the day.
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      A whisper of unshielded thought coming from the gardens behind her house had Alyx reaching instantly for her staff. It was late, and she was halfway back from the stables after checking on Tingo before turning in for the night. Her first instinct was to send her telepathic magic out to warn Tarrick, but by then she’d recognised who the thoughts belonged to.

      Curiosity and anticipation mingling, she turned away from the front doors, her boots crunching on the pebbled drive as she walked around the side of the mansion and through a gate into the back gardens.

      “Brynn?” Why was it he was always showing up when she least expected it?

      The blond mage stepped out from the shadows of a large tree, grinning at the look on her face. “Fancy meeting you here!”

      Alyx stared at him for a moment. She wasn’t entirely sure whether she was still angry at him, or genuinely pleased to see him. In the end she decided it was a mix of both. Learning he’d been hunting Taliath potentials in his job as a council spy had horrified her, but she believed him when he’d told her he hadn’t known the council was planning to murder them.

      “Are you going to stand there staring at me all night?” he inquired eventually.

      “I don’t even know where to start,” she said dryly. “What are you doing here?”

      “That’s an easy one.” He brightened. “By fortunate coincidence, I was visiting my family when Captain Rodin delivered your hastily written note to Sarah.”

      “I didn’t think you’d get that for months, or that you’d make sense of it if you did.” Alyx made a face. “Dashan wouldn’t give me more than a few minutes in Weeping Stead on the way out.”

      “I did understand it, and I went to see Romas the next day. I told him that all the travelling the council had me doing was wearing me down and I needed a break, a new assignment.” Brynn’s mouth quirked. “I had to use every inch of mage power I possess to convince him.”

      “Are you sure he was convinced?” she asked sceptically. Brynn’s magic was in his voice, but even so, Romas was no fool.

      “Not completely, but it’s plausible enough. I’ve been travelling nonstop for almost two years tracking... well, you know what I was doing.” Brynn’s face turned momentarily dark. “I exaggerated how exhausted I was, how I needed to be in one place, even if just for a little while. I even implied I was thinking of leaving the mage order because it was getting to be too much.”

      “And what did they say to that?” Her scepticism deepened. Romas wasn’t exactly one to care about individual mages’ wellbeing.

      “Here’s where it gets weird. They asked if I’d be willing to come here and work for the council as a spy in Alistriem.”

      “You’re telling me Romas not only believed you about wanting a break, he then suggested you travel to Alistriem where I just happen to be?” She scoffed. “What are they up to?”

      “I swear, I don’t know.” He raised both hands in the air. “But here are some things I do know. Galien will pass his trials soon—within weeks he’ll be a fully-fledged mage warrior spending all his time working for the council. I imagine that means there is less need for what I was doing, because Galien will be able to hunt and track himself, and will probably do it more efficiently given the number of magical abilities he possesses.”

      Alyx’s stomach turned at the thought of Taliath potentials being killed more efficiently, but Brynn was right. “Go on.”

      “I also know the council doesn’t have good coverage of Rionn. And I know that the council is aware that we’re good friends.” He gave a bitter smile. “I’ve been authorised to tell you I’m alive.”

      Alyx laughed, but there was no warmth in it. “They think your friendship with me will give you better access into Rionn.”

      “That’s where logic takes me.” Brynn sighed.

      “How long have they posted you here? I’ll be heading back to DarkSkull in a few weeks.”

      “They told me it could be months, but weren’t any clearer than that.”

      “I’m glad,” she said. “Despite all the council’s machinations, I feel better knowing that you’ll be here after I’m gone. I worry about my father, and Cayr.”

      “You know I’ll do my best to look out for them.” Brynn craned his neck as he studied his surroundings. “Nice place you have here. A little larger than mine.”

      “I liked yours better.”

      “Really?”

      “It was warm, and cozy, and filled with people who love you. I love my home, but this place is big and, at times, cold.”

      Brynn grinned again and held up a hand, revealing a bottle of cider that had been hidden in his robes. “I’ve got something that will make us warm and cozy. Want some?”

      She glanced up at her bedroom window, where her large, comfortable bed and thick quilt awaited her. It was dark in there though, and empty. Tarrick had already gone to bed and her father was still at the palace. And while weariness tugged at her, she’d missed Brynn.

      “I’d love some.”

      They settled down at the base of the tree, leaning against it and stretching their legs out before them. Brynn took a swig from the bottle and passed it to Alyx, who did the same. The cider was an equal mix of sweet and bubbles, and the alcohol warmed her from the inside out.

      “How’s Dashan?” Brynn asked casually.

      “Why do you have such a fixation... ” Alyx spun towards him, mouth falling open as she caught a tendril of his thoughts. “You knew!”

      “It was bloody obvious.” He beamed unabashedly. “What about Cayr?”

      “He’s a subject I don’t plan on discussing with you, apart from saying he’s away from the city right now.”

      “But you and Dashan are...” He waggled his fingers.

      She raised her eyebrows. “What does that mean?”

      “You know.” He waggled them again.

      “I don’t. Nobody knows what that means,” she said primly.

      “Ha! I don’t need you to tell me, anyway. You have that look on your face.”

      “What look?”

      “The look I had after the first time that Sarah and I…”

      “Dash and I haven’t gotten anywhere near that far yet,” Alyx said hastily.

      “Yet?” He raised his eyebrows in amusement. “So you plan for it to happen?”

      “No! I mean…” She glared at him. “Shut up.”

      He looked away. “That’s probably a good thing.”

      Alyx frowned at him. Brynn sounded unusually sober. “Can we please stop talking about Dashan?”

      “Sure. Tell me what’s been happening here? I only arrived yesterday.”

      Alyx related everything, giving him a rough overview of their experiences of Casovar and concern about the Mage Guard.

      “Hmm.”

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      “I haven’t spoken to the lord-mage yet, and probably won’t, so I’ll take your word for what he’s like.”

      Alyx was confused. “Why won’t you be speaking with Casovar?”

      “I’m here as a council representative, and Casovar is no longer a council mage.” Brynn shrugged. “My mandate isn’t the protection of Rionn, it’s the protection of the mage order. Which reminds me, there’s another thing I have to tell you.”

      “Do I want to know?” she asked sourly.

      “You might like this piece of news.” Brynn rolled his eyes. “My priority here is to carry out tasking for the council and report back. However, I have been told that when I have capacity, I’m to undertake any tasking that you may have for me.”

      “You’re kidding?” Alyx stared at him in astonishment.

      “I’m very serious.”

      “Then I want you watching the Mage Guard,” she said without hesitation. When he raised his eyebrows at her eagerness, she gave him a more detailed accounting of the situation. “Cayr promised he was looking into it, but he’s away from the city indefinitely. My father insists he’s got the situation under control, but if we can get proof of the Mage Guard going too far, he could take it straight to the king. I’ll talk to Tarrick tomorrow, but I’m sure he’ll agree.”

      “You can’t.” He was already shaking his head. “Romas was very clear on that. We’re to tell nobody else of my existence.”

      “I can’t keep lying to them about this. Do you have any idea how happy they would be to know you’re alive?” The longer she kept the secret, the more pain she caused her friends.

      “You have to,” he said helplessly. “I’m only useful as a spy if nobody knows I’m here. Do you really want word getting to Casovar that the Mage Council has a spy in Alistriem? Particularly since you clearly don’t trust him yet.”

      Alyx sighed, letting her head fall back against the rough bark of the tree. “Great. More secrets. More lies.”

      

      Another several days passed before Casovar broached the topic of their summons again. They’d been home just over two weeks and apart from reviewing reports and training with Casovar, no other work had eventuated. While having extra eyes to get through the high number of reports that came in each day was no doubt useful for the lord-mage, Alyx wondered whether it really had warranted summoning them home early from DarkSkull.

      Part of her didn’t care. As condescending and arrogant as Casovar was, having the longer break from the harsh learning environment at DarkSkull wasn’t the worst thing in the world. At least she didn’t have to study for tests every day and face Rothai every morning. And being so far away from the council was a relief she hadn’t anticipated. Not feeling the bitter tide of anger that twisted in her chest every time she had to deal with Romas or think about how the council operated was a heavy weight off her shoulders.

      The door opened, breaking Alyx from her thoughts. Casovar walked through carrying a large rolled map under his arm. He gestured for them to join him at the map table as he spoke. “I’d like to discuss further the reason I recalled you back here early.”

      Alyx and the twins glanced at each other in surprise as he unrolled the map onto the table and took a seat. Tarrick instantly leaned over it, frowning slightly as his eyes ran over the detail.

      “My decision to bring you home from DarkSkull was prompted by information I received indicating the Shiven leader has appointed a new commander for his army, and that they are planning to annex the disputed area,” Casovar said.

      “Information from where?”

      “How credible is the information, sir?”

      Alyx and Tarrick spoke at the same time, and she cast a rueful glance in his direction. Unsurprisingly, Casovar chose to answer Tarrick’s question.

      “Initially, I questioned the source,” he said. “But I subsequently received complementary information in a different report. I am confident it is accurate.”

      “If Shivasa tries to take the disputed area by force, that will be tantamount to a declaration of war,” Finn said.

      Casovar’s thin eyebrows drew together as he frowned. “Not quite. The disputed area is after all named that way for a reason. Shivasa will insist they are merely reclaiming their own territory.”

      “Maybe so, sir, but that can’t be all they want,” Tarrick said.

      “You are right, Apprentice. If it were just the disputed territory they were after, then why the attacks in Tregaya over the last twelve months?”

      “You mean the attacks on DarkSkull Hall?” Dawn said carefully.

      “Yes, King Mastaran apprised the king of them when he was in Carhall,” Casovar agreed, giving no indication he knew they’d been involved in defending against the attacks. Alyx gave a small sigh of relief. “No doubt Shivasa’s end game is to expand its territories, and Rionn is in the weakest position. Our army does not match the might of Zandia, nor do we have the same strength in mage power that Carhall possesses. They will come for us first.”

      This was the first inkling Alyx had had of why the king had grown to rely on Casovar so much. As a mage of the higher order, he was worth an army of mage warriors. He also clearly had good information sources.

      “Do you know anything about the new army commander, sir?” Finn asked.

      “No,” Casovar said quickly, looking down at a point on the map. “I have my sources trying to obtain any information they can.”

      “How can we help?” Dawn asked.

      “Since your return, I’ve been developing a better understanding of your skills and abilities. I will be deploying you to the disputed area to help in holding the Shiven back. If they annex the disputed area completely, Rionn will be in serious trouble. You will be my mage force in the field, similar to the way that the Zandian emperor deploys his trained mages.”

      Shock flared on all their faces, and Alyx spoke up before thinking. “Sir, we’re not even close to being fully trained. We technically haven’t even finished our second year.”

      “You don’t need to be at DarkSkull to continue your training,” he said brusquely, rolling up the map. “I am a mage of the higher order with many years’ experience. There is no better teacher for you.”

      “I don’t see how you can teach us if we’re deployed to the disputed area,” she pushed.

      Irritation clouded his features. “You won’t be permanently out in the field, Apprentice.”

      A silence fell. Alyx wanted to look at the others to see their expressions, but controlled herself. It was Finn who broke the silence, speaking aloud what they were all starting to realise.

      “You never intended for us to go back to DarkSkull at all, did you, sir?”

      “No. The sooner you accept that you belong to me, Apprentices, the better off you’ll be,” Casovar said, letting the words resound through the shocked silence.

      Alyx’s fury at his claim of ownership literally made her hands shake. She kept her eyes downcast as she fought for control, fists white-knuckled at her sides, doing everything she could to keep from showing him her anger. This was what I chose, she told herself determinedly. I chose to go back to DarkSkull to be a mage.

      When none of them protested, Casovar gave a satisfied nod. “You’ll be leaving tomorrow for the disputed area. Please pack a bag and be down on the military dock at least a half hour before dawn to meet the army captains travelling with you. The ship will leave on the dawn tide.”

      “Sir, I understand that we’re here to help you in defending Rionn,” Tarrick said quietly. “But I have to emphasise that we are not trained warrior mages.”

      “And I’m not sending you into battle, Apprentice, not yet,” Casovar said. “You’re going up there to familiarise yourselves with the area and integrate with the army. You’ll only be there a few weeks, then I’ll bring you back to continue your training. If and when the Shiven move in force against the disputed area, I’ll reassess your role.”

      “Yes, sir.” Tarrick nodded.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” Casovar said as they stood. “Any more drunken incidents like the one last week, and you’ll regret it severely. Am I clear?”

      Alyx took a step forward without thinking, her fists clenched so hard at her sides that her nails dug painfully into her palms. Casovar’s glance caught hers, mocking her, daring her to make a move against him. Her anger screamed to be let out, making her stomach roil as she held it in. But by responding, she’d be letting him win.

      “Something you wanted to say, Alyx?” he asked politely.

      “No, sir.” Her voice came out admirably calm. “I’ll be at the docks tomorrow morning, as you requested.”

      “It won’t be necessary for you to bring a bag,” Casovar said coolly. “There’s no point in deploying a useless mage to the borders. You’ll stay here and continue working with the Mage Guard.”

      Fury at the insult to her pride flared so strongly it was on the tip of her tongue to admit what she was, put him back in his place, but the challenge in his grey eyes stopped her. A reaction was what he wanted... and until she understood why, she refused to give it to him.

      She hated it, was disgusted with herself for doing it, but bowed to his authority. “Yes, sir.”

      And on the heels of her impotent frustration came worry for her friends. They were going away into danger without her power there to protect them. Her stomach sank and she had to bite her lip and force a smile as Casovar left. As soon as he was gone, she turned and headed for the door, muttering something about needing air. None of them tried to stop her.

      She couldn’t keep doing this. Not indefinitely.
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      Outside it was mid-afternoon, a hot sun and still air shrouding the palace in a heavy listlessness. Alyx’s feet took her on a well-trodden path through the gardens, at first pounding in angry strides, then gradually slowing. Maybe it was the heat of the day, or the walk, but her anger began to fade, her thoughts instead turning to Casovar’s revelation.

      He wasn’t sending them back to DarkSkull. They were potentially never going back to DarkSkull. Part of her thought this was the best news she’d ever gotten. No more Rothai or Romas, no more Mage Council. No tasteless breakfasts at dawn or tedious language classes.

      Not having to leave home again.

      It was always going to be this, after all. Eventually she and the twins were going to be back in Alistriem, trained mages and working for Casovar and the king. Only this way it would be Casovar completing their training, not DarkSkull. That fact would infuriate the council, of course, but that hardly bothered Alyx—in fact it gave her a spark of amused satisfaction.

      But that meant Casovar completing Alyx’s training. And there was the rub. She’d have to tell him what she was. Until the council learned who was behind the disappearing mages, being a mage of the higher order was an extremely dangerous thing to be. And to willingly reveal herself to someone who she wasn’t certain had her best interests at heart... no, it was too risky.

      Her feet slowed further as she reached the garden leading to Cayr’s bedroom window, her troubled mind having taken her there without thinking. Guilt merged with a kind of panic at the thought of the conversation she would have to have with him when he returned. One good thing about going back to DarkSkull was that he would have time away from her after she... wincing, Alyx forced herself to finish the thought—after she hurt him badly. And wouldn’t she only be adding to the pain if she continued a relationship with Dashan in Alistriem, right in front of Cayr?

      Shaking her head to try and dispel the confusion of her thoughts, Alyx turned around and headed back towards the mage offices. Hopefully Tarrick and the twins would be finished with their work and they could head into the city for a drink and a meal. A cold ale and the company of her friends seemed like the perfect antidote to the chaos in her head.

      The rooms were empty of Mage Guard or anyone else, but the door to the garden stood ajar, and the faint murmur of voices trickled through in the sluggish afternoon air. Alyx followed the sounds, hoping she wasn’t about to run into Dunnat and his men taking an afternoon break.

      Instead she came upon Tarrick and the twins. Finn and Dawn stood opposite each

      other, voices low but clearly engaged in an argument. Tarrick watched, a concerned frown on his face.

      “I don’t know why you’re both making such a big deal of this.” Finn’s long-suffering tone indicated he’d made this point several times. “So he’s unlikeable and rude. He’s also a mage of the higher order charged with the defence of Rionn. That happens to be our job too. What did you think we were signing up for when we went to DarkSkull?”

      “You’re being as literal as always.” Dawn’s voice bled matching frustration. “What are you going to do when he sends us out to harass some innocent jeweller in the poor quarter? You really think a man who encourages behaviour like that is someone we should be following?”

      “What are our options?” Finn challenged. “Leave here and sign up to work for the Mage Council? No, I didn’t think so. Quit being mages? After everything we accomplished and learned at DarkSkull you want to give up now?”

      “I’m not suggesting we—”

      “Is everything all right?” Alyx cut over Dawn’s furious rejoinder, hoping to end the argument.

      All three pairs of eyes snapped to her. Dawn’s were smoky with anger, Finn’s determined, Tarrick unsure.

      Finn huffed a laugh. “Tell me, Alyx, are you thrilled at this development because it means you never have to step foot in DarkSkull or deal with the Mage Council again, or are you horrified because your noble blood can’t bear the thought of bowing down to Casovar?”

      “A mix of both actually,” she said mildly, refusing to allow him to bait her. “What’s got you so riled up?”

      “I’m so sick of pretending that being mages is going to consist of being pure and righteous and morally right all the time. It’s not. The Mage Council is corrupt and far too concerned with holding onto its power. Casovar is just as hungry for power and arrogant and cold along with it. We have to work with one of them, and that’s going to mean doing things we don’t like.”

      Alyx stared, completely taken aback by the passion in his voice. She’d been unaware how deeply he felt about this. Nobody seemed to know how to respond, and the tense silence was thankfully broken by the appearance of Dashan.

      “This is where the party’s at, huh?” he said cheerfully. “Not the location I’d pick.”

      She couldn’t help her smile at the sight of him. “What brings you here?”

      “If you cast your minds back to last night’s conversation, we agreed I would meet you all here after my shift ended so we could go out for a drink...” Some of the laughter in his face faded as he took in the scene. “Did someone die?”

      “No. We got some interesting news from Lord-Mage Casovar,” Alyx responded when no one else did.

      Dashan opened his mouth to ask the obvious question, but then shook his head. “This isn’t the best place to talk. Come on, let’s get a drink and you can fill me in.”

      They filed back inside to find Dunnat had returned. He was standing over the map table, pointing out something to another one of his soldiers. He looked up at their entrance, face tightening in dislike.

      “Captain!” Dashan lifted his hand in a jaunty wave.

      “Lieutenant.” Dunnat’s face tightened further.

      “Good to see you as always.” Dashan’s smile widened as he opened the door to let the others out. “We should do this again sometime. What do you think, some jugs? I hear the Foxhole is popular with you red-cloaked lot. It’s a little... well... cheap for our tastes, but don’t let it be said we Blue Guard can’t get down in the gutter with our comrades every now and then.”

      “Get out of here, Lieutenant, before I do something you’ll regret.”

      “Oh, Captain, we both know I’d take you in under ten seconds. Best keep that pretty sword of yours where it belongs, inside its pretty sheath.”

      Dashan smoothly swung the door shut as Alyx was the last to pass him, and an instant later all four of them were erupting into poorly-concealed giggles. For a precious few moments their shared mirth dispelled the tension that had enveloped them.

      As the laughter finally died and they reached the palace gates, heading out and down into the city, Alyx tugged on Dashan’s arm. “Nicely done.”

      He winked. “Any time, mage-girl.”

      

      “I’m sorry for getting so worked up.” Finn muttered the apology before taking a long swallow of his ale. He’d sat stewing in silence while the other three filled Dashan in on the meeting with Casovar.

      “I see the truth in what you’re saying,” Dawn said. “I struggle with it, that’s all. I’m not convinced that Casovar is entirely on the right side of this. What about what the Mage Guard is doing? A man that allows his soldiers to behave like they do isn’t to be trusted. And he lied today—when Tarrick asked him whether he knew anything about the new Shiven commander, he lied.”

      Alyx straightened in surprise.

      “I thought you said his mental shield was seamless?” Finn said.

      “It is. I didn’t pick up his thoughts, only a whisper of emotion behind them.

      It’s hard to be certain, but he was momentarily uncomfortable,” Dawn said.

      “Maybe he was just upset that he doesn’t have more detailed information?” Finn raised an eyebrow.

      She scowled. “Fine. Yes, or maybe he had a sudden pressing need to use the privy.”

      Dashan snickered. Alyx shot a glare at him. The amusement on his face deepened.

      “While I wholeheartedly agree with you Dawn, Finn is right, we can’t disobey Casovar when he is so important to Rionn’s security,” Alyx said regretfully. “Particularly if he’s right about the Shiven’s invasion plans.”

      “What about the Mage Guard?” she pressed.

      There was a moment of silence, nobody really sure how to answer her. Impotent anger continued to surge through Alyx whenever she thought about them hurting innocent citizens, and Cayr’s sudden departure meant his promised review was on hold indefinitely. There was hope Brynn might come up with something, but she couldn’t tell them about him.

      “She’s right,” Dashan said. “If we do nothing about it, pretend nothing is wrong, we’re as bad as they are.”

      “I’m not sure what we can do.” Alyx sighed. “I’ve spoken to both Cayr and my father. But until we come up with something, we should continue to question whatever Casovar has us doing. And Tarrick, you should go back to DarkSkull. You need to finish your training.”

      He didn’t reply immediately, contemplating the ale before him. He was torn. Becoming a warrior mage was what he wanted more than anything else, and by not going back to DarkSkull, he would be delaying that indefinitely.

      “There is one way we could all go back,” he suggested eventually. “We could choose to work for the council rather than your king.”

      “I will never work for the council,” Alyx said with quiet finality. Neither of the twins gainsaid her.

      He nodded, unsurprised. “Then I stay. Your protection is more important to me than anything, and it’s not just because you’re a mage of the higher order.”

      Tears pricked her eyes. Surely she didn’t deserve friendship like that?

      “You’re not the only one who’s learned what real friendship is,” Dawn spoke into her mind.

      Alyx swallowed and gave her friend a grateful look before turning back to him. “Tarrick, you continue to sacrifice what you want and what you believe in for me. It’s time to stop. Your mage training is too important. I have protection already, not the least of which is another mage of the higher order. I would miss you terribly, but I want you to do what’s right for you for once.”

      “You would be better protection for Alyx if you were fully trained,” Finn pointed out. “After your trials you could come back here if it’s what you still wanted.”

      Tarrick’s face tightened. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you all here with Casovar, not yet. Dawn has a point about him.”

      “We’re about to leave Alyx behind in the city,” Finn said. “There’s not much protecting you can do from the disputed area.”

      For a moment he didn’t reply, the truth of Finn’s words resonating into the silence. Tarrick’s shoulders sagged, and he gave a little shake of his head. “The truth is, I don’t know what I want. Since I can remember, I wanted to grow up and be like my brothers, a powerful warrior mage. Only I was going to work for the council rather than the emperor, establish myself, maybe one day even be on the council. Make my family proud.” His voice trailed off. Alyx had never heard such raw emotion from Tarrick, and judging from the silence at the table, none of the others had either. “You’re all my friends, and so I want to stay with you. It feels right. But I don’t know if I’m ready to let go of my dream yet.”

      When he glanced up and saw them all staring raptly at him, he instantly stiffened, a hard expression closing down the openness that had been there. Recognising the depth of his discomfort, Alyx changed the subject.

      “The bigger question is what to do about me?” She lowered her voice. “Casovar can’t train me if he doesn’t know what I am.”

      “He should be told,” Finn said bluntly, earning a dark look from Tarrick. “If a bunch of murderous, corrupt council members know she’s a mage of the higher order, why shouldn’t Casovar know?”

      “Will you keep your voice down!” Tarrick hissed.

      “Sorry.” Finn raised his hands in the air. “You know I’m right.”

      “I’m uneasy at the idea,” Dawn admitted, giving her brother an apologetic look. “Something about Casovar makes me reluctant to tell him any more than he needs to know.”

      “While I appreciate you all looking out for me,” Alyx interjected dryly. “It is my decision to make.”

      “What will you do?” Dashan asked, eyes dark as he regarded her.

      “Wait a little longer,” she said, raising a hand as Finn opened his mouth. “Your time in the disputed area will give you a better understanding of what he’s up to, how he’s going to use us. And while you’re away, I’ll make more of an effort here to work with him. I’ll also do what I can about the Mage Guard. Once you return, we’ll make the final decision together.”

      “The time will give us an opportunity to think about what we really want, as well,” Dawn said thoughtfully, and although she was looking at Tarrick, her gaze seemed far away.

      “For what it’s worth, I agree with Alyx and Tarrick,” Dashan offered. “We need to learn more before making any firm decisions.”

      Tarrick’s smile flashed. “We?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugged slightly, glancing around the table. “We’re a team, right?”

      “Right.” Alyx smiled across the table at him, warmed by the light in his brown eyes. He grinned back.

      Conversation segued to Dashan’s recent sailing trip, and news of the goings on amongst the Blue Guard. Alyx leaned towards Dawn and deliberately lowered her voice.

      “How are you doing? I mean, I know this isn’t just about Casovar for you. Not going back to DarkSkull means not seeing Rickin again anytime soon.”

      Dawn sighed. “I’m trying not to think about it too much. I miss him, and I looked forward to seeing him again, but it’s not like we had a serious relationship.”

      “You could write to him?” Alyx suggested. “I’m sure Dashan wouldn’t mind getting a letter to Captain Rodin—I know they agreed to stay in touch.”

      Dawn’s face lit up. “That would be wonderful, thank you! Being able to explain why I’m not coming back would ease my mind.”

      “Good.” Alyx smiled and leaned back. “Write the letter and I’ll make sure Dash sends it.”

      

      A short while later, Alyx rose, claiming tiredness and stating she planned to go home for an early night.

      “Sure, I’ll see you at breakfast tomorrow.” Tarrick smiled.

      “You’ll come and farewell us at the docks?” Finn asked hopefully, all his earlier anger seemingly gone, or at the very least smothered by several glasses of ale.

      “I’ll be there,” she promised.

      “I’m on duty tonight, so I’ll walk you halfway.” Dashan rose too, grabbing his jacket.

      Alyx caught Finn’s knowing look and summoned enough magic to spear a thought into his head strongly enough to make him wince. “Finn, we are friends, but some things are private.”

      He looked towards her, slightly shamefaced, and nodded. “Night, Alyx.”

      

      Once they were well clear of the inn, Dashan caught her hand and she leaned in to his side. “How does a night-time sailing trip sound?” he asked. “I promise to get you back early enough to sleep before tomorrow.”

      She smiled at the thought of having him all to herself, just the two of them for a few hours—those moments were so rare and precious—but then heaved a regretful sigh. “It sounds wonderful, but I have a meeting.”

      “With who?” He frowned.

      “I’ve been wanting to tell you—Brynn is here. The council has assigned him to Alistriem.”

      “I thought we were going to spend some time together?” He eyed her with amused impatience.

      “We are.” She grinned up at him. “We’re going to spend time together at a meeting.”

      He scowled, but it was half-hearted. “Where are we going then?”

      “The Cuttlefish Inn. I assume you’ve heard of it?”

      “I dislike your tone, young lady.” He sniffed. “I am not aware of every single drinking establishment in Alistriem.”

      “So you don’t know it?”

      “Well… ”

      Alyx laughed. “Sot.”

      “Snob,” he shot back.

      She chuckled and he dropped her hand, wrapping his arm around her shoulders instead and pulling her closer. Alyx pondered on the delightful strangeness of it as they walked; as much as she’d grown and changed in the past year, she was still very young when it came to men and courting. And Dashan was no boy, he was a grown man who’d had plenty of women in his bed before. She wondered how much he would want from her, and how soon.

      “What’s troubling you?” His voice broke through her thoughts.

      “Nothing.”

      “You’ve got your thinking face on.” He stopped them near the inn’s entrance. “Talk to me.”

      “I’m not troubled,” she explained. “I was thinking about us, and well... how different we are... in our experience.”

      It didn’t take Dashan long to work out exactly what she was talking about, and when he did, he grinned openly. “Alyx, we’ve only been – whatever we are now – for a week. I’m hardly planning to push you up against that wall there and ravish you in full view of the public.”

      “I know that.” She scowled at him.

      “Hey.” He caught her hand, turning serious. “I’m not looking for anything more than you’re willing to give. I’ll wait until you’re ready. It doesn’t matter to me how long that takes.”

      “I trust you,” she told him. “I honestly was just thinking things over.”

      “Good.” He leaned closer, his breath hot in her ear. “However, I am very much looking forward to the day when I can ravish you at a place of your choosing.”

      Alyx’s heart thudded and she flushed hotly from head to toe. Dashan brushed his lips against her cheek, his grin telling her he knew exactly what effect he had on her.

      “So cocky,” she muttered, taking his hand as they went inside. They were halfway to the back room before her composure began to return.

      Brynn’s thoughts, deliberately left open, led Alyx to a small room at the back. A lamp hung from the ceiling, casting a flickering glow over the proceedings. The man himself sat in the room’s only chair.

      “This is all very mysterious and secretive,” Alyx commented dryly as she entered.

      “I am a spy.” Brynn sighed, his green eyes brightening as Dashan came through the door behind her. “Hello, Dashan.”

      “It’s good to see you again, Brynn.” Dashan settled himself against the wall by the door. “And I approve of the room choice. Lovely waft of urine in the air.”

      Alyx looked around the dingy room with distaste and resigned herself not to touch anything. Who knew what she might catch. “I thought conducting secretive meetings in back rooms would actually make it pretty obvious you were a spy?”

      “It was the best I could do at short notice. Next time we’ll meet in the palace gardens in full view of your Blue Guard,” Brynn said impatiently. “Now, why are we meeting?”

      “Lord-Mage Casovar told us this morning he’s not sending us back to DarkSkull,” she said. “So firstly, I need you to get a message to Romas to let him know.”

      “Romas will be livid.” Brynn frowned. “Not that I’m pleased about the idea either. Did he give you a reason?”

      Alyx relayed the conversation they’d had with Casovar, her tone betraying her feelings on how he’d spoken to them.

      “Apparently Alyx almost lost her temper and pulverized him with her fancy mage powers,” Dashan added once she’d finished.

      “Because he ordered me around like I was the servant who cleaned his shoes.” She scowled.

      “Well, lucky you’re not, because I’ve seen you try to clean shoes before and it wasn’t pretty.”

      “I can clean shoes just fine, Dashan.”

      “Sure you can.”

      “At least I know how to dress neatly. Have you seen your shirt lately? It looks like your horse ran over it, numerous times.”

      “My shirt is fine, thank you very much,” Dashan said indignantly, one hand smoothing the material down his chest.

      Brynn raised a hand. “Back to the subject at hand, why isn’t Casovar sending you to the disputed area with the others?”

      “He thinks I’m useless.”

      Dashan snorted and Alyx glared at him again. No matter how good it felt to kiss him, he was still horribly annoying.

      “You haven’t told him what you are?” Brynn considered that. “Probably a good thing if you don’t trust him, but Alyx, enough people know now that he’s going to find out sooner rather than later.”

      “I know. I’m surprised he hasn’t already, to be honest.”

      Brynn’s eyes narrowed. “I wonder if the fact the council hasn’t told him is connected to why they want me here in Alistriem.”

      “This mage of the higher order thing, it really puts Alyx in that much danger?” Dashan was frowning.

      “Yes, it does,” Brynn said soberly.

      “Why, exactly?”

      “The council wants to harness her power for their own ends, but at the same time, they fear that she will become another Shakar. If they ever begin to think she’s heading down that path, they’ll kill her—hence murdering a bunch of innocent potential Taliath to prevent that possibility. On the other hand, something out there is killing powerful mages in increasing numbers. Nobody knows who yet, or why, but Alyx is a prime target because of how powerful she will be one day.”

      The words hung in the air, all the more shocking for their bluntness. She’d never heard the threat to her life spelt out so starkly before, and a shiver ran through her. Dashan straightened and reached out to Alyx in one movement, taking her hand and pulling her into his side. He wrapped both arms tightly around her.

      “Hey,” she said quietly. “I’m okay.”

      “I’m going to protect you,” he swore fiercely. “They have to get through me before they get to you.”

      “Tarrick and the twins will protect her too, me included,” Brynn said from his chair. His words were filled with sincerity, but his gaze was on Dashan as he spoke.

      “I can protect myself,” Alyx replied, trying to reassure the deep concern she read in Dashan’s eyes. Gently, she pulled away from him, but stayed close, comforted by his warmth at her side.

      He wasn’t reassured. “What about these nightmares you’ve been having? We said we’d get help back in Alistriem but it’s been over two weeks and we’ve done nothing.”

      She sighed, stepping away and rubbing at her suddenly throbbing temples. “The Mage Guard and all the changes here have distracted us.”

      “What nightmares?” Brynn asked.

      “Alyx thinks someone is causing them,” Dashan said flatly. “She had one on the way here and it was so bad she woke vomiting and shaking.”

      “Whoever it was spoke to me,” Alyx said. “Warned me destruction was coming and I couldn’t do anything to stop it.”

      Brynn glanced between them, face turning bone-white. “Who could be doing that?”

      “We don’t know.” She shook her head.

      “Okay.” He took a breath. “How can I help?”

      “One problem at a time.” Alyx gathered herself. “Anything on the Mage Guard yet?”

      “In two days?” He raised an indignant eyebrow. “No. It’s at the top of my list though.”

      “Good. We also need to work out whether Casovar can be trusted. Can you find his sources and corroborate his information?”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      Dashan shifted, his hand lightly touching her cheek and turning her to look at him. “And you’ll talk to Lord Astor about your nightmares.” He was wearing his stubborn expression, and a glance at Brynn showed similar insistence in his raised eyebrows and pointed look. No help there.

      “Fine, yes, I’ll talk to Astor,” she relented. “Now, we’d best go before one or more of us catches something disgusting.”

      Brynn’s mouth quirked. “I’ll get a message to you when I find a better place to meet. Take care of yourself.”
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      It was still dark outside when Alyx headed down for breakfast the next morning, and she was surprised to see her father already up. He was distractedly chewing on a piece of toast while studying the papers in front of him.

      “Isn’t it too early to be awake and working already?” she asked.

      “Sleep was elusive, so I decided to get an early start.” Her father frowned. “What’s your excuse? Safia tells me Tarrick was up and out with a bag before I woke.”

      She poured milk into a cup of steaming tea and stirred it. “Did you know Casovar isn’t planning to send us back to DarkSkull? He wants to finish our training himself.”

      Garan put down the paper he was reading and eyed her speculatively. “I didn’t.”

      “He’s sending Tarrick and the twins north to the border this morning, to help out in the disputed area. I didn’t have to get up quite as early, but I’m going down see them off.”

      The look of unease on her father’s face deepened. “Why isn’t he sending you?”

      “We haven’t told him what I am—he thinks I only have a little magic, and am therefore useless,” she said carefully, studying her father’s face for his reaction. Either she was about to get a stern telling off, or...

      “That’s sensible, I suppose.” He sighed, rubbing at his eyes.

      “I knew it!” she said in triumph. “You don’t trust him either. Otherwise you’d be reprimanding me severely right now for lying to Rionn’s lord-mage.”

      His face tightened. “Maybe I’m just glad my daughter isn’t being sent away into danger. No matter what you are, you’re a long way from completing your training. I certainly wouldn’t be sending a handful of half-trained mages barely out of childhood to fight on Rionn’s behalf.”

      Her hand tightened on her teacup, but she fought hard to keep her voice even when she spoke. “When are you going to start believing that I’m not the spoiled, sheltered girl who left here two years ago? If there’s a problem with Casovar, I deserve to know.”

      “And I’ve asked you to trust me!” The sharp words reverberated through the room. Garan’s hands were curled, white-knuckled, on the table top—and all at once it was like they were back to her first night home, when he’d been full of an anger she didn’t understand. It hurt that he wouldn’t confide in her, wouldn’t understand what she’d been trying to tell him ever since she got back. But getting angry with him wouldn’t help him understand that, and it wouldn’t help whatever it was he was going through.

      So she let the words echo around them without responding, drained the last of her tea and pushed back her chair. Garan’s eyes were fixed on the table before him, his look distant.

      She walked to the door in silence, pausing at the threshold. “Maybe you might try trusting me, Papa.”

      

      It was a beautiful, cool morning and Alyx decided to walk and take the shortcut from the palace down to the docks rather than riding all the way through the city. The gardens of her home were silent and empty, a light mist hugging the ground and giving the world a hazy beauty. Dashan waited for her at the gate leading into the palace grounds, and the sight of him dispelled the mood of sadness and frustration that her encounter with her father had caused.

      “What brings you here?” She arched an eyebrow, unable to help the smile that spread over her face.

      “Tarrick asked me last night if I would mind escorting you down to the docks given he would be up and out earlier than you.”

      “Did he really think I was going to get attacked somewhere between here and the docks?” she said in mild irritation.

      “He hates that he has to leave you here unprotected. But I am more than happy to take on those duties while he is gone.” Smiling, Dashan leaned down to kiss her, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing herself against him and losing herself in the joy of it all. When they finally parted, her breathing had quickened and his eyes were dark and full of the same happiness she felt. “Morning.”

      “Morning.” She laughed.

      After a moment, he took her hand and they started walking. It seemed as if they were the only two people in the world as they walked hand in hand through the misty gardens. Neither of them said much, content to be in each other’s company.

      “Can I ask you something?” she said.

      “Always.”

      “I realised last night that I haven’t asked how you feel about not going back to DarkSkull.” She hesitated, searching his face. “It’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

      He squeezed her hand. “Yes, but mostly because that’s where you would be.”

      “It’s not only that. You were useful there. I know you loved being able to train the militia. You disappeared for a week after we got back because you were so upset at the idea of staying here and being confined to the Blue Guard.”

      “We both know there were other reasons I went away,” he murmured.

      She leaned into him, the echo of that pain flashing through her. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologise, mage-girl.” He smiled again. “And you know, it’s not all bad. Commander Helson from Weeping Stead wrote a glowing letter to Commander Hawkwerst about our conduct in Tregaya. He mentioned me specifically. They’re going to promote me to captain.”

      She stopped walking and regarded him with delighted surprise. “Dash, that’s wonderful! Congratulations. Why didn’t you mention it?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t want to jinx it.”

      “It’s not really what you want though, is it? You feel trapped in the Blue Guard.”

      “I’ve been thinking on that too.” He started walking again and she fell in beside him. “If I keep my head down and work hard, there’s a good chance I could reach commander level in a few years. Especially if I start behaving better towards my father.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound like the Dashan I know.”

      “I figured... ” He cleared his throat, and this time it was him who stopped walking, his eyes firmly fixed on his boots. “A commander in the Blue Guard might be a more acceptable consort for... well... the daughter of a lord.”

      Alyx stared at him in shock, her mouth falling open before she realised it. “Dash, I—”

      “I’m not trying to put pressure on you or assume anything,” he said hurriedly. “I don’t have any expectations, I promise.”

      She swallowed, her vision suddenly blurry from the tears in her eyes. He huffed out a surprised laugh when she threw her arms fiercely around his neck. “At least you’re not yelling at me and running away,” he murmured.

      “Far from it,” she said softly, holding on tightly a long moment. “But no matter what happens with us, I want you to be happy. I don’t want you living a life you don’t want just for me.”

      “I will take that under advisement. It’s a long time in the future anyway.” He took her hand again as they began walking. “Nothing we have to worry about now.”

      It was a long way off. She couldn’t practically think about marriage until her mage training was done, even though a marriage to Cayr had been her single goal since the age of twelve or so. But this wasn’t a young girl’s innocent fantasy. Marriage to Dashan. The thought was both too big to wrap her head around and tantalising at the same time. Then a laugh burst unexpectedly from her chest. Dashan lifted his eyebrows at her and she grinned.

      “We’d never stop fighting, Dash.”

      He laughed aloud and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “The poor servants.”

      Neither of them mentioned the less amusing reality of a future together, that the daughter of Lord Egalion marrying a Bluecoat of any level was unlikely to ever be acceptable in the eyes of the court.

      Soon they reached the narrow path down to the city worn away by the three children that they’d been with Cayr. The docks were busy; most of the fishing boats were coming in from the sea and unloading their morning catch. Dawn was breaking, and a pink glow cast a hazy light over the area.

      They made their way to the army dock out to the west of the warehouses, and as they approached where they would meet the others, Dashan let go of her hand.

      “Sorry,” she said. Their relationship was still so new she wanted to wait a little longer before telling her friends. Not that she could imagine not wanting to be with him anytime in the near future—and that in itself was a scary thought.

      “It’s fine.” He shrugged, appearing genuinely unconcerned.

      Tarrick and the twins were waiting with their horses on the open jetty, each carrying a single large bag. Behind them, a long row of soldiers was slowly making its way across the gangplank and onto a moored ship. Alyx caught sight of a few red cloaks, indicating some of the Mage Guard were also travelling.

      “Alyx, you came!” Dawn waved at her approach.

      “Of course I did.” Alyx hugged her.

      “Dash! I need your input on something.” Tarrick called out eagerly as he spotted Dashan.

      “He can’t decide whether to take his mage knife and a dagger, or just his mage knife.” Dawn rolled her eyes. “I think I should go and pay attention or Dash will have him taking a whole arsenal.”

      Finn approached Alyx as Dawn left.

      “Looking forward to your trip?” Alyx asked him. “Circumstances aside, you must be thrilled to be travelling somewhere you’ve never been.”

      “It should be interesting.” The gleam in his eyes belied his casual shrug.

      “I’ll miss you all,” she said. “Make sure you use that genius brain of yours to keep them safe.”

      “I will,” he said, before clearing his throat awkwardly. “Look, Alyx, I’m sorry I keep poking at you about Dashan. You were right, some things are private and it’s not my business. Accept my apology?”

      “I could have been nicer about it,” she apologised. “And it’s not that I want to hide anything from you. Do you understand? I have a few things I need to work out, and it will take time.”

      He couldn’t help himself, and a smirk crossed his face. “So if anyone asks, Lady Alyx Egalion is unattached and free to court whomever she pleases?”

      “Exactly,” she said firmly.

      He sobered. “I’m truly sorry things didn’t work out with Cayr. I sense that it’s been your decision, but even so, it can’t have been easy.”

      His sincerity demolished her defensiveness. “Thank you, Finn.” She hesitated. “About yesterday—are you all right? I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you so worked up about something that didn’t involve Galien.”

      She regretted her question as soon as she saw the shadows return to his green eyes, but his tone was mild. “Sometimes I see things so clearly, more clearly than anybody else seems to. I try and explain, but you all resist so firmly to doing anything even remotely wrong, even Tarrick. I don’t think it’s sustainable, and I’m truly afraid of any of you getting hurt because of it.”

      “I can’t speak for the others, but I resist because I refuse to be trapped into a certain way of things.” Alyx shrugged. “I realise that’s part of my arrogance, but sometimes I think it’s the right thing to do.”

      “Maybe,” he mused.

      “I’ll keep listening to you, though.” She reached out to squeeze his arm. “Promise.”

      The shadows in his eyes vanished and a small smile crept over his face. Casovar appeared then, striding along the dock towards them, and all conversations died.

      Alyx and Dashan stood back while the lord-mage gave Tarrick and the twins their final orders. They would be sailing north along the coast to the town of Gosper. From there, they would ride out to the border, escorted by a unit of Mage Guard the entire trip.

      Alyx hugged them all as they stepped on board, even Tarrick, much to his embarrassment.

      “We’ll only be gone for two weeks,” he snapped as he extricated himself from her hug.

      “You’ll miss me.” She chuckled.

      “Keep them safe, Tarrick.” Dashan clapped him on the back in a far more manly and acceptable manner, and then the ropes were being untied and the boat was moving out into the water.

      As the boat slowly disappeared from sight, the sinking feeling from the day before returned, and not even Dashan’s steady presence at her side could dispel the worry that clawed at her chest, or the impotence she felt at them leaving without her and going into danger alone. She desperately hoped that she’d made the right decision in not telling Casovar about herself, and that by the time her friends returned she would have learned that he could be trusted.
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      Alyx yawned, looking up from the spidery handwriting before her to glance out the window. Dusk was falling and that meant it was time to go home. She’d just finished compiling her completed work into a neat stack when Casovar entered the offices. Surprisingly, he had Astor with him.

      “Good evening, sir,” she said. “I was just finishing up for today. Hello, Astor.”

      “Alyx.” Astor smiled a greeting, but Casovar didn’t speak until he’d sat down opposite her. Astor took a seat between them.

      “Please roll up your sleeves to your elbows,” Casovar instructed Alyx.

      As usual, she pushed through her instinctive reluctance to do anything Casovar told her to and laid her bare forearms on the table. “Why?”

      “I’m going to test your magic,” he said. “I thought Lord Astor’s presence might improve your ability to access it. He’s a familiar face and should help you relax and concentrate better.”

      Alyx glanced at her godfather. Hiding her magic from Casovar was one thing, but Astor was one of the people who knew her best. Damn. She wasn’t sure she was going to be able to pull this off. Turning back to Casovar, she tried stalling. “Can I ask why you didn’t do this when you were testing the others?”

      Casovar’s grey eyes flicked to hers. “I didn’t want them covering for you. Do as I ask, Apprentice. I don’t have all night to babysit you.”

      She nodded and took a deep breath, summoning enough of her magic to illuminate her hands in a pearly-green glow. Keeping it under such tight control wasn’t easy, and if it hadn’t been for the hours of practice she’d put in that morning, it might have been impossible—she’d noticed that if she didn’t use her mage power for a length of time, it tended to burst out of her like a flooded dam over a levee wall.

      “Now try and separate your magic from your hand into a ball of energy.”

      Puzzlement flickered over Astor’s face, and Alyx cursed inwardly. She’d told him last year after first coming home from DarkSkull she had minor telepathic talent. Why hadn’t she remembered to tell Casovar the same story?

      “Alyx!” Casovar snapped, sensing her distraction.

      “Sorry, sir.” Alyx frowned as if she were concentrating hard. After a moment, she allowed her mage light to flicker.

      “Try harder,” Casovar said. “Focus.”

      She frowned harder, clenching her jaw and staring hard at her forearms. The mage light flickered again, more brightly this time, but then faded back to its usual colour.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t do it.”

      Casovar frowned and sat back in his chair. “You really are a lesser mage. Lord Astor?”

      Alyx’s gaze shot to him, her breath catching. Would the act she’d just put on fool him as it had Casovar?

      “I concur with your assessment, Lord-Mage.” The older man stroked his beard. “She doesn’t seem to be able to do much more than summon a mage light.”

      She let out the breath, feeling as if she were walking on the ledge of a very high window. Maybe Astor had forgotten what she told him. Or maybe she could fudge with him later, pretend she’d been wrong about her mage talent.

      Casovar turned back to her. “How is your skill with a staff?”

      Alyx shrugged and tried to look sheepish. “Mediocre at best, sir.”

      “I want to see. Come with me.”

      Casovar stood abruptly and moved to the door. She followed, her stomach sinking—she’d passed her first hurdle, but had another coming. They walked the short distance down to an empty Bluecoat drill yard in silence, Astor trailing behind. Casovar had brought his own staff and gestured for Alyx to draw hers. She did so, eyeing him warily.

      A glance at Astor wasn’t helpful. He’d assumed a blandly interested expression but was avoiding looking at her. Great. Either she revealed to Casovar her competency or take a beating. Briefly she considered telling him everything, but just as quickly discarded the idea. Not without talking to Tarrick first, not when Casovar continued to make her so uneasy it often set her teeth on edge.

      Inwardly Alyx groaned. She thought she’d moved past being beaten in sparring practice.

      The lord-mage moved quickly and efficiently with his staff. Alyx blocked and counter attacked as she had been taught at DarkSkull, but deliberately left her blocks a little too late, her attacks just off target. Casovar battered two of the fingers on her right hand, bruised her right shoulder and delivered a smart blow to her left ribs before giving up.

      “You were right,” he said, stepping away from her. “Mediocre. You’ve learned the moves, but you can’t implement them properly.”

      “I’m sorry, sir.”

      Casovar shrugged. “I needed to be sure you wouldn’t be of any real use to me, particularly given who your mother was. I’ll see you in the morning, Apprentice Egalion.”

      As soon as the gate to the yard closed behind him, Alyx let out a curse and tossed her staff angrily across the yard before cradling the fingers of her right hand to her chest. “Damn, that hurt!”

      “Hmm, it certainly looked painful.” Astor wandered over. “You have some internal fortitude, young Alyx.”

      “What does that mean?” she grumbled.

      He arched a single eyebrow. “Please tell me you’re not taking me for a fool in my dotage?”

      “You’re not in your dotage,” she scoffed.

      An amused smile flickered across Astor’s face. “Arrogant bastard, isn’t he? Assuming you’re useless just because you told him so.”

      So Astor had guessed some of it, at least. Alyx sighed. “You can be very superior at times, Astor.”

      “I can,” he agreed. “I also love my goddaughter. I hope you know you can trust me with anything.”

      Alyx went over to pick up her staff. “I’m just like my mother. And yes, I can use a staff well enough when I need to, much better than you saw.”

      “Temari.” Sadness flashed on Astor’s face, followed by something she couldn’t name. “If you truly are like her, then Casovar is probably the best teacher you could have.”

      “I don’t trust him yet.”

      “I can see that,” Astor said dryly. “With you preferring to be beaten rather than telling him the truth.”

      “It’s not so different to being at DarkSkull.” She chuckled.

      “Come on inside. I’ll strap those fingers for you and get a poultice for your shoulder.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll go down and see...” Alyx stopped as she realised that she’d been about to say Dashan’s name. But he wasn’t here, he was away from the city for a week on patrol. A shaft of disappointment shot through her, startling her with its strength.

      “See who?” Astor inquired.

      “Oh, nobody.” She shook her head. “This poultice better be good. My shoulder is killing me.”

      

      “How have you been?” Astor asked as they sat in a corner of the mostly-empty palace kitchens, sharing hot tea by the great fire.

      “Fine,” she said. “It’s difficult, acceding to Casovar’s high-handed orders every day, but Papa tells me it’s necessary, and I trust him.”

      “You’re right to do so,” Astor said. “What about Cayr? You must be missing him. It’s a cruel blow to return from months away only to have him depart Alistriem almost immediately after.”

      “I do miss him, but...” She sighed, toying with her mug. “We were always so close, you know that. I wanted to marry him. He tells me he still wants the same thing.”

      “And that doesn’t make you happy?” He smiled. “I’m astonished you’re not doing cartwheels right now.”

      “I don’t want it,” she said quietly.

      Silence filled the room, and when Alyx looked up Astor was staring at her with a contemplative expression on his face. She’d expected surprise, but there wasn’t a trace of that in his eyes. “You expected this to happen.”

      He gave a little shrug. “Not specifically, but I’m the one person here that understands what DarkSkull Hall does to a person, Aly-girl. You’re not a child anymore, and I’m not surprised that you’re questioning what it is that you want, the things you feel.”

      It was a relief, talking to an adult in her life who did understand. It also made her remember Dashan’s insistence that she discuss her nightmares with him. She put her tea down.

      “Astor, can I ask your advice on something?”

      “Anything,” he said earnestly.

      “I’ve been having these nightmares.” Alyx explained them in detail. “I haven’t had one since the night after leaving DarkSkull, but I know it’s inevitable. I don’t know what to do about it. My master didn’t have any answers. Dashan thought you might have some ideas.”

      “I have to admit I’ve never heard of another mage causing nightmares. It would have to be a telepath, and a powerful one. Powerful indeed if they can reach you both here and at DarkSkull.”

      She shivered at that thought. “Whoever it is knows who I am, too.”

      “They would have to know you to some degree, to be able to target you so specifically,” Astor said absently, face indicating he was deep in thought. “You can’t use telepathic magic at such a distance on a mind you’ve never met.”

      That was chilling. She hadn’t even thought about it that way. “Why would they be targeting me? And who?”

      “Key questions. You said the nightmares started in your first year at DarkSkull, so perhaps it’s someone you met there. Or someone in the mage world who learned of your existence when you arrived.”

      Alyx tried to hold back the fear that trickled through her and forced herself to ask the question that had been niggling at her. “Do you think it could be whoever is behind the missing mages?”

      “It’s as good a guess as any. But why torture you with nightmares? To scare you?”

      “If that’s the motive, it’s succeeding,” she said dryly.

      Astor’s eyes fixed on her, the blue in them intense. “I see.”

      “I wish it would stop,” she admitted.

      Astor rose with a smile. “I promise to do some research to see if I can help. After all, I have plenty of time on my hands now that I’m retired. In the meantime, I’m sure I can find marshmallows here somewhere. What say we roast them over the fire and make some hot chocolate?”

      “Like we did when you minded me when I was little?” She smiled.

      “Exactly.”

      Alyx rose. “I’m in, but only if you promise to—”

      “Put the whipped cream inside the hot chocolate instead of on top.” Astor laughed. “Yes, Aly-girl, I remember.”

      The hot chocolate was sweet and rich on her tongue, and it momentarily warmed her body. But she couldn’t dispel the shiver that went down her back at the thought of her nightmares, and when she glanced up at Astor, seeking comfort, his gaze was distant, his mind a long way away from her and her problems.
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      Alyx looked up, smiling in pleasure as her father came through the door of the mage offices.

      “Have you come to take me to lunch?” she asked hopefully.

      “Sorry, no.” His return smile lightened his too-serious face. “I’m here for Lord-Mage Casovar. The king wants to see him.”

      “Oh. He just left to see the king.”

      Garan chuckled. “We must have missed each other on the way.”

      “Is it something important?”

      “The Tregayan ambassador sent a message to Darien this morning indicating he had some important news to share. The king has asked the lord-mage and I to be there for the meeting.” Her father looked apologetic. “I’d offer to take you with me, but—”

      “I’ll come,” she said with alacrity, eager for a chance to hear what the ambassador had to say.

      “Really?” Surprise filled his voice. “You’ll be bored.”

      “Not at all,” she said. “Especially if the ambassador’s news concerns the trade agreement that Tregaya and Zandia have been working on. If the negotiations have gone well, it would give us an easier time bringing in weapons from Zandia for the army.”

      The astonishment on her father’s face deepened. “You know about that agreement?”

      Alyx couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “For goodness’ sake, Papa, it wasn’t just magic I learned at DarkSkull. We had a test on the subject. Only Finn got better marks than me.”

      “Is that so? All right then, it’s up to you.”

      She piled together the papers she’d been working on and rose from her chair, wincing as a jolt of pain shot through the shoulder she’d dislocated in the fight against Fengel. Casovar’s ‘sparring’ the previous night had tweaked the old injury.

      “Something wrong?” He narrowed his eyes in concern.

      “An old sparring injury,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I remember the time you hurt your other shoulder,” he said wryly as Alyx shrugged on her mage robe and they went out into the hallway.

      “I was ten.” She chuckled. “And it was all Dash’s fault.”

      “He dared you to climb the tree as high as he had, and you weren’t tall enough to do it.” Her father’s eyes twinkled down at her. “Cayr told you not to, but of course you never conceded defeat when Dashan was daring you.”

      “I could hardly back down,” she told him. “I’m an Egalion.”

      He gave her a look. “You fell, of course. Lucky that bush was there at the bottom or you would have hurt more than your shoulder.”

      “Dash felt guilty though.” Alyx grinned. “I was able to play on that for a week before he realised I wasn’t really that badly hurt.”

      “I was furious,” Garan observed.

      She winced. “Yes, I remember that too.”

      The conversation made her think seriously for the first time about how her father was going to react to news of her relationship with Dashan. Although she might never have to tell him—if things with Dashan didn’t work out, there’d be no need for him ever to know.

      But they were working out. Oddly, against all logic and reason, being with him was making her happy. If she was honest with herself, the major factor in her ability to concede to Casovar on a constant basis was the happiness she was experiencing in the other parts of her life. Being home was one of those things, but Dashan was a bigger one.

      “Alyx!”

      Her head shot up as she was wrenched from her thoughts. Garan stood by the door of the audience room, one eyebrow raised. The Bluecoats on guard had already stepped away.

      “Sorry, coming.”

      The king was inside, along with Lord-Mage Casovar and Captain Dunnat. Sparky was nowhere to be seen. Casovar didn’t look pleased to see Alyx there, but said nothing, for now presumably not willing to gainsay her father in front of the king.

      “Hello, Alyx, it’s nice to see you again.” Darien Llancarvan was in a good mood, and his anger at Cayr had either been forgotten or faded in the weeks that had passed since their arrest. She was tempted to ask when Cayr would return, but didn’t want to push it.

      “Your Highness.” She bowed low instead, keeping her voice polite.

      “Alyx has some knowledge of the new trade agreement from her studies at DarkSkull, Darien,” Garan spoke casually. “I hope you don’t mind her being here—she’s interested to learn of any developments.”

      She looked at her father in surprise. He rarely addressed the king by his first name in the presence of others; it was a privilege he used only when the two men were alone. Darien didn’t seem to notice, he merely waved Alyx to a chair, but Casovar stiffened perceptibly. She held back the smile that wanted to creep across her face—it seemed Garan was deliberately reminding Casovar of his close relationship with the king. Maybe she hadn’t been trusting her father for no reason after all.

      Lord Rostan Dunkeld came through the door a moment later. A short, wiry middle-aged man, he’d been the Tregayan ambassador to Rionn for fifteen years, his tenure extended due to the genuine friendship that he’d developed with the king. Alyx had met him only on a couple of occasions growing up, but her father had always spoken well of him.

      “Everyone is here.” The king waited until Rostan had seated himself. “What is your news, Lord Dunkeld?”

      “Insurrection in Shivasa,” the man said succinctly.

      Alyx sat up straighter in her chair. What?

      The same surprise filled the king’s voice. “What do you mean?”

      “Our southern militia bases have sent several reports over the past weeks. They’ve been brief and sketchy but there have been enough of them to give us a rough picture of what is happening,” Rostan said. “It seems to have started in a large town in southern Shivasa; by all accounts the district administrator was rather a nasty sort. The good townsfolk started protesting, then rioting. The man was forced to step down, but when the people saw that their protest had worked, the riots began spreading throughout southern Shivasa. As of right now, the whole region is seething with unrest.”

      Garan frowned. “How violent is it?”

      “Nothing beyond a spot of looting or burning for now. As far as we can tell, there isn’t yet any organised resistance, mostly just patches of rebellion throughout the south. Interestingly, some of our reports indicate parts of the population are going out in protest in support of the Shiven leader and his local representatives.”

      “If it continues to spread, the unrest could result in a lessening of Shivasa’s forces along the northern border of the disputed area,” Garan mused. “They’ve been steadily building up troop numbers for months—in preparation to annex the area, we’ve judged. This could slow that down.”

      Alyx’s eyebrows rose. She hadn’t known about the increasing number of troops, although it made sense. It wasn’t surprising Casovar hadn’t told them, but it was hard not to be irritated that her father hadn’t.

      “I consider it unlikely,” Casovar disagreed. “Shivasa has a large army and their leader prioritises resourcing the military over most other things. If the unrest isn’t yet organised or overly violent, they still have plenty of soldiers to throw at us.”

      “But in the long term, we could expect that to happen,” Garan pushed. “Particularly if resources going to the military lead to food or other basic supply shortages.”

      “Not if the Shiven leader gets the unrest under control. Their military is frighteningly efficient at putting down dissidents.”

      Alyx hated to agree with Casovar, but what she’d learned in Master Alaria’s class indicated he was likely right. “Are there mages involved?” she asked Rostan.

      “We don’t know.” Rostan shrugged.

      “You think that might be the case, Alyx?” the king asked.

      “There are Shiven mages.” She nodded. “And not all of them are trained at DarkSkull Hall by the council.”

      “Those are uncorroborated reports,” Casovar dismissed her.

      “With all due respect, sir, they’re more than uncorroborated reports.”

      “How so?” the king asked as Casovar’s frown deepened.

      She ignored the lord-mage and focused on the king. “During my time at DarkSkull, there were several attacks on the school. Most of them involved conventional weapons as well as mage power. The mages involved were Shiven, and hadn’t been trained at DarkSkull. Logic would imply they were trained in Shivasa.”

      “King Mastaran mentioned the attacks when we were in Carhall,” Darien said, glancing at Garan. “Lord-Mage Casovar feels that the council was exaggerating the danger they face.”

      “It gives them excellent reason to charge more for their services,” Casovar said smoothly.

      Alyx opened her mouth to rebut him, but her father’s hand shifted to rest lightly on her forearm. Instead of speaking, she simply nodded in Casovar’s direction.

      “Thank you, Alyx, Lord-Mage,” the king said. “Rostan, can your militia scouts determine whether mages are involved? If the Shiven army has to devote resources to subduing mages, then they’ll have to commit a lot more troops than if they’re just dealing with unhappy farmers, which might mean relief for us in the north.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.” Rostan nodded.

      “Garan, speak to Sparky and ensure our scouts are doing what they can to learn about what’s happening in Shivasa also.”

      “I’ll do it today.”

      “Your Highness, whatever the case, I don’t think we can afford to relax our vigilance in the disputed area,” Casovar said.

      “I agree.” The king waved a hand in dismissal. “Let’s pick this up later when we have more information.”

      Casovar gestured for Alyx to follow him as they left. She gave a little wave to her father, comforted by the fact he was remaining in the king’s audience chamber while the rest of them left.

      “In the future, please refrain from offering unsolicited opinions in formal meetings, Apprentice.”

      She took a breath, swallowed. “I apologise, sir. It won’t happen again.”

      “I want you to go back and write a message to your friends. Given this development, I’ll need them to remain where they are a few extra weeks. They can be of assistance in ascertaining what effect the unrest in Shivasa has on their troop build-up.”

      A sharp slide of disappointment went through her. She’d been looking forward to her friends’ return. They’d been gone almost two weeks already and she missed them. “Yes, sir.”

      “Something wrong?” he snapped.

      She schooled her face to calm. “Not at all. I’ll write the letter now.”

      “Make sure it’s done by this evening.”

      He left then, mage robe swirling around his ankles as he moved with quick, decisive strides in the opposite direction of his offices. Slowly she uncurled her fists, taking deep breaths to calm her restrained anger. She wasn’t sure how much longer she was going to be able to swallow her temper around him. Whatever her father was up to, she hoped it happened before she lost it entirely.

      

      When the nightmare inevitably came again it grabbed her from a sound sleep. The dark mage’s power held her effortlessly, but this time there was no attempt to cause pain. Alyx stilled in his grasp, everything inside her balled up tightly, waiting for what horror would come next.

      “The destruction I showed you... have you ever considered that it might be necessary?”

      Confusion stirred. The voice was the same, a whisper of thought that raked over her mind, but he was holding back, not actively trying to cause pain. Was he trying to have a conversation with her? That thought was somehow more terrifying than if he’d just been trying to hurt and scare her.

      “I know you heard me.”

      Somehow she summoned the bravery to reply, and stunningly he allowed her enough use of her magic to do it. “Destruction on the level you showed me is never necessary.”

      “That is a naïve point of view. You’ve learned better than that.”

      “Why is it necessary?” Her voice remained tentative, expecting the pain and fear to be unleashed any second. But if she humoured him, maybe he’d tell her something useful.

      There was a considering silence, although Alyx was left in no doubt of his dominant hold over her. His magic suffocated hers, allowing only enough for a trickle of telepathic magic.

      “You’ve seen the true face of the Mage Council.”

      “You want to destroy the world because of the council?” Surely not.

      He laughed then, and she winced as it reverberated through her skull. “Foolish girl. I don’t want to destroy the world. I want to destroy the Mage Council and everything it stands for. I want to protect those the council wishes to destroy.” A beat of silence, then: “Think about that. Then think about which side of this fight you’d really like to be on.”

      He was gone then, catapulting Alyx into wakefulness. She sat up in bed, gasping, sweat plastering her nightdress to her skin. Instinctively she summoned magic, using its green glow to dispel the shadows in her room. It was a long time before her rapid heartbeat settled and she’d calmed enough to curl back under the covers.

      Who was this mage? And could he really want the same thing she did?
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      Alyx made her way to the Cuttlefish Inn, taking the long route and ensuring that she wasn’t followed. It wasn’t quite midday, and the inn was mostly empty as she entered, ordered herself a cider and sat at a table in the corner of the room.

      “Where’s that big hulking warrior of yours?”

      Alyx jumped at the sound of Brynn’s voice—despite the fact that she had a full view of the inn from her table, he’d still managed to arrive without her noticing.

      “Away from the city,” she said. “Nice mental shielding.”

      “I’m a spy,” he said in an exaggerated whisper.

      “One with a notoriously sloppy shield,” she said grumpily, annoyed he’d gotten the best of her. “You’re also late. Why are we meeting here?”

      “You said no secretive back rooms, so here we are at a table in full public view,” Brynn said, taking a sip of his ale. “Have you ever read my thoughts?”

      “Only when you’ve deliberately left them open to me.”

      Brynn appeared to consider this. “I don’t know if I would have that sort of self-restraint.”

      “I don’t think you would either,” she said dryly. “You don’t seem to have any problems using your power to force people to do what you want.”

      “Ouch.” He winced. “My power isn’t that strong, you know. I can only influence people to do what I want, not force them.”

      Alyx shrugged. “I don’t want to know what people’s private thoughts are. I imagine how I would feel if someone read my thoughts, and that’s what makes me hate the idea of doing it to others.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      “I’m glad we’ve cleared that up.” She tried to keep the impatience from her voice. “Do you have anything for me, or are we meeting for fun?”

      “I have nothing,” Brynn announced. “Which means I have a lot.”

      She bit back her annoyance with an effort. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      He grinned at her, then turned serious. “I can’t find any of Lord-Mage Casovar’s informants. I don’t know who he is getting his information from, and therefore I don’t know where they are getting their information from. So I can’t tell you how credible his information is.”

      Alyx stared at him. “It’s been two weeks since I asked you to do this.”

      “I know, and I’ve been working hard, I promise you.”

      “What about the Mage Guard?”

      “There I’ve had marginally better luck.” He leaned closer. “I’ve followed them on two night patrols through the poor quarter. On the first, they were rude and rough—don’t ask me how they think anyone is going to give them information when they behave like poorly trained thugs, but—”

      “Brynn!”

      “Right. Sorry. The second time was more interesting.” His voice lowered. “This patrol was heavily armed and they were more determined and focused than the other lot. I was preparing to see something like what you’ve described, but when they entered the street that looked to be their destination they ran into a unit of city guard.”

      “And?”

      “That was it. The City Guardsmen claimed to be undertaking an investigation into a smuggling ring—they thought one of the houses in the street was a storage location for illegal goods. From what I overheard, the Mage Guard captain was irritated, but agreed not to interfere with the City Guard investigation and called his unit back. They left and went back to barracks.” Brynn took a sip of ale. “Interesting thing was, not long after they left, the unit of City Guard cleared out too. All of them.”

      Alyx’s eyes narrowed as the implications of that hit her. “If the City Guard thought there was a smuggling house in that street, there would be a constant watch on it. A discreet one, but they wouldn’t leave it unguarded.”

      “Exactly what I would have assumed, so I checked. That street was empty. I went back the next day—same thing, no guardsmen anywhere, not even any hidden ones keeping an eye on the house.”

      “So they were lying to the Mage Guard. Why?”

      “Not a clue.” He took another sip of ale. “Stopped whatever the Mage Guard were about to do though, didn’t it?”

      It certainly had. And it had stopped it without a direct confrontation, or any implication that someone might have been trying to do just that. Her father. She rubbed at her eyes—or maybe it was just sheer coincidence. “Keep looking into it, will you? And Casovar as well. He has to be getting his information from somewhere.”

      He nodded, then hesitated. “You should know. I’ve passed all this on to the council.”

      “That’s fine,” she said. “As little as I trust them, I don’t think it’s a bad thing if others are looking into Casovar as well.”

      “I agree,” he said, then changed the subject. “Any more of those nightmares of yours?”

      She winced. “Last night, actually.”

      “I thought you looked a little pale. What happened?”

      “He... ” She hesitated, reluctant to say it out loud. “He talked to me.”

      Shock filled Brynn’s boyish face. “About what? The weather?”

      “It was all a bit vague. One thing was clear—he wants to destroy the Mage Council. The hatred I felt in his thoughts... it was corrosive, bitter.” Alyx swallowed, her stomach turning at the memory.

      “That’s good. It’s a piece of information on him. We had nothing before.”

      “That’s true,” she admitted. “But I think I preferred it when he was just trying to scare and hurt me. I don’t want to be holding conversations with a presumably crazy and incredibly powerful dark telepathic mage.” She shuddered involuntarily.

      “Darkmage,” Brynn murmured, mostly to himself.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” He shook his head. “Your words reminded me of the theory you said Finn had come up with, that maybe Shakar had the ability to cause nightmares. They used to call him Darkmage, you know?”

      “Shakar?”

      He nodded. “Not the council. But it was a nickname used by survivors in villages and towns he’d destroyed. In most accounts written by people at the time who weren’t mages, that’s how they referred to him.”

      “Maybe this mage has read those accounts—maybe he idealises Shakar somehow because he fought the council too?” Alyx suggested. “Whoever it is, Astor thinks he must know me to be able to reach my mind here and at DarkSkull.”

      “Not a warming thought.” Brynn made a face. “But if it happens again, try to focus on using the nightmare as a way of getting information. The more he tells you, the closer we’ll be to working out who he is, and where.”

      She nodded—he was right. “I’ll try.”

      “And we could try making a list,” he suggested. “Everyone we know from DarkSkull who would have reason to travel in this region or is strong enough to reach further with their telepathy, or both.”

      “We could,” she said, dubious, “but I don’t know how helpful it would be. The only telepath we know at DarkSkull strong enough to reach me here is Romas, and we don’t even know if he is that strong.”

      His face fell. “Right. And you talked to Howell about this too? So if he knew of a telepath that powerful, he would have told you.”

      “Maybe.”

      Brynn finished his ale and rose. “I’ll keep thinking on it. I still believe this could help us. Be careful, Alyx. Same time, same place, next week?”

      “I’ll be here.”

      

      Alyx turned over the paper she’d just finished reading and added it to the ever-growing pile. Letting out a bored sigh, she began reading the next page. The words started to blur after two sentences, and she looked up, rubbing at her eyes.

      The room was momentarily empty of Casovar and Mage Guard members, and her eyes fell on her left arm. A silly smile crossed her face as she pushed up the sleeve of her shirt, revealing the silver bracelet on her wrist. Her fingers traced over the delicate filigree, pausing on the tiny charm of a mage staff that had been attached to it.

      Dashan had returned from patrol the day before, and they’d gone for a night sail together. It had been peaceful and relaxing, the loveliest couple of hours she’d experienced in weeks. He’d given her the bracelet and muttered something about seeing it in Gosper and thinking she’d like it.

      “Look at you being romantic,” she’d teased, loving his discomfort and the slight flush in his cheeks.

      The door opened, heralding Casovar’s return. Alyx shoved her sleeve down and returned to reading the paper before her.

      “Anything?” he asked her.

      “No sir, I—”

      The rest of her words were forestalled by the door opening and one of the Mage Guard appearing.

      “Lord-Mage, you have a visitor,” the soldier reported. “He says he’s a representative from the Mage Council.”

      Alyx was as surprised as Casovar looked, and for once was glad to be in his offices—she didn’t want to miss finding out what the Mage Council wanted. Brynn hadn’t mentioned anything a week earlier when they’d met, so she assumed he knew nothing about the visitor.

      “Show him in, Tordren.”

      Tordren disappeared briefly and voices sounded outside before a familiar figure came striding in. Her jaw had dropped before she realised what she was doing, shock flooding her. A moment later came a twist of pain and anger that choked up her throat.

      Why is he here?

      Cario Duneskal looked coolly confident in his impeccably tailored mage attire, his jaw clean-shaven and blonde curls neatly cut. Exactly as she remembered him, except now he wore a black mage robe, marking him an apprentice no longer. His gaze flicked over Alyx before settling on Casovar.

      “Lord-Mage Casovar, hello. My name is Cario. I was sent here as a representative of the Mage Council.”

      Casovar’s lip curled slightly. “You don’t look old enough to be more than a third-year apprentice.”

      “I passed my trials a month ago.” Cario was unmoved by Casovar’s contempt. “And perhaps I should have elaborated. My name is Cario Duneskal—grandson of Councillor Rawlin Duneskal.”

      “The picture becomes clearer,” Casovar said thinly. “What brings you here, Mage Duneskal?”

      “The council has been monitoring the situation between Rionn and Shivasa, and although you have not requested mage assistance, we feel that it is time to offer what help we can. I’m here as a liaison to offer that support.”

      “It’s a shame that you travelled all this way for no reason,” Casovar said. “You’re not invited, Mage Duneskal, and you’re not needed.”

      “I don’t answer to you, Lord-Mage, only to the council,” Cario said amiably. “If you have a problem with my presence here... well, that would be odd, wouldn’t it? Since I’m only here to assist your efforts. Indeed, once Shivasa learns of the Mage Council’s official interest in Rionn, it might cause them to be little more cautious.”

      A charged silence hovered between the two men. It was as if Casovar’s menace merely encircled Cario’s affectation of calm, unable to pierce it. Alyx saw the moment Casovar decided not to openly flout the council; his shoulders relaxed slightly and he gave a faint nod. It was an interesting lesson for her in the reach and power of the council—even uninvited in a country with little involvement in the mage order they could impose their presence. Not a comforting realisation.

      “You may assist, Mage Duneskal, not take over. Is that clear?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” A slight smile flickered over Cario’s face. “I’ve had a long journey, Lord-Mage. I’ll return tomorrow and you can fill me on the situation, if that suits you?”

      Casovar nodded sharply, and Cario smiled once more before turning on his heel and striding out. He didn’t even glance at Alyx. She was up and after him before Casovar had time to realise what she was doing and stop her. Outside, Cario’s long strides were carrying him down the hallway leading to the main palace entrance.

      Anger building, she went after him. “What are you doing here?”

      Cario slowed and turned, his expression still unreadable. “Hello, Alyx. I would have expected a warmer greeting from a friend.”

      “We’re not friends.”

      A shutter fell over his eyes, and he nodded. “I suspected that you had overheard my conversation with Romas. Especially when I never heard from you. Not even a letter.”

      Her shoulders stiffened. “I don’t write letters to those who betray me.”

      Something like scorn flashed over Cario’s face. “You think you know so much, but in fact you know very little.”

      “What is it I don’t know? That you’re a council spy who pretended to be my friend so that you could spy on me for months?” Alyx pushed back the tears that threatened. “I counted you as my friend.”

      “And I counted you as mine!” he snapped.

      “Right. You spy on all your friends, do you?”

      Her raised voice caught the attention of a passing servant, and they both fell silent while the startled-looking young man quickened his pace down the hall. It was Cario who broke the silence. “Perhaps you might give me the chance to explain?”

      She stared at him for a moment, then spun on her heel, pushing open a nearby door that led to the gardens. His footsteps sounded behind her as she led him to a more private area before eventually stopping by a bubbling fountain.

      Cario spoke before she could. “I am no more a council spy than you are.”

      “Then I suppose Tarrick and I imagined what we overheard,” she mocked.

      “In what conversation between us over the past year did I ever sound like I want to be anything like my family? When did I ever do anything to suggest being a spy for the council is something I would do?”

      “You were spying. Clearly whatever you said to me was a lie.”

      “The council thought I was spying on you. They were wrong.”

      That momentarily gave her pause. His eyes were bright with intensity, an emotion she’d rarely seen in the cool and unaffected Cario Duneskal. “What does that mean?”

      “After our first year at DarkSkull… well, I was slated to join Galien’s group for second year. It made perfect sense—he was the most powerful student, and I had the most powerful mage connections.” Cario sat down by the fountain, shoulders slumping. “It was the last thing I wanted. I hate everything Galien stands for. I wanted nothing to do with combat patrols or being a warrior mage. I thought if I could get into your group, I could escape everybody’s notice. I had no idea you were a mage of the higher order.”

      “How does this end in you being a spy?”

      He looked up at her, and for the first time she saw Cario stripped bare of any masks. His rawness tugged at her on a visceral level. “I knew of the council’s interest in you, even though I didn’t know why. I went to my grandfather, and told him that if he could organise for me to join your group, I would spy on you for him. It was the only way I could think to get out of being with Galien.”

      She huffed out a bitter laugh. “Self-interested as always. Why am I even surprised? What did you tell them about me?”

      “Honestly?” A smile crossed his face. “I told them you liked needlework, and kept dreaming about some prince back home. I said you got bored in classes and kept making Finn do your homework for you. In short, I told them nothing of any value.”

      “Cario…” She hesitated, unsure of whether to believe him.

      “You’re right, my motives in going to my grandfather were selfish,” he said earnestly. “But that doesn’t mean I was ever willing to do what I told him I would. I pretended, Alyx. I swear to you.”

      She lifted her hands helplessly. “I have no reason to believe this. After all the lies I’ve been told, mostly by the council... tell me how I can believe you, Cario?”

      “Read my mind,” he whispered. “Go on. I know you can. You’ll see the truth in there.”

      His hands trembled in his lap and he’d turned pale as death. Alyx had never seen Cario so shaken, so utterly vulnerable. It was costing him to do this. With the secrets he kept from the world... and he was offering to let her into his head.

      “No,” she said, slowly, wondering if she was going to regret it, but making the choice anyway. “I believe you.”

      “You do?” Naked hope flared in his startling blue eyes.

      “Yes.” And she did. It wasn’t in her to hurt him, and that’s what she’d be doing if she read his thoughts. “Now tell me why you’re really here?”

      The mask settled back over Cario’s face and he leaned languidly against the fountain. “The council thinks I’m here to report on you and Casovar both. I just wanted a holiday to Alistriem.”

      Alyx laughed.

      Cario smiled in response, then sobered. “I came here to join you. I’ve made my choice, just like Tarrick. As long as working for the council allows me to remain with you, I’ll continue to pretend.”

      She gave him a curious look. “You were a second-year apprentice like me. How have you passed your trials?”

      “It’s always been that the masters decide when an apprentice is ready to take the trials. Most of the time it takes about four years to learn and develop enough.” Cario shrugged. “We both know I’ve been ready for some time.”

      “Why you and not Galien? They made him take the full four years.”

      “Being judged ready for the trials is not just about skill with magic. I suspect the council has been waiting and hoping for Galien to grow out of his psychopathic tendencies,” Cario said dryly.

      She nodded, pondering that. “You’ve heard that Casovar won’t allow us to return to DarkSkull?”

      “Yes. It factored in my decision to come here.” His mouth quirked in a smile. “I figured Alistriem would be a nice long distance away from my family’s fury.”

      “You’re warming my heart with your devotion,” she muttered.

      He grinned. “Anyway, I was walking into Town Hall, all ready to tell my father that I was quitting the mage order, and I heard the news that the council had advertised a posting to Alistriem. Everyone was talking about it because the council hasn’t had a formal representative in Alistriem in decades.” He shrugged. “It was fairly easy after that to get my father and grandfather to pull strings and give me the assignment.”

      Alyx thought about that, curious as to what the council’s true motives were. Cario’s voice brought her back to the present.

      “Anyway, I’m exhausted. Can you recommend a good inn?”

      “Stay with me. Tarrick is staying at my house too, but he’s out of town with the twins. It will be good to have the company,” she said. “I’ll have one of the Bluecoats escort you over there and write a note to our steward so he knows you’re invited.”

      “Sounds great. Thanks, Alyx.”

      “Freshen up and have a nap. We can talk more later.”

      

      Alyx sat back with a sigh, pleasantly full after finishing every bit of the meal Safia had sent over with Cario. So far they’d discussed Cario’s sea journey and the news that Galien and all members of First Patrol had passed their trials. It was a discomfiting thought to think those five now walked the world as fully trained warrior mages, but they weren’t Alyx’s problem to contend with. For now, anyway.

      “So what are the council’s views on Casovar?” she asked.

      He glanced around. “Can we talk openly?”

      “Casovar has a dinner engagement, and the Mage Guard have gone for the day too. It’s just us in here.” She shrugged. “Provided your mental shield is up, we should be fine. None of us have been able to establish yet whether Casovar has telepathic ability, but we’re assuming he does.”

      “As you should,” Cario agreed, then shifted forward. “Grandfather really didn’t talk about Casovar much. His instructions to me didn’t include anything about him, except to say that he was arrogant and unlikely to welcome my presence in Rionn.”

      “Why did Casovar quit working for the council?”

      “That’s easy. He’s always been ambitious to a fault, yet there was no way he was getting a council seat anytime soon. They preferred to use him in the field because of his

      power. When your king offered him the post of lord-mage, I assume he jumped at it.”

      “So he grew up poor?”

      “More middle-class, but yes. He wants what those above him have.”

      “I wonder how the king came across him?” Alyx mused. “Everyone knows he has limited contact with the council, so how did he learn about Casovar, let alone come to offer him the position as lord-mage?”

      “Your previous lord-mage?”

      “Astor? Yes, I suppose it must have been.”

      She wanted to follow that thought further, but a sharp knock on the door startled them both. It swung open to reveal Dashan, whose warm smile at the sight of her faded to rising anger when he saw Cario.

      “What is he doing here?”

      Alyx winced. “He’s here as a formal representative of the Mage Council. It’s a long story.”

      “Good to see you again, Lieutenant Caverlock,” Cario said languidly.

      “You want me to believe a mage apprentice is here as a formal representative of the council?”

      “I passed my trials, Lieutenant. You’ll notice I’m wearing black now.”

      Ignoring Cario, Dashan’s furious gaze swung to Alyx, demanding answers. Cario glanced between them and rose to his feet. “I’ll give you a moment.”

      Dashan waited until the door had closed behind him before demanding, “When did he get here?”

      “Earlier this afternoon.”

      “And why haven’t you sent him packing?”

      “Because we had a long talk and he explained what happened.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful. And you didn’t consider that maybe he’s had months to come up with an excellent story?”

      “No, because of course I don’t have half a brain in my head.” She rolled her eyes.  “I believed him. You need to trust me.”

      Dashan’s jaw clenched and he looked away from her for a long moment. “You can trust him if you like, but you can also let him know I’ll be keeping a careful eye on him.”

      “I’m not going to tell him any such thing,” she said tartly.

      “Why is he here? What does the council want?” Dashan threw his hands in the air. “I’m not sure which of those two I trust less, and I don’t want either of them near you.”

      “He was explaining his presence here when you so rudely interrupted. I thought you were on duty tonight?”

      “I am. They assigned me to the palace so I wanted to come by and see you before my shift started.”

      Alyx sighed. “I don’t find this over-protectiveness charming, you know. You need to get going before you’re late to your shift and Cario starts to wonder what we’re doing in here.”

      He grinned, the anger fading from his features as he stepped closer to her. “I know what I’d like to be doing.”

      “Ha. If you think I’m going to kiss you after that little tirade, you’re—”

      He cut her words off with his mouth and she melted instantly into him, allowing the kiss to last far longer than she should have before pushing him away. “Get out of here.”

      “Yes, my lady.” He bowed extravagantly and grinned at her scowl. Opening the door, he gestured for Cario to come in. “Harm a hair on her head and I’ll take you apart piece by piece. Slowly.”

      “Terrified, I’m sure,” Cario drawled. “A pleasure as always, Lieutenant Caverlock.”

      Dashan slammed the door behind him so hard it rattled on its hinges.

      “I am mystified as to why you keep him around,” Cario said as he resumed his seat.

      “Maybe one day you’ll tell me your secrets and I’ll tell you mine.” She grinned at him. “Now, is there anything else I should know?”

      “One more thing. The council has a spy here working on their behalf. Grandfather wouldn’t tell me more—he said the spy won’t be in contact with me as he has different tasking.” Cario shrugged. “There’s a good chance it’s you the spy is here to watch. You should be careful.”

      Something inside Alyx relaxed. Despite the fact she truly believed Cario, Dashan’s doubt had shaken that a little. But that snippet of information had gone a little way to prove his loyalty. Cario had no way of knowing she knew about Brynn already.

      Her smile widened, and Cario raised his eyebrow at her. “What?”

      “Much like you, Cario, the council spy in Alistriem also works for me.”

      The look of stunned surprise on his face kept her amused for hours afterward.
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      Alyx balanced on the balls of her feet, loosening her shoulders. Then she focused her mind, taking several deep breaths. In and out. In and out. Her heartbeat steadied and her concentration sharpened. Slowly, she reached for her mage power, allowing it to spread through her.

      Then, she opened her eyes and jumped.

      Her body leapt into the air, and at the very last moment—when she was about to start falling back to earth—her magic kicked in.

      Exhilaration flared when, instead of dropping to the ground, she hovered above it. Letting out a whoop of triumph, she drew upon more power and soared higher into the air.

      Her magic reserves instantly began to drain. Reluctantly she let go, dropping back towards the ground and landing with a slight stumble. A wide grin spread over her face. Sweat slicked her skin, and her heart was pounding from exertion, but she’d done it! She had absorbed Mika’s talent.

      Still smiling, she rubbed a towel over her face and wandered out of the hot sun to a nearby table where a jug of water stood. Her first instinct was to hurry off and find Finn, tell him she’d absorbed another ability, and thinking of him took some of the shine off her triumph.

      They still weren’t back yet.

      It had been over a month now, and Casovar refused to provide her with details of what her friends were doing, no matter how politely she asked, and she worried for them. Several attempts to reach Dawn telepathically had failed. Unsurprised—Alyx still had work to do to improve her telepathic skill and range—she was nonetheless disappointed not to have received contact from her friend. Perhaps the distance was even too great for Dawn.

      Dropping into a nearby chair, she let out a sigh, resting the cool glass against the hot skin of her forehead. She hated knowing they might be in danger and she was powerless to help. And it didn’t make things any easier that she was essentially cooling her heels in Alistriem. Her father continued to preach patience, promising the time would come when she would be of use, but as more time passed, her frustration grew. She’d promised Tarrick and the twins she’d have a better sense of Casovar by the time they returned, but she didn’t.

      She still didn’t know if he could be trusted, not for certain, and Brynn hadn’t brought anything definitive to her yet. He’d been hard to pin down recently, claiming increased tasking from the council. The burning knot of uselessness and frustration in her chest seemed to grow larger every day, and the only way to ease it was these practice sessions she forced herself through as often as she could. In the absence of formal training, she dragged up the memories of every lesson Howell and Rothai had given her. She pushed herself constantly, determined to increase her control and skill.

      And not only with magic, either. Dashan had been there earlier, and they’d passed more than an hour in a sparring session before he’d had to report for duty. Her muscles were weary, but in a good way—the languid satisfaction she’d often felt at DarkSkull after a long, tiring day.

      That satisfaction eased some of her pent-up emotion. At least by doing this she was preparing herself as best as possible for whatever was coming... whether it be Shivasa or whoever was behind the missing mages.

      The determination surged again, and she put down the glass and rose, swinging her staff to loosen the tight muscles across her shoulders. She had more time for practice before she had to get ready for her evening plans.

      After taking a few breaths to regain her focus, she swung her staff in her right hand and aimed the point at a wooden target a hundred paces away. She summoned her power again, and sent a controlled, low-energy concussion blast shooting from the end of her staff.

      Far less bright and powerful than the strength of her mage power allowed, the modified concussion burst hit the target with a satisfying thump. It was a little off centre, but it gouged the wood nicely without exploding the thing into thousands of tiny pieces. Moving her aim slightly, she tried again.

      It took a lot more effort, both in power and concentration, to control the strength, depth and flight of a concussion ball, than it did simply to let loose with everything she had. This one hit the centre of the target though, and a weary triumph flickered through her.

      “Having fun?”

      Alyx spun around in astonishment, heart leaping into her throat. Cayr stood by the small table in the shade, looking handsome and dapper despite the heat. It took a moment to process that he was actually standing there—she’d had no warning he would be back, and had assumed it would be a few more weeks. She was utterly unprepared to see him.

      “You’re back,” she managed.

      “I am.” He smiled. “I’m not interrupting, am I?”

      “Not at all.” She walked over to join him by the table, busying herself with pouring another glass of water. “I had no idea you were supposed to be back today.”

      “I didn’t want to make a fuss of it. Less chance of people crowding the streets to watch me ride in that way.”

      “Fair enough. How was the trip?” She gave him an apologetic look. “I’m sorry we made your father so angry he sent you away.”

      Cayr shrugged. “It’s nothing. The trip was being planned anyway, Father just made it happen faster.”

      A whisper of thought touched her magic, too quick to catch, and she would never invade Cayr’s privacy. “Is there something else?”

      He poured himself a glass of water, clearly mulling over something. Alyx waited for him to say what was on his mind, her own thoughts chaotic. She was going to have to talk to him, but now? Maybe it would be better to wait until he’d settled in back home, but that would only be delaying the inevitable.

      “You’re not as useless as Casovar thinks you are, are you?”

      Taken aback—that wasn’t the question she’d been expecting—Alyx affected casualness. “If I told you that, I’d have to kill you,” she said lightly.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t trust me?”

      “I absolutely trust you. I just don’t want to put you in a position where you have to lie to Lord-Mage Casovar, or your father,” she said, becoming serious.

      “I would never betray your confidence,” he said earnestly. “Never, and you know that.”

      “I know, but I don’t want to make you lie for me either.” She smiled. “Let’s just say, you’re right. I’m not quite as useless as Casovar thinks.”

      Cayr sighed and nodded. Something flickered in his eyes, but it was so quick she couldn’t quite read it. It was rare that she couldn’t read him, and it startled her.

      “Are you all right?” she asked softly.

      “You’re different since DarkSkull.” He gave a little shake of his head. “I just came back from weeks away and I don’t even get a hug?”

      Inwardly, she winced, then reached out to take his hand. “I am pleased to see you, Cayr. And you’re right, I have changed, but you’re still my friend, and I still need you in my life.”

      “Not as much as you used to, though?”

      She looked away, unable to lie. “I think that’s part of growing up.” Alyx wasn’t going to give him false promises, but she kept her voice as gentle as she could. Inside her stomach was twisting up into knots so tight breathing had become difficult. She couldn’t not tell him. She couldn’t. It would have to be now.

      “I came straight here because I missed you and wanted to see you.” He visibly shook off his sadness and smiled a little, eagerness brightening them to a light blue. “But also because I have two important things I wanted to talk to you about. My father wrote to say that you’re staying this time—Lord-Mage Casovar isn’t sending you back to DarkSkull. It was the happiest news I think I’ve heard in a long time, and it only makes what I’m planning easier.”

      Alyx’s heart sank. She could guess what was coming, and he had no idea, none at all. Guilt churned in her and she sucked in a breath—could she do this to him? She had to... but to cause him pain like that. It was unthinkable.

      “You said two things. What exactly do you want to talk about?” she asked carefully.

      He took her hands, blue eyes serious on hers. “Firstly, I love you, Alyx. These past weeks away, the whole time you were at DarkSkull, I thought about you every single day. I don’t ever want anyone else.”

      Alyx shifted back slightly, unable to be so close to him. “We were apart for a long time, and I know we’ve always been best friends, but—”

      “We were never just friends. I want to marry you, Alyx.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      “I’m willing to take things slowly, to rebuild what we had. I’m not asking that we get married tomorrow, or even next month,” he said gently. “But I would like to be able to put my arms around you, to kiss you, to tell everyone that we belong to each other. I want formal permission to court you.”

      She looked down at her feet. If only she’d known he was coming back today, she could have prepared for this, somehow made it easier... but that was foolish. No matter how prepared she was, it wouldn’t change how badly her truth was going to hurt him. She took a deep breath, summoning her courage for what was going to be the hardest thing she’d ever done.

      “Cayr... ” She forced herself to look up at him. The words were there on her tongue, but she had to force them out, leaving her voice barely audible. “I can’t give you what you want.”

      “What does that mean?” He frowned, puzzlement in his voice.

      “I told you that when I was away this past year there was someone else?”

      He stilled, the light in his blue eyes fading. “You said it was over.”

      “And I was telling the truth, at the time.” She searched for the right words, struggling to find them. “But it meant more to me than I realised when we spoke. I was denying how I felt because I wanted us back and I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “Who?”

      “I... ” She hesitated, something inside her unable to land the final blow. The courage she’d had a moment earlier was gone, burned away by the hurt in his face and voice. “Cayr, if you asked me to marry you now, I would say no. It’s not what I want.”

      For a long moment he was silent, utter shock creeping across his handsome face. He let go of her hands and stepped back, his head shaking a little. He truly hadn’t ever considered this eventuality—she could see it in the depth of his growing despair, his difficulty in understanding what she was telling him. So instead he focused on the detail, blue eyes shooting up to meet hers again, dark and determined.

      “Is it someone I know? It must be, if it happened at DarkSkull, and now it’s come up again?” He ran an agitated hand through his hair. “He’s here, isn’t he? Is it Cario? I just saw him over at the palace. Casovar said he arrived a few weeks ago.”

      “Cayr… please.” She forced the words out, trying to stop his rambling. But she couldn’t say anymore, her resolve in tatters. All she could do was stand there while his heart broke into a thousand pieces. How could she do this to him?

      “It’s him, isn’t it?” His eyes bored into hers. “Alyx, please, tell me the truth.”

      She bit her lip, tears welling in her eyes. His pleading tone cut right through her, burning a trail of grief and guilt through her heart. “Cayr, I’m so sorry. It’s Dashan.”

      For a moment he looked utterly confused, as if she’d told him the sky was green. Then the realisation hit him—that this was real, and she wasn’t messing with him. His face crumpled with hurt and despair, and when he spoke his voice sounded broken. “Dashan? You and... Dashan?”

      She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Yes.”

      “Alyx, how could you... ” The words burst out of him, raw and bitter. “How could he do this?”

      “It wasn’t something we did deliberately.” She tried to explain, knew it was useless. The tears in her eyes spilled over, trickling down her cheeks. This was more torturous than any nightmare she’d had.

      Cayr reached up to wipe fiercely at his eyes, his gaze darting everywhere as if looking for someone else to come along and tell him this wasn’t happening. Eventually he looked back at her. “I don’t understand.” He sounded lost. “Tell me there’s some explanation for all of this.”

      Her heart ached, and she wiped uselessly at her own tears. “There’s an explanation, just not one you’re going to like.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he burst out, hurt turning rapidly to anger. “You and Dashan don’t even like each other that much. How did that change? What about us, Alyx?”

      “I wanted us!” The words burst out of her, filled with her bitterness and pain. “I wanted us more than anything. You know that. I spent a year at DarkSkull thinking of nothing else but you and our future. But it changed me. Going back changed me more.”

      “It can’t have changed what we are to each other.” Anger darkened his blue eyes. “You can’t just decide that’s all gone!”

      Alyx flinched at the raw hurt in his words, hating that she was the cause of it. This was so much worse than what he’d done with Jenna.

      “I didn’t decide anything,” she managed, unable to hold the bitterness back. “Things happened to me that were completely out of my control, and they changed me. I’m not the same girl you asked to marry you two years ago. I lost her.” Alyx’s voice broke. “I lost all of it. My entire world before that day is gone, and it almost destroyed me.”

      He stared down at her for a long moment, but now she saw the hurt fading, instead to be replaced by a look of grim determination.

      “Your love for me hasn’t changed,” he said. “I know it hasn’t. Whatever this thing with Dash is, it can’t compare to what we share.”

      Somehow, she cobbled together the courage for one final blow. Leaving him with any false hope would be cruel. “I’m not in love with you.” The words came out in a whisper. “I’m so sorry.”

      Cayr shook his head and backed away. “He’ll break your heart. Think about that, Alyx.”

      With those words, he turned and walked away. Alyx stared after him, forced to sit down as her entire body began trembling.

      I’m so sorry, Cayr.
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      It was late afternoon by the time Alyx calmed enough to go back into the mansion. Once there, she went upstairs to wash the sweat from her skin with a cool, scented bath before sitting by the window to let the dark strands of her hair dry in the sun.

      As dusk fell, she dressed in a light, sleeveless cotton tunic she’d had made since returning to Rionn. Loose pants made from similar cloth and a pair of intricately worked leather sandals finished off her attire. Her father was coming out of his study as Alyx came down the stairs. He stopped as he caught sight of her.

      “Where are you going, Aly-girl?”

      He sounded weary, and though she didn’t want to add to his burdens, she loved him too much to lie to him. “Dashan’s father is hosting a dinner for him. He was promoted to captain last week.”

      “It surprises me Tirian would bother, especially since he cast Dash off.”

      “Me too,” she agreed. “But he’s a ranking noble, after all. I suppose it wouldn’t look good not to recognise your son’s promotion in the Blue Guard. Even then, I think it’s more because he thinks it might get Cayr to attend.”

      “Ah, yes.” He matched her knowing look. “I heard he came back today.”

      “He was here earlier.” Alyx tried to ignore the rush of guilt and grief she felt at hearing his name. “I don’t think he’s coming.”

      Garan rubbed at his forehead. “I heard Dashan’s promotion was coming, and I’m glad for the lad. It’s right his father acknowledges it. Goodness knows he’s never done much else for his son.”

      “Thank you for saying that,” she said softly.

      “Enjoy your evening.” He smiled tiredly. “We should talk soon, you and I.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      “It will be.” He smiled. “Go on. Don’t let your too-serious father’s worries drag you down. Congratulate Dashan for me.”

      “I will. And whenever you want to have that talk, I’ll be here,” she promised.

      

      Lord-General Tirian Caverlock lived in a palatial townhouse in the wealthiest district of Alistriem. It was an exclusive quarter at the base of the hill, along the banks of the waterfall and river. Torches lined the roads of these wide, paved streets. She hadn’t been to the Caverlock mansion since late childhood—Dashan had been cast off at fourteen, and they hadn’t been back since.

      Two grooms were waiting in the cobblestoned courtyard as Alyx rode in, and one stepped forward to help her dismount and take Tingo’s reins. She spent a few moments with the stallion, calming him and warning him to behave with the unfamiliar groom. He snorted his displeasure at her, but went off docilely enough. Another servant opened the front door at her knock, and she was ushered politely into the entrance foyer.

      “Well, if it isn’t Lady Egalion.” A laughing voice greeted her.

      Alyx fought a smile as Dashan bowed low, mockery in every line of his body, then straightened with a flourish. “If the lady would come with me?”

      He took her hand and led her away from the entrance foyer, into a small coat room off the nearest hallway. As soon as the door closed behind them, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She kissed him back just as eagerly, her arms wrapping around his neck, her body moulding itself to his. He backed her up until she was pressing into the door, and proceeded to kiss his way down her jaw and neck. Her head fell back against the door, her body limp in his arms.

      “Wasn’t it only this morning we were doing this?” she murmured breathlessly.

      He looked up from her neck with a grin. “I missed you since then.”

      “Me too.” She laughed and kissed him again, unable to get enough of the way he made her feel, the way his touch made her heart race and her entire body feel alive.

      In the days since Dashan’s return, they’d spent any free time they’d had together. With Tarrick and the twins still away, and Cario busy with Casovar, Dashan and Alyx had been given a window of time where it could just be the two of them. They’d been amongst the most wonderful days of her life, hesitant as she was to admit that to herself.

      “As much as I want to stay here forever.” Dashan eventually pulled back. “My father is likely to notice I’m missing very soon.”

      “There’s something you should know before we go out there.”

      “What is it?” he murmured, eyes darkening as he correctly read the emotion in her face. The emotional aftermath of her interaction with Cayr still resonated, and it would be a long time before the guilt faded.

      “Cayr’s back.”

      The light faded from Dashan’s face and he stepped back. “I see.”

      “I had no idea he was returning today, but he came to see me. He was insistent on talking about us. He wanted to begin formally courting me.” She hesitated. “Dashan, I had to tell him the truth.”

      His face cleared, and something inside her ached—he’d been expecting her to tell him she’d agreed to court Cayr. The surprise faded as he realised what she’d said, replaced by growing guilt. “You told him about us?”

      “I couldn’t lie to him, not after what happened with Jenna.” She paused. “I’m sorry, but he knows you and I are... whatever we are.”

      Dashan sighed and took another step back, running a hand through his dark hair. “I wanted to talk to him myself, face-to-face.”

      “I know. But he was demanding to know who it was. I think he was moments away from challenging poor Cario to a duel.”

      A shadow crossed Dashan’s face; he still didn’t trust the mage, even after Alyx had explained everything to him. “I can’t imagine how he must be feeling right now. I’ll go and see him tonight, straight after this dinner.”

      “That’s probably a good idea. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologise. I know you were trying to do the right thing.” He reached for the door. “Come on, we’d best get to dinner.”

      

      “Lady Egalion.” Dashan’s father bowed politely. “We are honoured to have you here.”

      “Thank you for inviting me, Lord Caverlock,” she said graciously.

      He smiled. “Please come through.”

      Alyx glanced at Dashan as he offered his arm. “You didn’t invite any of the Bluecoats from your unit? Surely Tijer and Casta at least would have come.”

      “This evening has nothing to do with my father wanting to celebrate my promotion,” Dashan said. “I don’t want any of my friends to see that.”

      “Yet you invited me?”

      “You know me better than anyone,” he said soberly. “You were always able to see the reality of my life, even when we argued constantly.”

      “I’m sorry things were so awful for you.”

      He paused for a moment to look down at her, letting her see some of the pain he kept wrapped up so tightly inside him. “The truth is, I needed you here with me tonight.”

      She squeezed his arm, wishing that they were somewhere private so that she could throw her arms around him. “Then I’m glad you asked.”

      There were an assortment of other lesser nobles gathered around the long dining table, along with a handful of Alistriem-based senior officers from the Blue Guard. Dashan’s father took a seat at the head of the table, with Dashan on his left. Regan, Dashan’s older—and legitimate—brother, and heir to the lordship, sat on their father’s right. Alyx, as the highest ranked noble there, was placed on Regan’s other side.

      Only two years in age separated them, but Dashan and Regan had never been close. Alyx suspected Regan had hated the sudden arrival of another child—albeit unwanted—to take his father’s attention away from him. And as for Dashan, well, Regan was the legitimate son and he had everything Dashan didn’t.

      Regan promptly took the opportunity to be as charming as possible in a not so subtle attempt to gain her favour. Alyx responded as little as she could, but tried to be polite for Dashan’s sake.

      From the moment Dashan broke the news to his father that Cayr wouldn’t be coming, he was essentially ignored. Tirian Caverlock and those seated at the top of the table spoke jovially about a myriad of things that did not include Dashan, who sat quietly and stared broodingly at his dinner. Alyx seethed on his behalf, her anger building, but she forced herself to keep quiet.

      “Lady Egalion, you’ve known my brother for quite some time,” Regan said amiably as empty plates were taken away in preparation for dessert.

      “Since we were young children, yes.”

      “It always surprised me, little Dash managing to make friends with yourself and Prince Cayr.”

      “Did it?” she said flatly.

      Undeterred by Alyx’s clear lack of interest in the topic, Regan forged ahead. “I mean, he’s never really amounted to much, has he? You’d think the king would have wanted his son to keep away from Dash. Your father too.”

      She looked up, trying to veil her irritation, and caught Dashan watching, listening to every word.

      Lord Caverlock nodded at his eldest son’s words and gave a chuckle. “I doubt he’d even have made captain if it weren’t for the fact he was my son and the prince’s friend.”

      Dashan’s face had darkened to a thundercloud, and Alyx spoke before he could, not wanting Dashan’s dinner ruined by another bitter argument between father and son. “Actually, sir, that’s not true.”

      Alyx’s voice had been mild but pointed, and the conversation around the table faded away as the guests pretended they weren’t listening intently.

      Caverlock sat back in his chair, clearly taken aback. “Lady Egalion, I’m sorry if I caused offence.”

      “I’m not offended, Lord Caverlock, just disappointed that you clearly haven’t been told of the reasons for Dashan’s promotion.” Of course he had, and Alyx’s tone indicated they both knew it. Conversation along the table had died completely now—even a servant carrying the first plates of dessert stood frozen by the door. A red flush was climbing up Caverlock’s face, but he gestured politely for her to continue.

      “For example, were you aware that the Mage Council sought Dashan’s advice on the defence of DarkSkull Hall? That when they implemented his ideas, the number and severity of attacks on DarkSkull diminished significantly?” She paused to stare at them all in turn. Most looked away from her glance. Some few didn’t—they looked almost encouraging. It gave her fuel to continue.

      “Commander Helson didn’t write a glowing letter because he felt like it. Dashan and his unit made a significant difference to the security of DarkSkull Hall, not to mention the lives they saved when two Mage Council masters were attacked on a trip from Carhall. Dashan earned this promotion. He deserves to be a captain in your Blue Guard.”

      For the first time, Alyx looked at Dashan. He was staring at her in complete shock, his expressive brown eyes dark with emotion. She smiled at him before shifting her gaze to his father. “I hope that helps you understand better, Lord Caverlock.”

      Caverlock cleared his throat, tugged at his collar, then summoned a smile and sat forward again. “I appreciate your comments, Lady Egalion, and I am glad that my son made such an impact during his assignment as part of your protective detail.”

      “I’m happy to help.” Alyx smiled, then picked up her glass of wine and took a sip, signalling an end to the conversation. After a few awkward moments, helped by the appearance of dessert, conversation resumed.

      Soon after her speech, Dashan’s leg reached out to touch hers under the table. The mood visibly lightened as it became clear Lord-General Caverlock was going to let Alyx’s speech go without getting upset. Even more, he made a visible effort to include his younger son. She ignored the looks cast her way and focused on maintaining easy and polite conversation with those around her.

      The evening finally wound up an hour later. Some of the guests left, while those remaining accepted Lord Caverlock’s invitation to join him for a cigar and spirits in his private lounge.

      “Will you come with us?” he asked Dashan, sounding sincere. “Regan and I would like the opportunity to share a celebratory cigar with the new captain in the family.”

      Dashan hesitated, surprise washing over his face. “I’d like to walk Alyx out first, but after, yes sir, I’d like that.”

      “We’ll have a cigar waiting for you. Lady Egalion, thank you for coming this evening.” Caverlock bowed politely to Alyx before leaving the room.

      “Don’t take too long.” Regan clapped Dashan on the back before following his father out.

      

      Together they strolled out of the house and down the pebbled path to the gates. Lord Caverlock had already sent to his grooms to have Tingo waiting for Alyx down at the gates, and they hovered there a moment, reluctant to part. Dashan dismissed the groom, and they waited until he was out of sight before continuing through the gates where they couldn’t be seen by prying eyes.

      “About what you said back there—” he began, but she cut him off.

      “Don’t even think about thanking me. I was only speaking the truth.”

      He glanced down at his shoes. “It’s just that nobody has ever defended me like that before.”

      “I will.” She leaned up, kissing him to reinforce the point. His arms settled around her and they kissed for a long time, content to be together. Eventually he pulled back a little, his arms around her waist loosening.

      “I’ll spend a short time with Father and Regan, but after that I need to go up to the palace and see Cayr.” He sighed.

      Guilt surged. “He was upset. He might not want to see you.”

      “I know, but I have to try.”

      “I hope it goes well.” She tried to smile for him, knowing exactly how he was feeling. Dashan loved Cayr as much as she did, and the idea of deliberately hurting him was no doubt as awful for him as it was for her. “If I can get away, lunch in the city tomorrow?”

      “Absolutely.” He smiled. “Goodnight, Alyx.”

      “Before I go.” She caught his hand, trying to stop the sudden nervous thumping of her heart. “I need to ask you something.”

      “You can ask me anything.” His brown eyes were light as they regarded her.

      “The conversation I had with Cayr today, it made something clear to me,” she said carefully. “The king’s ball is in a week’s time. I need a partner.”

      He was silent a moment. “Are you asking me?”

      The restrained hope in his voice almost made her cry. “Yes, Dash, I’m asking you.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked carefully. “I mean, if we go together, everyone will know.”

      “There’s nobody else to hide it from but my father, and I don’t want to do that any longer. He won’t be happy, and he may not accept it, but that doesn’t make hiding it from him right.”

      “You’re allowing me to formally court you?” Uncertainty filled his voice.

      She swallowed. “Yes.”

      “That means I will have the right to pick you up and take you to the ball, to have the first and last dance with you, and escort you home afterwards. It means we go to formal events together from now on.”

      “I’m aware of how courting works.” The nervous tremor in her voice undercut her attempt at dry humour.

      Dashan took a deep breath. “You have no idea how much you asking this means to me. But have you thought it through? The court won’t react well. Your father could refuse permission. Nobody will accept a half-Shiven bastard courting Lady Egalion.”

      “I know all of that, and I won’t pretend it doesn’t scare me,” she admitted. “But if both of us want this, then it’s our only choice. As Lady Egalion, I can’t have a secret relationship forever. Not if we want a future.”

      “And you want that for us?” He seemed unable to believe what she was telling him, both hope and delight warring in his eyes.

      “Now that I’m staying, I think it’s time to start building my future—a real one, not a fantasy built on hopes and unrealistic expectations,” she said quietly. “And yes, I want you to be part of it. Do you? I know I haven’t really asked what you—”

      His hands came up to frame her face, the expression on his face causing the words to die on her tongue. “More than anything else in the world.”

      She hadn’t realised how much those words would mean to her, and tears welled despite how hard she tried to hold them back. “Okay then.”

      “No tears,” he whispered, wiping her cheek with a thumb. “I’m going to be here, at your side, forever.”

      His arms came around her, holding her tightly to him. Her head dropped forward into his chest, her eyes slipping closed. At that very moment, when she thought she was happier than she’d ever been, a shiver of foreboding ran down her spine. She’d brushed away his concerns, wrapped up in her own determination, but part of her knew courting Dashan Caverlock wasn’t going to be easy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Alyx rode slowly back through the city. It was a warm summer’s night, and still early enough that the city streets were thronged with people. Her emotions churned, lurching from guilt and pain when she thought of her confrontation with Cayr, to a bubbling giddiness at the thought of giving Dashan permission to court her. Then she wondered how his conversation with Cayr was going. Both men relied on their friendship so much, it was going to hurt them badly to lose it, and over her, of all people. She wasn’t worth that. The guilt came flooding back.

      In an effort to shake off her heavy thoughts, she focused more intently on her surroundings, hoping that being out in the city she loved would settle her. It was so surprising to see Casovar’s tall figure crossing the street a block ahead—heading into the party district—it took a good long moment for Alyx to be certain it was him. He wasn’t wearing his customary mage attire, but the crisp strides and slight sag to his shoulders were unmistakable.

      Making a snap decision, she rode Tingo over to the nearest inn and tied his reins to a post out front. A sharp gesture and a coin flicked to a loitering groom ensured Tingo would be watched, and she headed on foot into the party district.

      These streets were even busier, and Alyx pushed through, catching sight of Casovar disappearing around a corner two blocks ahead. Speeding up, she cursed the light sandals she’d worn to dinner. She’d be able to move much faster in her boots.

      Three blocks and two right turns later, Casovar paused outside a well-lit inn that had a sprawling garden area out the back. He looked around carefully. Instinct told her he was using not only his eyes but his magic too. She ducked into the alley she’d just passed, hurriedly reinforcing her telepathic shield. After a few long moments had gone by, she inched forward just far enough to see across the street where Casovar stood. Seemingly satisfied nobody was watching, he pushed through the door and disappeared inside.

      Alyx counted under her breath. When she judged enough time had passed, she stepped out onto the street. Instantly a hand closed around her wrist, yanking her back into the dim light of the alley. Fear and magic flared together, and she was a second away from loosing a panicked concussive burst when she recognised Cario’s face.

      “Get off me!” she snapped, shoving him as hard as she could. “What are you doing?”

      “Wait!” he hissed. “Look.”

      Heart still thumping, Alyx copied Cario as he pressed himself against the rough brick wall and peered around the corner. She opened her mouth to demand what it was she was supposed to be looking at when Dunnat’s stocky form appeared walking down the street from the opposite direction. He, too, was dressed in civilian clothing, and paused outside the inn to look around before going inside.

      “If I hadn’t grabbed you, you’d have walked right into him.” Cario sounded as irritated as she was.

      “What are you even doing here?”

      “I was enjoying a nice beverage at The Thorn up the street when I noticed you come skulking past. What possessed you to go following Lord-Mage Casovar?”

      “He’s not exactly the type to frequent the party district. And certainly not for friendly drinks with a captain in his Mage Guard.”

      “Hey! Do you think the both of you could stop looking both obvious and suspicious and get in here?”

      Alyx spun, eyes widening at the sight of Brynn standing in one of the doorways leading off the alley.

      “I’m serious,” Brynn hissed. “Get in here.”

      With a glance back across the road at the inn, Alyx reluctantly conceded Brynn was right. She gestured for Cario to follow her and they pushed past Brynn into a dim hallway. Once he’d closed the door, leaving them almost entirely in the dark, his voice instructed, “Keep going straight down the hall. There are stairs at the end, go up two flights then go into the first door to your left.”

      Following his instructions brought them into a dusty, empty room that smelt faintly of mould. The only light came through a pair of dirt-streaked windows looking down over the main street. Alyx’s mouth curled in distaste.

      “Who is he?” Cario demanded.

      “I take it this is Cario?” Brynn said as he closed the door behind him.

      “Cario, meet Brynn. He’s an old friend and he works for the council.”

      “I’m a spy,” Brynn said flatly. “One who is very dubious about your intentions given what Alyx has told me about you.”

      “You have some intelligence then,” Cario noted. “And you’re the council spy in Alistriem. That fact alone makes me very dubious of you.”

      “Brynn is a trusted friend,” Alyx said.

      Cario gave a curt nod. “If you say so.”

      “Why did you bring us up here, Brynn?”

      “To get you off the street before whoever it is Casovar and Dunnat are meeting with shows up.” Brynn pointed to the window. “From there you’ll get an excellent view of the garden behind the inn. I’ve spent my evenings for the past week and a half here. Casovar and Dunnat have showed up twice, and both times nobody came to meet them.”

      “Maybe they’re just meeting each other?” Cario said.

      “No,” Alyx disagreed. “There’s no reason for them to meet in the party district. They see each other every day at the palace.”

      “Indeed.” Brynn moved to the window. “Maybe tonight will be the night.”

      “He’s the lord-mage of Rionn, and narcissistic to boot,” Cario pointed out. “You want us to believe he’s willing to be repeatedly stood up by whoever he’s meeting with?”

      “It’s a good point.” Alyx agreed.

      “The theory that he and Dunnat regularly go out for a night on the town together works for you, then?” Impatience threaded Brynn’s voice.

      Sharing a look acknowledging that point, Alyx and Cario joined Brynn at the window. Casovar and Dunnat sat at a table in the back corner, neither of them talking as they sat with full mugs of ale. The temptation to use her telepathic magic to read their thoughts was close to overwhelming, but she pushed it away in frustration. Too high a chance Casovar would detect her using magic.

      A silence fell as they stood and stared out the window. After a short time, Alyx began fidgeting, bored and hoping something would happen soon. “This is what you’ve been doing instead of watching the Mage Guard?” she asked eventually.

      “There are only a certain number of hours in the day.” Impatience threaded Brynn’s voice. “And I do have other tasks. If you want me to find out whether Casovar is trustworthy, I thought focusing on him would be smarter than following around his underlings.”

      “His underlings are dragging citizens out of their homes and beating them bloody for no good reason. If you could get proof of that to take to the king—”

      Cario cut her off with a scornful gesture. “If your king doesn’t already know what’s going on in his city, Alyx, then he’s not fit to sit on the throne.”

      The words resonated sharply with her. It was a thought that had been nagging at her for some time—if the Bluecoats and her father knew, then surely the king had to. But why hadn’t he done anything about it?

      “I’m sick of doing nothing,” she said into the silence. “As soon as the twins and Tarrick are back, we’re coming up with a plan. I don’t care what my father says.”

      “It’s not the worst idea, more reasonable than what you normally come up with,” Cario drawled. “You’ve got the prince on your side too.”

      She caught Brynn’s eyes flicking towards her at the mention of Cayr, one eyebrow raised. She gave a little shake of her head, and thankfully he changed the subject.

      “They usually don’t stay much longer than this if nobody shows,” he said.

      “Wait,” Cario murmured. “A man just walked in. He’s at least part Shiven, I’d swear to it.”

      “Where?” Alyx asked.

      “He just went inside…wait a moment…” Cario pointed. “There. He’s making straight for Casovar’s table.”

      Alyx studied the man Cario was pointing to. He had the Shiven build and graceful manner of walk, but his ears were hidden by lengthy black hair and his skin wasn’t as white-pale as Galien. His clothes were non-descript but well-tailored, and as he sat at the table with Casovar, he waved off the serving boy who approached with a sharp gesture that marked him as either self-important or noble.

      “I would give anything to know what they’re talking about,” Brynn said.

      “Could it be one of his spies?” Cario asked.

      “That’s the most likely answer. He doesn’t look much like a spy though.”

      “Isn’t that the point?” Cario sounded irritated.

      The three men didn’t talk long. The stranger rose from the table after only a few minutes of conversation. His graceful strides carried him out of the inn within moments.

      “I’m going after him,” Brynn said, turning for the door. “Don’t either of you leave until Casovar and Dunnat are well away.”

      Alyx watched Brynn reach the alley and join the crowds along the main street. Casovar and Dunnat lingered only a few moments longer before also getting up to leave. They separated at the entrance and headed in opposite directions.

      “I hope Brynn finds something,” Alyx said as she and Cario went back down to the street.

      Cario nodded. “I’ve had no luck winning Casovar over. He trusts me no more than he trusts you, despite my position.”

      “It’s probably because of your position. I don’t think Casovar is any more a friend of the council than he is of Garan Egalion’s daughter,” she said. “What does the council have to say about it?”

      Cario gave a sharp laugh. “They won’t even tell me what they’re interested in here. Casovar has to be a part of it.”

      “Then why haven’t they sent a spy to Rionn before now to watch him? No, there’s something more.”

      “The something more is you, Alyx.” Cario stopped walking. “There are now two mages of the higher order outside of the council’s control. Wake up and realise what that means.”

      “They can’t think I’m colluding with Casovar?”

      “They don’t know what to think. That’s why they’re worried, and that’s why Brynn is here.”

      Alyx rolled her eyes. “I wish they’d worry about something important for a change. What a bunch of paranoid, scared old men.”

      Cario snorted in laughter. “I’d love to see you say that to their faces. Jokes aside, you don’t want them seeing you as a threat.”

      “I know, I know. I’m staying clear of all Taliath not related to me, don’t worry.”

      “You’re taking this too lightly,” he warned. “It’s bad enough you have contact with two Taliath. If the council thought for a single second that you might have one as a lover—"

      “I know the story!” she cut him off. “I know that was how Shakar became invincible, and I’m not an idiot.”

      He raised his hands in the air in surrender. “Fine.”

      Alyx stifled a yawn. “It’s late. I’m going home. Did you ride down? I left Tingo stabled a couple of blocks away.”

      “I walked, so you go on ahead.”

      “It’s fine, I’m in no rush. I could stand a walk back.”

      

      Cario and Alyx arrived home to find Safia still up. Glancing down the hall, Alyx saw the light under the door of her father’s study.

      “He’s working late again?” she asked.

      “I’m afraid so,” Safia said. “I have a message for you, Lady. It was delivered by one of the Bluecoats a short time ago. I think his name was Josha.”

      “Thanks.” Alyx took the note.

      “Problem?” Cario asked, catching her frown as she read it.

      “No.”

      “You sure?” He scrutinised her face, hopefully not seeing anything useful. “Where were you earlier tonight, anyway? I could have used company for dinner.”

      “I was invited to a formal dinner,” she said vaguely. “And as much as I like you, I am not responsible for your entertainment here in Rionn.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He gave a mournful sigh. “See you in the morning.”

      “Night,” she replied distantly, her focus returning to the parchment in her hands.

      Dashan’s unit was being sent on another patrol outside the city. His note was brief and polite, but she could read between the lines well enough. His talk with Cayr had not gone well, and she doubted anyone but Cayr had been behind the sudden orders for Dashan’s unit. Sighing, she crumpled up the note and pushed it into a pocket. She would miss him.

      Glancing down the hall, she warred briefly with the idea of going and talking to her father, telling him what she’d seen. Without knowing more about the stranger that Casovar had met with, however, it was unlikely her father would be willing to do anything. Resolving to talk to Brynn as soon as possible to find out what he’d learned, Alyx turned and followed Cario up the stairs.
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      Alyx paused at the top of the spiral stairs leading down into the entrance foyer. It had taken her much of the afternoon to prepare for the ball, most of which time she’d spent trying to ignore the tightening knots of anxiousness in the pit of her stomach.

      It wasn’t the event itself that was the problem. She’d been to plenty of balls. It was more the fact that her father still didn’t know about Dashan. Initially she’d not been sure it was worth the inevitable fight—there was no guarantee a relationship with Dashan would last. But it had, and now it was serious. While that fact made her both shocked and a little giddy at the same time, it meant she’d left it too long to tell her father. At least this way they’d be in public. Garan Egalion wouldn’t risk a scene in front of his peers by losing his temper at the ball.

      The situation with Cayr remained fraught. She’d tried talking to him on two different occasions since their confrontation, but each time one of his attendants had told her he was busy. It left her unsettled. Her best friend was hurting and there was nothing she could do about it because she was the cause—and now she was attending the ball with another man.

      A man who stood waiting for her below.

      The sight of him temporarily drowned all her doubts. For the first time since she’d known him, Dashan wore his formal Blue Guard dress uniform. A dark blue tail coat hugged his broad shoulders perfectly, sitting elegantly above a matching blue vest over a crisp white shirt. A silken blue wrap encircled his waist, and a black tie wrapped around the high, stiff white collar of his shirt, disappearing into the buttoned vest. Underneath he wore fitted black pants and flat, polished black shoes. To finish off the attire, a ceremonial sword hung from the blue sash at his waist.

      He promptly spoiled the effect by reaching up to tug at his constricting collar in irritation. Alyx laughed, then walked down the stairs to greet him.

      “I have to say, Captain, you certainly scrub up well.”

      He spun at the sound of her voice, the beginnings of a mocking response in his eyes fading away as he saw her.

      “I take it from your speechlessness you approve of my choice in dress?” she asked, trying not to flush. She wore a long, calf-length violet gown that hung from her shoulders by thin straps, and fitted her body the entire way down. The material of the dress shimmered between many different shades of purple as she moved in the light. A pair of black, heeled sandals accentuated the length of her legs. Her hair she’d left loose in a shining wave down her back.

      He strode towards her, stopping a proper distance away, but she could read in his body language how much he wanted to reach for her. “You look absolutely beautiful.” He took her hand and kissed it.

      “You look good yourself,” she murmured, caught in his intense gaze.

      “Is your father here?”

      “No.” She cleared her throat and took his proffered arm. “He left earlier. I told him I would take too long getting dressed and he should go without me. I thought that was best. I didn’t want to start the night with an argument.”

      “You’re absolutely sure?” Dashan asked, eyes searching her face. “We don’t have to do this now.”

      It was a question she’d asked herself a thousand times, especially knowing Cayr would be there tonight. But there was so much uncertainty in her life, in the future, and the idea of facing all of that with Dashan at her side made her feel strong. So she gave him a firm nod.

      “I’m sure. Let’s go.”

      He led her outside and helped her into a waiting carriage. It rocked as he climbed in beside her and called for the driver to leave. The man called to the horses, and they jerked into motion.

      “I’ve missed you this past week.” Dashan pulled her close.

      Not wanting to talk, she simply reached up to kiss him. He responded with an enthusiasm that made her breathless and dizzy.

      “Have you spoken to Cayr?” he asked softly, pulling away.

      “Not since the night you left. I’ve tried but he won’t see me.”

      Dashan tugged at his collar again. “I wish so badly I hadn’t had to do this to him.”

      “Me too.” She sighed, resting her head against his chest.

      “I really did miss you.” He kissed her again, slowly, taking his time. Alyx pulled herself as close to him as she could get, realizing how terribly she’d missed being wrapped up in his arms. She became completely lost in the kiss, drowning herself in the sensation of Dashan’s mouth and his body pressed against hers.

      “Alyx!” He pushed her back gently.

      The sharpness of his voice brought her back to reality; they were both breathing heavily and without knowing it, she had undone the buttons on his shirt and her hand was sliding over the skin of his chest.

      “Sorry.” Embarrassed, she pulled back.

      “Don’t be.” He re-did his buttons, then took her hand to pull her close again. “But we’re in a carriage on the way to the ball. It’s not the best place to... you know.”

      “I didn’t think that we would... ” She stammered to a halt. This was new territory. Discomfort made her cheeks burn.

      “One day I’m going to keep going until you don’t even remember your own name.” His breath was warm in her ear as he kissed her forehead. “But not now. We have time. I’ll wait as long as you need me to.”

      She nodded against his chest, still trying to regain her composure. After a long moment she leaned up to kiss his cheek. “I think it should be soon, Dash.”

      He smiled softly. “All right, mage-girl.”

      She kissed him lightly, then pulled away to sit on her side of the carriage. His hand remained tightly enclosed in hers.

      

      It was only a short distance to the palace, and it wasn’t long before the carriage pulled up at the base of the marble steps leading to the grand ballroom’s entrance.

      Doubt suddenly plagued her—maybe this hadn’t been the best idea? But then Dashan’s warm hand took hers once they’d alighted from the carriage. His touch relaxed her, and she tried to push her uneasiness to the back of her mind.

      “Last chance to change your mind,” he murmured, giving her a small smile as they reached the top of the stairs.

      “I want to be here with you.” And those words, at least, were true.

      He dropped her hand and offered his arm instead. Alyx rested her fingers lightly on his forearm, and they stepped forward to join the short line of those being presented to the ball.

      She took a deep breath as they came to the front of the line and the herald asked for their names and titles. Nerves fluttered like butterflies in her stomach, and she tried to keep the anxiety from showing on her face.

      Then they were stepping through into the grand ballroom, and the herald was announcing them in his clear, penetrating voice.

      “Lady Alyx Egalion and Captain Dashan Caverlock.”

      There was a noticeable beat of silence, during which many of the court looked up in surprise. She felt every single one of those eyes fixing on her, and as the moment dragged on she kept her head high, trying to ignore her heart thundering in her chest.

      Then those behind them were announced, and the moment passed. Alyx sighed inwardly in relief and they walked down into the ballroom. Dashan leaned into her slightly in support. She smiled up at him, then as she looked away, her gaze caught on her father crossing the room to greet her. His face registered surprise, then confusion as he saw her on Dashan’s arm.

      For a moment she panicked. What have I done? But it was too late, Dashan was doing the proper thing and steering them over to greet her father.

      “Good evening, Captain.” Her father’s greeting jerked her back to reality. His voice was tight and restrained, and Alyx read something almost like panic in his eyes. Her heartbeat, only just beginning to settle, began thudding again.

      “Lord Egalion.” Dashan bowed his head. “Good evening.”

      “Papa, we can talk if you like?” she said as genuinely as she could. “I know I should have told you before now, but Dashan and I are—"

      “May I ask your indulgence for a short time, Captain?” Garan said, cutting off her words as if he hadn’t even heard them. “There are some matters I need to discuss with my daughter.”

      “Of course, sir.” Dashan frowned as he seemed to catch what Alyx had in her father’s face, but he had no choice except to agree.

      “Your father is providing me some assistance tonight, lad.” Garan stepped closer, dropping the formality from his voice. “If you could help him with his efforts, I would very much appreciate it. Tell him I sent you over.”

      Dashan’s shoulders straightened. “I’ll do what I can, my lord.”

      “I’ll come and find you soon.” Alyx squeezed Dashan’s hand. His eyes acknowledged her reassurance and he squeezed back.

      “Lord Egalion.” Dashan bowed his head again, and walked away. He glanced back at Alyx once he was a short distance off, offered her a smile, and then he was gone.

      “Papa, what—”

      “If you’ll come with me, Aly-girl?” Garan interrupted. “And hold your questions for a few moments.”

      He led her through the crowded ballroom and out into a deserted hallway. After glancing around several times to make sure they were alone, he ushered her through a doorway and down another long corridor. It was an area of the palace she wasn’t familiar with, and her puzzlement deepened as her father led her through a non-descript doorway.

      Beyond was a small lounge. A fire crackled in the grate despite the warm summer evening, and the plush carpet was scattered with lounge chairs. Already in the room was Cayr, standing by the fireplace, and General Sparkish, sitting comfortably in one of the chairs. Both men seemed to have been deep in conversation, interrupted by the opening door. She’d never been so sorely tempted to use her telepathic magic.

      “Casovar?” Sparky directed his question at Garan.

      “Being thoroughly distracted by Lord Caverlock and his son. We’ve got some time before he notices us missing.”

      “Even so, we shouldn’t spend too long in here,” Cayr said, looking everywhere but at Alyx.

      Alyx opened her mouth to ask what was going on, but was forestalled by her father turning to her with a puzzled expression. “Why would you bring Dashan to the ball?”

      Alyx’s glance flicked to Cayr, who shook his head and said coolly, “I didn’t tell him, I felt that was your place. You should have told him earlier.”

      “Told me what?” There was an edge to her father’s voice now.

      Alyx determinedly didn’t look at Cayr. “Dashan is here tonight because I gave him permission to court me.”

      “You gave him permission to... ” Garan’s voice trailed off, the confusion on his face deepening for a moment, quickly replaced by dawning realisation. “You mean, you and he—”

      “I know that you should have given your approval too,” she cut him off. “But, Papa, if you’re going to say something about how he’s not good enough for me because he’s half-Shiven, I don’t want to hear it.”

      “If only that was all it was.” Garan rubbed his forehead, seemingly at a complete loss. His hand was shaking. Something was wrong. Badly wrong. Her fingers curled at her sides, and she suddenly missed the weight of her mage staff hanging down her back.

      “Then what is it about?” She studied him closely, worry bubbling up in her. “I know I should have told you sooner, but… you look like something is terribly wrong. What is it?”

      Dread struck at her when he simply shook his head. She’d never seen him look this shaken, and the fear in his eyes terrified her. “I hadn’t realised about you and Dashan. I never even imagined that you would... ”

      “My lord, is everything all right?” Cayr frowned, glancing between Garan, Alyx and Sparky. The grizzled general looked equally at a loss. This wasn’t anger at a daughter agreeing to court someone without permission. This was a lot more. Alyx’s dread deepened.

      “I’m fine, Your Highness.” Garan waved away his concern.

      “Someone tell me why I’m here,” she said, fear making her voice sharp. “And why Lord Caverlock is distracting Casovar.”

      “We’d like to talk to you about Lord-Mage Casovar, and we’d prefer he didn’t know we were meeting like this,” Sparky replied, when Garan said nothing. “Take a seat, Lady Egalion, please.”

      Alyx obeyed, utterly confused. What had Lord-Mage Casovar to do with her bringing Dashan to the ball, and why was Sparky in the room? Above all, what had her father so unsettled?

      “As you seem to have already gathered for yourself, Lord-Mage Casovar is not good for Rionn, Alyx,” Garan began, seemingly gathering control of himself. “If things continue as they are, we estimate the Shiven will overrun us within the next two years.”

      “I didn’t know things were that bad, but…” She stopped as his words sank in. “How do you know that?”

      “He’s mismanaging troops on the border, putting resources needed for the army into his ineffectual Mage Guard, and in short employing the wrong tactical strategies in the disputed area,” Sparky said. “Casovar may be a powerful mage, but he is no military leader.”

      “If that’s the case, surely the king has noticed?”

      “Your father and I have tried several times to speak to him on the issue, but he has dismissed us each time,” Sparky said. “Casovar’s influence over the king is powerful.”

      “You knew about this?” Alyx demanded of Cayr.

      “I did what I promised you I would,” he said stiffly. “And when I looked further into the Mage Guard activities, I found a lot of things I didn’t like. When my father brushed off my concerns, I went to your father for advice. He shared his concerns with me.”

      “Why wouldn’t you tell me that?” Alyx spun to her father. The messages her father had been receiving from Cayr—and neither of them had told her what was going on. Anger was rising quickly inside her, but none of the dread had faded, making a potent mix. She could barely sit still. “I’ve repeatedly asked you to tell me what is bothering you.”

      “I haven’t said anything for good reason. The lord-mage has telepathic magic. We have to be extremely careful about what he might read in our thoughts,” Garan said. “As a Taliath, I’m invulnerable to his magic, but the rest of you aren’t.”

      “Lord Egalion is careful about what he tells us and what he asks us to do,” Cayr added. “Whenever I’m around the lord-mage, I fill my thoughts with silly things.”

      “And I focus on troop numbers and logistics,” Sparky muttered.

      Alyx was silent a moment as she processed what all this meant. “Papa, what exactly is it you’re doing here, planning a coup?”

      “Of course not,” Garan said. “I’ve done nothing, just as General Sparkish has done nothing, while our power and influence at court have slowly been eroded. The truth is, we simply couldn’t see what to do about it. The king is our oldest and dearest friend, Aly-girl. You have to understand that to even conceive of acting against him was abhorrent to us.”

      “Was?” she asked sharply.

      “If something isn’t done, Darien will lose his country.” Garan sighed heavily. “That’s what finally decided us.”

      “Decided you on what?” Impatience coiled with residual dread and anger, her foot tapping a rhythm against the floor. She wanted to know where this was going.

      Sparkish looked at her. “We’ve come up with a plan to remove Casovar’s influence and push him out of Rionn. If we can manage that, then Garan and I can re-establish our relationship with the king and hopefully rectify the situation with Shivasa before it’s too late.” He paused. “But we need your help.”

      “I’ve been asking what I can do for weeks, Papa,” she said. Foreboding pressed down upon her like a lodestone. What was she missing? “What’s different now?”

      “Until Lord-Mage Casovar came along, Egalion was the most powerful house in Alistriem outside the royal family,” Sparkish said. “We are fortunate that the king’s son has not been swayed as his father has. Prince Cayr sees Casovar as clearly as we all do.”

      There was a respect in Sparky’s voice as he spoke about the prince that Alyx hadn’t heard before. She glanced at Cayr’s unreadable features, still not understanding where this was going. Her father came and sat in the chair beside hers, reaching out to take her hand in his.

      “We propose to unite the Egalion and Llancarvan families through the marriage of you and Cayr. When Prince Cayr reaches his majority, he can begin to take on more responsibility and influence. With you as his wife, carrying the power and fortune of the Egalion house, you will share a power base that could remove Casovar’s influence entirely.”

      And there it was.

      “You want me to marry Cayr.” She repeated his words, not sure she’d heard them correctly.

      “Marry Cayr, and re-establish your influence amongst the court. Yes.”

      Such a simple word, but it hit her like a blow.

      “What about the king? He wants Cayr to marry Jenna, because that’s what Casovar wants.”

      “All amongst the most senior lords have agreed to throw their support behind a betrothal between you and Prince Cayr. The king will have no choice but to agree. As influential as Casovar is, nobody will support the prince of Rionn marrying a mage’s adopted daughter. You are the most appropriate match for Prince Cayr, Alyx.”

      “Every powerful lord... ” Alyx echoed. “You just got through telling me the threat Casovar’s telepathic magic poses to your plans, yet you’ve been talking to all the lords!”

      “I didn’t tell them what I was planning.” Impatience threaded Garan’s voice. “I merely sought their views on a marriage between my daughter and the prince. From now on, we will all need to be very careful around Casovar.”

      “I will make my father agree to this,” Cayr spoke for the first time, looking straight into Alyx’s eyes.

      “This was your idea, wasn’t it?” she whispered.

      “You are the one who pushed me, who wouldn’t let it go.” Fire filled his voice. “And you were right. I will be king of all of Rionn, not just the rich and powerful. What is happening to my people is wrong! I don’t know why Casovar has so much influence over my father, but I will do what it takes to deal with him.”

      “You say we’ll be overrun within two years, Papa.” She tried to focus her thoughts, to think through what they were telling her. “Cayr won’t reach his majority for two years, yet you think we can push Casovar out before then? And what about my magic, the twins—we’re still half-trained, and without Casovar, we need to go back to DarkSkull to finish training.”

      “Our marriage will solidify the connection of our two houses in the eyes of the other lords and increase your father’s influence at court,” Cayr answered for Garan. “You and I will solidify our influence with the youth of the court—the future lords that will be my power base. Casovar will find himself without allies. Together, your father and I, and Sparky, can begin taking on more of my father’s decisions. Eventually we’ll bring Astor back and formally replace Casovar.”

      “And at that point you can go back to DarkSkull, if it’s still what you want,” Garan added. “The twins too. Astor’s job will be yours once you’ve passed your trials, and all three of you will be invaluable against the Shiven threat.”

      Alyx rose from her chair and went to the other side of the room, her mind frozen with shock. She was being offered everything she had ever wanted, and with that, she was being given a chance to save her country, to fight back against Casovar. The pull of that was undeniable, the attraction of what had once been her greatest desires. But that was just it, she wasn’t that girl anymore. She was a young woman who loved Cayr, but only as her dear friend.

      “Cayr, I’ve made things very clear to you,” she said.

      “You have.” He couldn’t entirely keep the pain from his voice, but there was something in him she’d never seen before. A resoluteness and steel that belied his usual cavalier attitude. This was Cayr growing into a man, and part of her couldn’t help but be proud. “But this is what’s best for Rionn. You should know your father and I discussed our marriage before I knew about... well, I thought I was doing what we both wanted. I’m not trying to trap you, but I am determined to do what is right for Rionn.”

      “I... ” His words shook her. “A marriage of friendship, is that what you really want? Because I don’t.”

      “The prince is right, Aly-girl, this isn’t about either of you.” Her father rose.

      There had been no condescension in his voice, but even so the words triggered anger inside her. “I understand that, but will you really force me into a marriage I don’t want? There has to be another way to deal with Casovar.”

      “You know that I love you too much to force you into marriage, but I also think it’s time you grew up and realised you don’t live in a bubble,” he said firmly. “Life is not always fair.”

      The words hung in the air for a long moment, and she wasn’t sure she’d heard them correctly. But the determined expression remained on his face, and her anger flared into a burning rage.

      “Fair?” she whispered, her voice shaking with the force of the emotion she felt. “You think I won’t face reality, Papa, that I don’t know what life is really like?”

      “Alyx—”

      “I’ll give you reality,” she said coldly. “How about my first year at DarkSkull Hall? Did I tell you about the Shiven apprentice there that tried to kill me? He would have succeeded too, on more than one occasion, had it not been for the son you don’t even know, my friends who you think aren’t good enough for me, and sheer luck.”

      Garan blanched, as did Cayr. Both men reached for her.

      She stepped back. “Did I tell you about the man who stood over Tarrick lying unconscious on the ground and tried to slit his throat? Did I tell you that I looked at that man, wanted him dead, and my magic killed him? Or how I watched his head explode into a mess of brain and blood right in front of me?”

      She stopped briefly, chest heaving, unable to stop the torrent of words. “And then I chose, willingly chose, to go back to that hell because I thought I could help Rionn. This time I was beaten within an inch of my life on a sparring yard while all the students watched. The mage master was going to let my opponent kill me, and he would have, if I hadn’t somehow managed to drag myself off the icy ground and fight back the way that Dashan taught me.

      “And once I finally began to make some progress there, I was arbitrarily summoned back home and told to hold my tongue while being mocked and humiliated for weeks by a lord-mage who thinks I’m useless. I did all of that because you asked me to, and you stand there and accuse me of needing to grow up! You told me to trust you, yet you’ve betrayed me in the worst way imaginable.”

      There was a moment of stunned silence after she stopped, panting, emotion roping through her. Her forearms were alight with a silver-green glow. Through the blurred vision of the tears in her eyes, Alyx saw Cayr’s horror, Sparky’s grim acknowledgement of her words and her father, suddenly looking older than she’d ever seen him.

      “Alyx, I’m sorry,” Garan said eventually.

      “You sent me there,” she whispered. “You knew, you had to know, my mother went through the same thing. Yet you sent me there, and you refused to think about what that meant for me. So don’t you dare tell me that I have no grasp on reality, or on what’s fair!”

      “You’re right, that was wrong of me,” Garan admitted. “You have clearly suffered already, and that breaks my heart, but it doesn’t change anything. You say you want to protect Rionn, and this is how you can do it.”

      “I don’t love Cayr.” She looked at her childhood friend now. “I’m sorry, I don’t. The last thing I want in the world is to cause you pain, but I won’t lie to you either. If I did this, it would never be real.”

      Cayr opened his mouth to reply, but Garan cut him off. “Prince Cayr, Sparky, will you give me a moment alone with my daughter?”

      “It’s probably best if we both make a brief reappearance at the ball, to avoid Casovar becoming suspicious.” Sparky went to the door and opened it to allow Cayr out before him. “We’ll be back soon.”

      There was another moment’s silence after the door closed, the only sound in the room coming from the crackling of the fire in the grate. Alyx’s anger was fading, and with it the green glow of her magic. “Papa—”

      “Alyx, no matter what happens between you and Cayr, Dashan can’t be yours,” Garan’s voice cut her off.

      “How could you know that?” she asked angrily. Her father met her eyes, and they were bleak with a terrible understanding.

      “He’s a Taliath.”

      The words cut through the room like a knife. Alyx stilled, the equal weight of despair and horror expanding and filling her chest until she couldn’t breathe.

      Then her heart broke.
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      “No,” she whispered.

      “You think I would be wrong about something like that?” Garan said softly. “I’m sorry, it’s true. If you think about it, you know too.”

      Of course she knew.

      The only shock was how she’d not realised it sooner. His agility and grace, his sublime skill with a weapon, with command. His instinctive tactical sense—he’d had those militia soldiers eating from his hand. How hadn’t she seen it? Because she’d been conditioned not to—because they all had. Dashan was worthless, half-Shiven, a young man who preferred drinking, women and gambling over doing anything remotely serious. What a fool she’d been.

      And how close to disaster they’d both come.

      She nodded, dropping into a chair as her legs turned suddenly rubbery. Her mouth had gone dry and all the anger had drained from her. Now there was only an odd kind of numbness.

      “There can be no future for you with Dashan, not with what you both are. You would be hunted and destroyed. The danger of what you might become—”

      “You don’t need to tell me of all people the consequences.” She cut him off, unable to bear hearing it all again.

      Garan moved to kneel before her, one tentative hand coming out to touch her hair. “I hadn’t realised that you and Dashan were… or I would have told you about him sooner. I’m sorry, but you have no other choice. Rionn needs you to do as we ask.”

      Oh Dashan, I’m so terribly, terribly sorry.

      Because she couldn’t say no to this. Couldn’t refuse to help save her country, the beautiful city she loved so much. But more than that, it was because in the past two years she’d become someone who couldn’t even consider doing this to her friends... to put them in this position. Horror turned her stomach at the thought. All of them hunted mercilessly by the council. Tarrick’s bright future ruined. They would stand by her, and they would die for it. And Dashan would too. Her heart lurched.

      And underneath all that a trickle of fear—could she become another Shakar if she were invincible... surely not? But still that doubt wormed through her, insidious and potent.

      Just like going to DarkSkull, there was no choice for her here. Only acceptance.

      “I’ll do it,” she managed around the lump in her throat, unable to help the tear that trickled down her cheek.

      “I am so sorry, Aly-girl.” Her father’s voice was thick with sadness.

      Alyx looked up to meet his eyes. “I don’t understand. You always treated him like he was nothing, like he was a waste of your time.”

      “I’ve known since he was about thirteen,” Garan admitted. “By pretending he was nothing, by encouraging others to do the same, I was trying to protect him. Why do you think I allowed his close friendship with you and Cayr despite what I said about him? It kept him under my protection.”

      “That’s why you’ve been so insistent I stay away from him, ever since I told you what I am. Did you truly think him not worthy of me, or was it all a pretence?”

      “In all honesty, I’m not sure what I think of Dashan. I’m certainly aware of his reputation, but I also knew the boy and young lad he was. He was a good friend for you and Cayr. He grounded you both.”

      “More lies and secrets,” she whispered, more tears spilling now. “You promised me no more.”

      “This was not my secret to tell.”

      “If you’ve known for so long... you could have trained him. You and the king were looking for Taliath potentials.”

      “Yes, we were, but you already know a part of me suspected that potentials were going missing along with mages. Besides, if it was known that not only was I a living Taliath, but was personally training one of them? It would have increased the danger surrounding all of us—especially you, and I wasn’t willing to do that.”

      “I don’t believe this,” she whispered.

      “You cannot breathe a word of this to anyone, not even Dashan,” Garan said. “Ignorance protects him. He lives only as long as he escapes council notice. I know you’re upset, but please, hear me on this!”

      She shook her head, some of her fire returning. “I know what it’s like to have part of your identity kept from you your whole life, and now you’re asking me to do that to him?”

      “I’m asking that you use your judgement. You know him better than I do. Will he accept that he has to hide, keep himself away from Casovar and the council? When you go back to DarkSkull in a couple of years, will he agree to stay here?”

      No. Dashan wasn’t afraid of the Mage Council, and he certainly wouldn’t let fear of them stop him from doing anything, no matter how much danger he was in. And if he thought they posed a danger to her... he’d go right for them. A shiver racked her as she realised how perilously close to discovery they must have come in Tregaya, with Dashan’s skill and command ability on such clear display to mages like Rothai.

      “Aly-girl?” he asked gently.

      A sudden thought occurred to her, a potential solution. “Send him to Ladan.”

      “What?” Her father looked startled.

      “The two of them have a plan,” she said quickly. “Part of Widow Falls’ lands are close to the Tregayan border. If things come to war with Shivasa, they have a plan to move troops quickly and safely.”

      “Alyx—”

      “Papa, this will hurt Dashan badly. Send him to Ladan, give him something productive to do. It will keep him far away, out of sight of Casovar and the council. Please!”

      “All right.” Garan nodded. “I’ll talk to his father and have him issue the orders in the morning.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “Thank you.”

      “Alyx…” he hesitated. “I think it would also be best if we made it clear you only came with Dashan tonight because he is an old friend of yours and Cayr’s. For the same reason Dashan can’t know what he is, it can’t be known that you and he were... ”

      “You’re right,” she said heavily. She was already about to cut ties with Dashan, she may as well repudiate everything they’d shared as well. The numbness was creeping back, holding off the terrible knowledge of what this was going to do to Dashan, of what it was going to do to her.

      Garan sank back on his heels, looking utterly lost. “I never wanted you to have to go through what your mother and I did. How did we end up here?”

      “You would have been better to send him away as a boy,” she said bitterly. “Then I would never have known him.”

      “You don’t mean that,” he said quietly.

      “No, I don’t.” She wiped furiously at her eyes.

      A knock came at the door then, and she straightened, pulling away from her father’s touch. “You’d better let them in.”

      She rose as her father opened the door to let the two men back in. Cayr’s eyes went straight to her, and she nodded. “I’ll do what you’re asking.”

      He nodded soberly. “Thank you, Alyx.”

      Her father glanced between them. “We’ll start putting it about quietly that the two of you are formally courting, close to becoming betrothed. As soon as we can get the king to agree, we’ll announce the betrothal officially. I’d like to aim for a marriage within the year, that will give you a good period of time before Cayr reaches his majority to begin building your base of influence.”

      “Then it’s done.” Cayr nodded at her father, looking more authoritative than he ever had. He was hiding his hurt well, she thought, and hoped she could do the same. Maybe in time they could repair what had been fractured between them.

      General Sparkish cleared his throat. “We’d best all leave separately. Lady Egalion, you and Prince Cayr first. Lord Egalion and I will linger here a while.”

      A sense of unreality settled over her as Cayr offered her his arm and they walked out of the room and back towards the ball room. The hubbub of conversation, laughter and music crashed over her, breaking her from her daze as she stepped into the room. Her gaze immediately found Dashan. He was on the other side of the room, smiling that laughing smile of his, talking with his father and Lord-Mage Casovar.

      He looked up then, meeting her eyes clear across the space between them. The smile on his face widened, then his gaze shifted to her hand on Cayr’s arm.

      He knew.

      The brightness in his brown eyes dimmed and all the laughter faded from his features. Then without a word to either Casovar or his father he turned and walked out of the room, not looking back once. Her chest tightened so thoroughly she struggled to breathe for a long moment.

      “We should dance.” Cayr’s jaw was clenched, his blue eyes dull. He’d no doubt seen what she had. Nonetheless his voice was soft as he held out his hand to her. And she’d promised to do this, so she took his hand and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor.

      She resolutely refused to look in the direction Dashan had gone.

      

      Alyx and Cayr made a good show of it for the rest of the evening. They shared most of the formal dances together, and spent the time in between standing together talking, or making rounds of the room as a couple, speaking to the more important nobles.

      Eventually, she pled exhaustion and Cayr walked her out to her father’s carriage. They came to a hesitant halt before the open door.

      “I had hoped this would be the perfect situation,” he said, failing to keep the hurt from his voice. “Now we’re both trapped, I suppose.”

      “I’m so sorry that I hurt you,” she told him.

      “You did,” he said. “And tonight I’ve hurt you and Dashan both. But I meant what I said. I will do anything for my country, it’s who I am. You made me realise that. I don’t get any choice.”

      She looked away from him. “Neither do I. I don’t want to talk about this anymore tonight.”

      “I understand.” He helped her up into the carriage. “Good night, Alyx.”

      She couldn’t find the words to reply.

      

      As soon as the carriage dropped her at home, Alyx went upstairs and changed into an old tunic and breeches before slipping out her window and going straight to the stables. She took Tingo out a side gate so she wouldn’t be seen, and rode down to the city. It was after midnight now and the streets were dark and quiet.

      Her first instinct was right, and she found Dashan down at the docks. He was sitting on a wooden railing, staring down at his boat, which bobbed on the water below. He’d discarded his tailcoat and tie, and now just wore the vest and shirt, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Alyx walked down the length of the dock and climbed up onto the rail to sit beside him. He glanced up at her arrival, but said nothing.

      “I guess I have some explaining to do,” she said, unsure where to begin.

      His gaze remained firmly on the water below them. “It’s over, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she said simply, then took a breath and told him what her father and Cayr had asked of her.

      After she’d stumbled to a halt he was quiet for a few moments, then, “Casovar is really that bad for us, huh?” He gave a bitter chuckle. “Well who didn’t see that coming.”

      “It’s not exactly a surprise, is it?”

      Another beat of silence, then, “so you’ve agreed to marry Cayr?”

      “Even since I came back, I’ve been so determined to throw off the constraints of being Lady Egalion,” she said. “I figured deciding to go back to DarkSkull and be an apprentice mage meant I didn’t have to conform anymore. I was wrong, and the worst part of it is that I’ve hurt you in the process. I am so sorry, Dashan.” She took a deep breath, forcing out the words. “Yes, I’m going to marry Cayr.”

      Dashan let out a long breath, as if trying to contain his emotion. “He’s always been the better match for you. You’ve been ignoring the constraints of who you are, but so have I. I’m never going to be anything more than what I am now.”

      The urge to tell him everything was close to overwhelming. Letting him think he wasn’t good enough, that she didn’t choose him, was agonising, a sharp physical pain in her chest. But her father had been right. Dashan would be safer this way. And she needed Dashan to be safe.

      Clearing her throat, she changed the subject. “After what Papa told me about Casovar, I’m worried about Tarrick and the twins.”

      Dashan’s face cleared as her words sunk in. “They don’t know what they’ve walked into up there. You haven’t heard from them at all, have you?”

      “Not once.” Worry surged. “Do you think you could get a message to them through the Bluecoats without Casovar knowing?”

      “I can. You want me to include everything?” he asked carefully, eyes darkening again.

      “Not specific details, in case it gets into the wrong hands, but enough they get a sense of what’s going on.” She looked away. “I won’t mention anything to Cario for now given he spends so much time around Casovar, but I don’t want Tarrick and the twins returning to the city blind. They might be able to help, too, once they know. Perhaps they can learn more about what’s going on at the border.”

      “Consider it done, mage-girl.”

      He said nothing more, his gaze distant, out towards the ocean. She nodded to herself, making a useless effort to swallow back her tears as she swung down off the rail. It was time to go.

      “Alyx?”

      She looked up, questioning. The heartbreak in his eyes almost undid her, but his words held no censure. “I understand,” he said softly. “I truly do. You’re doing the right thing.”

      “I... ” and suddenly she was back at DarkSkull on the night of the dance, when she’d sent him away the first time because it was the right thing to do. The pain of it now was even worse. “Good night, Dash.”

      “Goodbye, Alyx.” He gave her his crooked smile. “You probably won’t see me for a while.”

      “I know. Be happy, Dash.”

      The salty breeze was in her hair as she walked away, mounted Tingo, and rode back through the lonely city streets towards her home.

      

      When she reached the mansion, it was dark and silent, her father still at the palace. Alyx left Tingo in the stables and made her way slowly up the stairs to her room. Pausing on the landing, she stared down the hall towards Cario’s guest room. The door was shut, and no light shone from underneath it.

      Swallowing, she turned and walked down to her own room. After she had stepped inside and shut the door behind her, she slid down until she was on the floor, knees tucked close to her chest.

      Dashan was a Taliath.

      The numbness that had protected her all night so far began to crack now that she was alone. She started shaking, unable to control her reaction to the knowledge as she finally allowed it to sink into her mind. Dashan was a Taliath, and they’d been so close to…

      Her breath shuddered as she let it out, and she hugged her knees tightly, trying to stop the uncontrollable trembling in her limbs. Everything she’d ever heard about the Taliath clamoured through her mind—Howell’s warnings, Shakar, her own stupid, foolish promise that she would never take a Taliath as a lover.

      Finally, she summoned the energy to rise and change into her nightgown, then climb under the covers of the bed. Despite the warmth of the night, she huddled under the thick blankets, still shaking, curled up in a ball.

      Dashan’s warm gaze floated into her mind, and she started to cry.
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      Despite the late hour he must have gotten in, her father was already eating when Alyx came down to breakfast the next morning. Cario, of course, still slept. He rarely appeared at the mage offices before late morning.

      She said nothing as she sat down and a servant brought her a steaming bowl of oatmeal. Sleep had been impossible and emotion had left her wrung out and exhausted.

      “Can we talk?” he asked

      She shrugged listlessly. “About what?”

      “Alyx, stop it,” he said in exasperation. “Be mad at me if you will, but please, talk to me.”

      “Fine.” Her jaw clenched and she pushed her bowl away, giving up all pretence of eating. She wasn’t hungry anyway. “Why didn’t you tell me about Dash? You knew how much it upset me that you’d lied about Ladan my whole life, and now you’ve essentially done the same thing again.”

      “I did it to protect him.” Garan leaned forward, earnest. “I worried that if you knew, Casovar could read it in your thoughts. I never for a second imagined you would ever... you had me completely convinced Cayr was the only man you would ever consider.”

      “You don’t think I learned how to shield myself at DarkSkull?”

      “Well enough to risk Dashan’s life?” Garan countered. “I don’t claim to be an expert, but I have seen firsthand how powerful Casovar is.”

      “There are always good answers for why you’ve lied to me or kept secrets,” she said bitterly. “But that doesn’t make it any better. I’m so sick of being kept in the dark.”

      “So you told Dashan what he is? You haven’t kept it from him?”

      Her mouth tightened as Garan’s pointed comment hit home. Silence fell, and he sat back in his chair with a sigh.

      “You conspired with Cayr, Papa. Do you have any idea how angry and hurt that makes me? You couldn’t trust me, but you trusted him? You planned with him about the rest of my life.” The bitterness made her words sharp and raw, so much so he flinched.

      “Alyx—"

      “Enough!” She gestured sharply. “I don’t want to hear any more apologies. Tell me about Casovar. You said he was mismanaging troops because he’s not a military tactician, but all mages learn basic strategy at DarkSkull. Not only that, but he had years of experience in the field working for the Mage Council—and why did the king even hire him if he couldn’t prove his credentials? He shouldn’t be doing such a bad job. Is he actively working against us?”

      Garan let her questions wash over him, a glimmer of respect appearing in his eyes. She should have been relieved, but it only fed her anger. When was he going to accept she was more than a spoiled, naïve girl?

      “Sparky and I have asked ourselves the same questions over and over, but I can’t see any motivation for Casovar to be working against us. He was a respected council mage before he came here. He has a lot to lose by not doing a good job.”

      “Have you tried confronting him about his mismanagement?”

      “Yes.” Garan’s face tightened. “He dismisses us and our concerns as if we were paranoid schoolboys.”

      Something about that rang oddly with her. “That’s more than arrogance. He knows you’re a Taliath, and therefore he knows your tactical experience.” She paused. “How did he gain such influence over the king? Why isn’t he listening to your advice? You’re his best friend.”

      “That’s easy. Casovar plays on Darien’s fears of the Shiven and distrust of the mages. He started the moment he got here. He warns the king that unless Rionn manages the Shiven situation alone, the council will stick their noses in, take his power away. And then he spends every other second warning him that Shiven are everywhere.”

      She shook her head. Something wasn’t making sense—she could almost hear Finn’s voice in her ear whispering the questions. “So he’s cunning enough to do that, but not smart enough to manage our troops properly?”

      Garan sighed, the familiar weariness returning to his visage and aging him before her eyes. It was hurting him, what he was having to do to Darien, and it had obviously taken him many months of wrestling with his conscience to decide to do it. “Whatever the truth, we need Casovar out of Rionn. Darien isn’t going to do it, so the lords will have to force the issue. That’s where you come in.”

      She nodded. “The plan. I said I’d do it, and I meant it.”

      “The choices I made to protect you... ” He reached over to take one of her hands. “You have to know I never intended for them to hurt you the way they have. Even more, I’m sorry that I failed to understand how it changed you.”

      She tugged her hand away, not willing to let him off the hook yet. She was still too angry and disappointed in him. “You can’t keep me out of this anymore. I’ll do what you ask, but in return you have to involve me,” she spoke firmly, forcing him to meet her gaze. “No more ‘protecting’ me.”

      He nodded, speaking just as firmly. “Agreed, Aly-girl.”

      “Good. Then I’ll see you later.”

      “I’m sorry things have to be this way,” he said as she walked toward the door.

      She paused in the doorway, shrugging slightly. “It’s just real life, right?”

      “I suppose it is.”

      His words, softly spoken and full of regret, followed her down the hall.

      

      Returning to her room, Alyx opened the doors to her massive closet and studied its contents with a critical eye. There were a couple of dresses she thought could stay, but the rest would be horribly out of fashion after two years.

      Summoning a maid, she had the closet emptied of all but the two dresses, then dressed in her mage robes and went down to pen a quick note for Safia to send over to the palace. A short ride into the city brought her to the wealthy quarter and one of Alistriem’s most exclusive tailors.

      He was delighted to see her, spent several minutes bemoaning her absence from his store, then smothered her with fabrics and designs to choose from before summoning an army of assistants to take her measurements.

      “You’re taller,” he muttered to himself once they’d finished. “Wider in the hips... but skinny.” He looked up, spearing her with his gaze. “You need to eat more, My Lady!”

      “Yes, Sorin.” She couldn’t help a smile at his clucking. “Can you have the first dress done by this afternoon?”

      “For you, anything.”

      “You’re my favourite for a reason.” She chuckled. “Send the invoice to my father as usual.”

      

      It was late morning by the time she made it to the mage offices. Cario gave her a curious glance as she walked in. “Where have you been?”

      “Shopping.” She glanced around. “No Casovar?”

      “Not yet. I suppose he had a late night.” His blue eyes narrowed. “How was the ball?”

      “The same as every other ball.” She shrugged. “Have any messages come for me?”

      He nodded and passed her a folded piece of parchment with Cayr’s seal on it. Opening it, she scanned the contents, nodding in satisfaction. “I’ll have to be gone for a few hours this afternoon.”

      “May I ask what for?”

      “There’s an afternoon tea I’ve been invited to.”

      Confusion deepened on Cario’s face. “Are you somehow thinking Casovar is going to be gone all day?”

      “I don’t care if he is or not. He’ll need to start accommodating my social commitments now that I’m courting the prince of Rionn.”

      Silence filled the room for a long moment. Alyx turned her focus from Cario to the pile of reports she’d been given to review, ignoring him as he rose and went to close the door before returning to sit in the chair beside hers.

      “I suppose I should offer my congratulations.”

      “You should.”

      “Will you kindly tell me what the hell is going on?”

      Alyx closed her eyes for a moment, summoning the façade she would need from now on. Once she was confident it had settled over her face, she turned to Cario with a happy smile. “Cayr asked me last night, I said yes. My father has given permission. We’re courting. Why are you so surprised?”

      “I’m not, necessarily. You always said you and the prince were close. It seems sudden, that’s all. Is something else going on?”

      “Nothing.” She laughed at his suspicion. “Be happy for me, Cario.”

      “All right.” He shrugged, then grinned. “Imagine the look on Casovar’s face when you tell him.”

      They both laughed.

      

      Despite her cavalier words to Cario, Alyx was hoping Casovar wouldn’t make an appearance until after she’d gone. Unfortunately, he came through the door as she was rising to leave, Dunnat on his heels. Cario had gone in search of food for lunch, and so she was alone in the offices.

      “Where are you going, Apprentice?” Casovar sounded distracted, long strides carrying him over to one of the maps hanging on the wall. Dunnat shrugged off his cloak, flicked a contempt-filled glance in Alyx’s direction, then dropped a new pile of reports on her desk. Surprise flickered at the number of them—accounts of Shiven spies seemed to increase with every week.

      “I’ve been invited to an afternoon tea.”

      Casovar turned away from the map, one eyebrow raised. “I thought I’d made my expectations clear. I require your presence Firstday through Sixthday during daylight hours. Your work for me is your priority. Social engagements can be arranged outside of that.”

      Alyx took a breath, kept her voice calm and polite. “Actually, Lord-Mage, while I appreciate that the work I do here is important for the safety of Rionn, I now have other duties. Prince Cayr and I have formally begun courting.”

      The tension in the room perceptibly thickened, though Casovar made no visible reaction to her announcement. “I am surprised. The king has not made mention of any plans for his son. After all, Prince Cayr is still two years away from his majority.”

      “We have been close since childhood. We did not feel it necessary to wait until his majority, and Cayr has secured the agreement of my father and the senior lords.”

      There was a faint tightening of his jaw at her carefully chosen words—he had not been consulted. Her peripheral vision caught Dunnat sitting across the room pretending to work, his gaze flicking in fascination between Alyx and Casovar.

      “You understand that I cannot avoid social engagements now that I’m courting the heir to Rionn. It wouldn’t be proper,” she continued smoothly.

      “I will speak to the king about your duties,” Casovar said eventually, his voice cold. “I do not think an apprentice mage with no talent the most appropriate match for the future king of Rionn. Nor is it a sound strategic decision.”

      Alyx allowed a sickly-sweet smile to spread across her face, and kept her voice polite. “With all due respect, Lord-Mage, your role is to advise the king on Rionn’s security, not his son’s marriage. After all, I am the only daughter of Lord Garan Egalion, Rionn’s most powerful lord. Having not grown up in Alistriem, nor spent much time around nobility, I can understand how you might not realise what a sound strategic match it is.”

      The tension thickened further, and Alyx subconsciously straightened her shoulders, refusing to be cowed by the menace he was projecting. Dunnat had given up all pretence of work, mouth opened slightly as he stared at them. In the end, Casovar must have decided he had no room to move, and gave a sharp nod.

      “Go. We’ll discuss my expectations of your work once I have spoken to the king.”

      “Thank you. I will see you tomorrow.”

      Unable to help herself, she flicked a cheerful wave at Dunnat on her way out. That toad of a man wasn’t going to last a single day in the Mage Guard once she was Cayr’s wife.

      

      One of Sorin’s assistants had just delivered her dress when she arrived home to change. Reluctantly leaving Tingo in the stables with Henri, Alyx asked Safia to order her father’s carriage and went inside to change.

      The dress was stunning, and despite herself a little trickle of delight shivered through her as she slipped it on and looked at herself in the mirror. The words she’d spoken to Dashan the previous night came back to her, and this time the shiver was less pleasant. It was clear now she’d never be able to escape this part of herself—the part that was a wealthy young noblewoman—but now she could use it to help her father and Rionn.

      She just couldn’t let it overtake her. Not ever again.

      

      Cayr waited for her at the palace, all charm and politeness as he offered his arm to help her down from her carriage. For the first time in their lives a painful awkwardness sat between them, and instead of going straight in, Cayr pulled her aside.

      “Despite everything I said last night, if you really don’t want to do this, tell me now,” he murmured. The new seriousness she’d seen in him the night before was still there, edged with sadness.

      “Neither of us really has a choice.” She offered him a genuine smile. He’d been right the night before, they were both trapped. Alyx by her combined mage and noble blood and Cayr by what she’d done with Dashan. “I realise how difficult this has to be for you too.”

      He nodded in acknowledgement of that. “After eighteen years of friendship, I don’t want to let what happened ruin us. I’m angry and hurt, and I don’t think that will go away anytime soon.” He took a breath, eyes closing briefly. “But I also know—rationally—that you can’t help how you feel... or don’t feel.”

      The misery in his voice had her reaching out for his hand. “I don’t want to lose you either. My feelings... you’re still one of the most important people in my life, and I will give you whatever space you need. Outside this whole charade, of course.”

      His mouth quirked in an unexpected smile. “It will be just like the old days, you and me ruling the social scene of Rionn.”

      Her smile stretched to match his and for that brief golden moment some of her misery was gone. “Those days were fun.”

      

      They’d deliberately timed their arrival to be fashionably late, the sun warm on Alyx’s bare shoulders as Cayr escorted her through to the garden where he was hosting the afternoon tea. The chattering conversation slowly died as they appeared together, although all eyes fixed on Alyx. She hadn’t attended one of their social gatherings since before going back to DarkSkull.

      “It’s a beautiful day for a picnic,” Cayr spoke easily into the silence. “I hope you all don’t mind me moving the event outside?”

      “An excellent call, my friend.” Jaran was the first to speak. He’d grown out of his gangliness and was all courtly politeness as he smiled at Alyx before clapping Cayr’s arm. “Good to see you, Alyx. Cayr, will you come over and settle something for us? Torn insists he can swim the distance from the wharves to the city beach, but we’re in genuine fear for his life.”

      Cayr chuckled. “I would be too. Alyx, I’ll be back soon.”

      “Take your time,” she assured him.

      Jenna Casovar sat at one of several small tables dotted around the grass, two young women with her. Both had been part of Alyx’s coterie once, but neither could look her in the eye as she strolled over to join them.

      “Lady Egalion, how nice of you to deign to attend one of our little events.” Jenna’s voice oozed false sweetness. Alyx almost laughed—oh, this she could do. This was more familiar to her than breathing.

      “Hello, Jenna. Lissa, Mira. I do owe all of you the most tremendous apology.” Alyx infused her voice with sincerity, taking a seat without being asked. “I’ve been so caught up with all this mage business and helping the lord-mage. I know I’ve neglected my friends terribly. Will you forgive me?”

      A little silence, then Lissa spoke. “Your dress is stunning, Alyx. Where did you get it made?”

      “At Fironu’s, down on Welter Street. Sorin designed it himself,” she said cheerfully. “But I wish I’d seen your dress first—the shade of lavender you’re wearing is divine. You must tell me where you got the fabric.”

      “At Tessens, a block over.” Lissa beamed, then added shyly, “It’s nice to have you back.”

      “It really is. Of course we forgive you. It wasn’t your fault the king made you go to that awful mage school,” Mira added.

      Their quick forgiveness took her aback. She’d expected to have to work harder, but both young women’s eyes were warm and happy, and they’d leapt at the opportunity to welcome Alyx back.

      “I...” she faltered, quickly summoning her cool façade at the calculating look on Jenna’s face. “I have a lot of making up to do.” A warm smile, more genuine than she’d intended. “Perhaps a trip to Fironu’s together soon, my treat?”

      “We would love that,” Lissa gushed.

      Mira shot a quick look at Jenna. “There’s a brunch we have planned tomorrow, but since we haven’t seen you in so long, perhaps we could cancel that and go shopping instead?”

      Had she underestimated these girls in how completely she’d written them off as shallow and uncaring? Alyx bit her lip at the realisation that maybe she had. After all, they’d grown up together, and that obviously still meant something to them.

      “I would really like that,” she said softly.

      “Wonderful.” Mira reached out to squeeze her hand. “We want to hear all about you and Prince Cayr, too!”

      “Not that we didn’t see that coming.” Lissa sighed mournfully.

      Alyx settled her gaze on Jenna as a wide smile spread across her face. “Good, because I can’t wait to tell you all the details. I really have missed you girls.”

      And just like that, she was back in.
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      A few days later, Alyx used the excuse of another social event to escape the palace and ride out to visit Astor. Her godfather was nose-deep in writing a letter when she was shown in. He was so absorbed in his task it took him a few moments to realise she was there.

      “Alyx!” He beamed at her. “Come in.”

      “Hello, Astor.” She went over to sit by the open window where a cool breeze ruffled her hair. “You looked very involved in that letter.”

      He waved a hand. “Just writing to an old friend. What brings you by?”

      “I wanted to talk to you, if you have the time.”

      He took off his glasses and sat back in his chair. “I’m sorry, I haven’t any help for you with your nightmares yet. It’s not for lack of trying though, and I promise you I’m not giving up.”

      “That’s not why I’m here.” She paused, eyes scanning his face. “I know my father has been careful about... information, but I assume he or Sparky have spoken to you about their thinking in regard to Lord-Mage Casovar?”

      “They have,” Astor said quietly. “They are both old friends.”

      If she’d been holding one of his books, she’d have thrown it at him. “Damn it Astor, last time I was here you had me convinced Casovar was doing a fantastic job!”

      He gave an impish smile. “You spend almost every day with a trained mage of the higher order who can read your thoughts whenever he wants. Really Aly-girl, I have asked you to stop treating me like a doddery old man.”

      She made a face. “I’m guessing it was you that gave Cayr and Sparky tips on hiding their thoughts from him.”

      He merely smiled.

      She sighed, shaking her head. “Why did Casovar come to Rionn?”

      “Why do you think? For the power and prestige of being Rionn’s lord-mage. That’s almost as good as having a seat on the council.”

      That corresponded with what Cario had told her. “How did you hear about him?”

      “What makes you think—”

      Alyx raised a hand to cut him off. “If you don’t want me to treat you like a doddery old man, then don’t behave like one. How else would the king have come across Casovar? He has nothing to do with the council, nor does my father, for obvious reasons.”

      “Young people think they’re so smart.” He huffed. “Fine, yes. I wanted to retire, and of course I still have contacts in the mage world. I assisted the king in finding a replacement.”

      She raised her eyebrows at him. “And you picked the least likable one of the lot?”

      “I didn’t much care how charming he was. I wanted someone with power.”

      “Not just power. You picked a mage of the higher order. So you knew the threat from Shivasa was coming before anyone else here did?”

      For a moment he looked caught, as if he hadn’t expected her to work it out. Then he shrugged. “We all knew it was coming. The king has been worried about the increasing frequency of skirmishes in the disputed area for a long time.”

      “And how much do you know about the council hunting Taliath potentials?”

      The question took him completely off guard. It was the first time she’d seen genuine surprise on his face in years—Astor always presented a controlled front to the world. It wasn’t surprise at her words, though. It was surprise that she knew. Familiar frustration curled her hands into fists. Was everyone lying about everything?

      “Your response tells me all I need to know,” she said sharply. “I don’t suppose you ever thought to mention it to my father or the king, all those years they were looking for potentials?”

      “I had suspicions only.” He frowned. “What has gotten into you, Alyx?”

      “Frankly, I’m sick of all the lying and the secret-keeping. You are one of a very small number of people in my life I trust, Astor, and I expect the complete truth from you. Understood?”

      After a moment, he nodded. “All right. From now on nothing but honesty, although I’d appreciate a little less of that high and mighty tone of voice.”

      Ignoring that, she ploughed ahead. “Have my father and Sparky told you the detail of their plans?”

      “I have an inkling,” Astor said carefully. “But I am retired. I would prefer not to be involved.”

      “Rubbish! You know far more than you’ll admit to and I don’t believe for a second you want to stay out of it,” she snapped. “And even if you did it doesn’t matter. Rionn needs you.”

      “I have done plenty enough for Rionn.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you have already done, it only matters what is necessary,” she said, the words coming out more harshly than she intended.

      “I suppose that’s true,” he said mildly. “I take it from your tone just now that your part in your father’s plan was not chosen willingly.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said tersely. “Now, if we succeed in what we’re doing, the king will need you again.”

      “He has you.”

      “I’m not fully trained. As soon as Casovar is out, I need to return to DarkSkull to complete my apprenticeship.”

      “I think you may find that the queen of Rionn has no time to be a mage, let alone the lord-mage. One of your young friends will need to fill that post, I think.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “That’s a long time in the future. In the meantime, I need to know that we have your support.”

      Astor stood, moving to his window. A speculative look crossed his face. “Be careful, Lady Egalion. You’re heading into dangerous waters.”

      “You mean we are.”

      “I suppose I do.” His gaze remained unfocussed, a long way away from her, and she wondered what he was thinking.

      

      Alyx hadn’t seen Brynn since before the night of the ball—despite sending several messages asking to meet—so she was relieved to finally receive something from him the following day. As soon as she could, she responded to his offer of a time to meet at one of the more disreputable inns in the party district.

      It was late, darkness having fallen hours earlier, and the inn was full to bursting. She’d been careful to use shielded bursts of telepathic magic on her way, and was confident she hadn’t been followed. It took her a good while to push through towards the back of the inn where Brynn stood by a door leading to a back hallway. When he spotted her, he opened the door and slipped inside.

      Alyx followed him through a few moments later, and walking down the hall, found herself in a small storage space lit only by a single lantern. Boxes sat stacked against the walls around them, leaving only a narrow passage between.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long,” he spoke as she closed the door. “I had to travel back to Tregaya to speak with the council, and it took me longer than… Alyx, is something wrong?”

      “What do you mean?” she asked in surprise.

      He moved closer to her. “You look terrible.”

      She laughed. “Thanks, Brynn! I do not look terrible.”

      “Yes you do. You’re pale, and there are shadows under your eyes,” he said, then, “Where’s Dashan?”

      Her heart clenched at the mention of his name, and it took almost everything she had to keep her voice casual when she replied. “He’s out of the city on assignment. I’m tired because Casovar has been working me longer hours than usual, and I’m trying to juggle that with the number of social events that are now part of my life.” She shrugged. “What took you to Tregaya? I’ve been burning to know what happened when you followed that man who met Casovar and Dunnat.”

      He opened his mouth as if to question her further, but shook his head at the fierce look she fixed on him. “The council have officially ordered me to investigate Casovar.”

      “Really?” Surprise filled her voice. “Why? What about the man you followed from the inn that night?”

      Brynn let out a breath. “He’s the reason I went straight to the council rather than come back here to report to you. I followed him a week north towards the disputed area. On the second night out of Rionn I managed to get right up to his campsite, where I watched him use magic to start a fire.”

      Alyx’s eyebrows shot upwards, but Brynn held out a hand to forestall anything she might say. “In Gosper I followed him to an army camp. He was allowed in, and marched out—heading north—with a unit of the army the next day.”

      “A mage with fire ability met with Casovar and Dunnat in Rionn before joining an army unit heading to the disputed area?” Alyx clarified.

      “Yes. And when I spoke with Romas, he told me there are currently no active council mages who are male, Shiven and possess fire magic.”

      “A Shiven mage is in communication with Casovar,” she murmured. The potential implications of that were astonishing. Had a Shiven mage been implanted in the Rionnan army? She should be surprised, but she wasn’t. The lord-mage was up to a lot more than being bad at managing Rionn’s army. “I wish you’d told me this before leaving.”

      “I wanted to take my suspicions straight to the council in the hope they would do what they did, which is authorise me to conduct an official investigation.” Brynn was animated.

      Alyx half-listened, still thinking over what he’d told her. After a moment she looked up. “I have something to tell you, but this is for your ears only. It does not go to the council. Am I clear?”

      “I’m your friend before being their spy,” he said quietly.

      She nodded. “My father and Lord-General Sparkish spoke to me just over a week ago, which is why I’ve been trying to reach you. They believe Casovar is mismanaging the Rionnan response to the Shiven incursions, to the degree they feel we could be invaded within two years.”

      “What?” Brynn’s eyes widened.

      “But what you’re telling me indicates there’s much more to it,” she said, thumping a hand against the nearest box in frustration. “We need to find out what he’s up to.”

      “I know. I’m doing my best,” Brynn said. “What is your father doing about it?”

      “He, Cayr and General Sparkish have come up with a plan to get Casovar out of Rionn,” she said carefully. “I am to marry Cayr. By marrying, we’ll form a power base that rivals Casovar’s influence, and my father has won the support of the other lords.”

      Brynn looked confused. “What?”

      She smiled. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard, the news is all over the city.”

      “I don’t understand. You and Dashan—”

      “Are over.” Alyx stood. “I can’t stay. Do you have anything else for me?”

      “No,” he said, frowning. “Alyx—”

      “Please let me know as soon as you do. I’ll be waiting for your message.” Alyx paused as she placed her hand on the door handle, debating with herself. The question had been eating at her ever since the ball, and she couldn’t bring herself to leave without asking him. “Did you know?”

      It was a vague question, but the silence in room turned thick, and Alyx had her answer. Eyes closing, she leaned forward to rest her head against the door. Not Brynn too. The taste of more betrayal was bitter in her mouth, feeding the anger and frustration that still burned inside.

      “It was my job to find and track them,” he said eventually, all the life drained from his voice. “Yes, I knew what he was.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I don’t care.” She turned, surprised by the vehemence in his voice. “I don’t care that he’s a Taliath and you’re a mage of the higher order. It means nothing to me. It shouldn’t to you either.”

      “How can it not?” She stared at him. “We can never be together, and you knew that. You should have told me. If you were truly my friend, you would have.”

      “Alyx…”

      “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She turned the handle, pushing the door open.

      “Alyx, wait!”

      “What?”

      “You can’t forget that Casovar is a mage of the higher order with telepathic magic. All this planning... he’s going to find out eventually. You have to be careful.”

      “We are.” She walked out, slamming the door behind her and pushing her way through the crowded inn without looking back.

      

      It had been well over a month since her last nightmare, but once again he slid into her mind without a deliberate attempt to cause her pain. Despite this, her terror was instinctive, borne of his total control and how helpless it made her. Not wanting to let on how afraid she was, she remained silent, curling her mind into a tiny ball.

      “There’s no need to be afraid.” He sounded amused—probably at her attempt to hide her fear from him. “We want the same things, you and I.”

      His amusement sparked her pride. “You’ve been terrorising me for over a year. I have good reason to be afraid.”

      “I was... over-enthusiastic.”

      Was he serious?

      She tried not to let her incredulity leak, instead asking tentatively, “What do you want with me?”

      “You have power that could be of use to me. Our goals align.”

      Alyx didn’t respond. Something told her that getting drawn into conversation with this mage wasn’t a smart idea.

      He gave the equivalent of a mental sigh. “You can protect those you love by standing with me, Alyx Egalion. I want the council gone, and I will do anything to make that happen. There’s no good reason for you to stand in the way.”

      Again, she refused to reply. His hold on her mind tightened fractionally, as if annoyance or anger were tempting him to cause pain, but it didn’t come.

      “I do not seek the death of the Taliath.” His voice oozed sincerity. “They don’t deserve to die. They should be protected and trained, and allied with the new mage order that I will create.”

      She didn’t want to listen to this, didn’t want to acknowledge the part of her that wanted to listen. “You showed me images of destruction, people dying.”

      “Not the Taliath, not your father or brother,” he whispered. “Not Dashan...”

      Her eyes squeezed shut, as if that would make any difference to the voice invading her dream.

      “Only the council.”

      And then he was gone, his last words echoing through her sleep.
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      Bright sunlight shone through the arched windows of the atrium, falling across the wooden floors and luxurious sofas scattered around the room. Alyx and Cayr sat together on a particularly plush sofa by the window, momentarily left alone.

      “How was your morning?” she asked idly.

      “I spent it reviewing the newly-signed Tregayan-Zandian trade agreement,” he said. “Not exactly fascinating stuff, but parts of it will be useful for us.”

      “I agree.”

      “How are you going with the lord-mage?” He lowered his voice. “Has he given you any problems since my father’s announcement of our betrothal?”

      Alyx winced. Several weeks had passed since she and Cayr had begun courting, and the king had agreed to a formal betrothal two days earlier. The work her father had done with the lords had made it impossible for him not too agree “Nothing overt, but he’s furious. Even after all the lords lined up to express their support, I’m astonished he didn’t talk your father out of it.”

      “He tried,” Cayr said soberly. “But despite Casovar’s influence over him, your father did a superb job corralling the lords to put pressure on him. They don’t like Casovar any more than we do.”

      “That’s one mistake he’s made,” she mused softly. “Behaving with such arrogance he’s put the entire court offside.”

      Cayr’s mouth quirked suddenly. “And believing that you’re useless, when I can tell you’re far from it.”

      She couldn’t help returning his smile, but then shook her head. “We shouldn’t be discussing—or thinking—about any of this while we’re inside the palace.”

      “You’re right.” He frowned.

      Sadness filled her as the levity left his face—Casovar wasn’t the only thing that had dimmed some of the light in Cayr’s blue eyes these days. “How are you?” she asked, squeezing his hand.

      “This is hard,” he admitted. “Being here with you like this, it feels right and natural, but I know it isn’t. It’s all a façade. I wish so badly we could go back to how things used to be.”

      “Me too,” she whispered.

      “I feel so alone.”

      Alyx leaned into him. “Despite everything, I’m still your friend. I’m still in your corner, no matter what. You’re not alone.”

      “But I am,” he said, giving her a crooked smile. “I don’t mean to sound petulant, but seeing you all the time makes the hurting worse. I feel more alone when I’m around you.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, understanding exactly what he meant.

      “The safety of Rionn is more important than both of us.” He reached out to sling his arm around her shoulders, voice firming. “We’ll work it out.”

      Pride seared through her at the man Cayr was becoming, and the smile she gave him must have showed how she felt, because his eyes lightened and his smile turned genuine.

      He pulled her closer—both of them spotting the approach of some of their friends at the same time—and Alyx pulled away with a light laugh, doing her best to give Cayr a moony look as she did. Lissa and Mira dropped into chairs nearby.

      “Alyx, you simply must tell us where you got those shoes!” Lissa exclaimed.

      “I think that’s my cue,” Cayr said dryly. He leaned over to kiss Alyx on the cheek before rising to his feet, bowing to the ladies, and walking off towards Jaran.

      “You are so lucky,” Mira swooned. “He’s so handsome.”

      “He certainly is.” Alyx allowed smugness to fill her voice. “What about a shoe shopping trip tomorrow? I’ll take you to the store I got these from.”

      She looked up as one of the palace servants appeared, bowing low. “Lady Egalion, there’s someone here asking for you.”

      Frowning, Alyx glanced over to see Cario hovering by the door. He was wearing his serious expression, which immediately worried her. Cario never looked serious if he could help it.

      “I’m sorry, ladies. It seems as if the lord-mage needs to see me.”

      

      “What is it?” she asked under her breath as they walked through the halls towards the mage offices.

      “Your friends are back,” he said.

      “Back, as in here at the palace?” She spun towards him, shock flooding her.

      “As in, with Casovar right now,” he said. “They were less than thrilled to see me, as you can imagine, so I took the opportunity to leave. I figured you’d want to know.”

      “He didn’t tell me they were coming back. They didn’t tell me.” She frowned. Why hadn’t Dawn contacted her telepathically?

      Cario hesitated, catching her arm as they approached the door. “I don’t know them like you do, but there’s something... ”

      Worry surged, and she pushed Cario’s arm off to start walking again. “Tighten that mental shield of yours.”

      Alyx opened the door, halting two steps into the room. Tarrick sat on a chair directly across from her, one leg stretched out before him. His pants were ripped and a white bandage was visible underneath. The twins hovered behind him, both pale. Finn’s eyes took in her dress and hair, his face tightening fractionally.

      “Lady Egalion.” Casovar’s voice caught her attention. He was seated in a chair near Tarrick. “You’re interrupting.”

      “What happened?” The words spilled out. “Tarrick, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” His jaw was clenched in visible anger, eyes firmly fixed on Cario where he’d come in behind Alyx. Casovar glanced between them, curiosity beginning to creep across his face. Instinctively, Alyx sought to draw his attention away. “Lord-Mage, I apologise for interrupting. May I sit in? I assume you’re debriefing the apprentices and I’d like to hear what they have to say—it may assist in my review of reporting.”

      His gaze swung back to hers and she relaxed slightly. “You may. Mage Duneskal, you may also join. The council will be interested in what we discuss.”

      “Tell me you're all okay.” Alyx sent the thought as tightly shielded as she knew how, but couldn’t go any longer without being sure. Across the room, Dawn gave a very faint nod. The worry in her chest faded a little.

      “As I was saying, Lord-Mage, we were attempting to scout the main Shiven camp north of the disputed area, as per your order,” Tarrick said. “We were ambushed, but not before gaining a solid idea of their numbers.”

      “There was no discernible increase in troop size since the last count,” Dawn spoke, taking over from Tarrick. Alyx frowned as Tarrick’s shoulders relaxed fractionally. “No substantive change in the cache of supplies as far as we could tell either.”

      “That accords with the information I’ve received.” Casovar sat back. “It seems we don’t need to worry about an imminent attempt to annex the disputed area. And that’s why I’ve brought you home. I’d like to spend a few weeks on your training.”

      “Yes, sir,” Finn said. “Tarrick should be off that leg for a couple more days at least.”

      Casovar nodded, his interest seeming to fade rapidly as he rose to his feet. “Go home and get some rest. I’ll expect you back here the day after tomorrow.”

      “I’ll have my carriage brought around,” Alyx offered as soon as Casovar was out the door. “Cario, will you help him down? The twins look like they’re about to keel over.”

      “I don’t need help,” Tarrick snarled.

      Cario lifted both hands in the air. “Fine. Walk by yourself. Alyx, how about I go and organise your carriage?”

      “Thanks.”

      “What is he doing here?” Finn demanded once he was gone.

      Alyx lifted a hand. “Not here. Let’s get Tarrick home.”

      “I’d rather go to the twins’ house.” Tarrick winced as he lifted himself out of the chair. “Further away.”

      “Fine.” Her worry came flooding back, and she reached out for his arm. “Are you really okay?”

      “It’s just a little gash.” His face softened. “Finn fixed me up, I’ll be fine.”

      “It’s true,” Dawn reassured her.

      Her gaze flicked between all three of them. While Dawn seemed to be telling the truth, something else was hovering between them. All looked tense.

      Something had happened.

      

      An hour later they were settled in the A’ndreas’ warm living room. Both parents were out working. While Finn cleaned and re-bandaged Tarrick’s leg, Alyx sent Cario straight to the kitchen to make a pot of tea. When he returned, the tenseness in the room thickened perceptibly.

      “It’s not what we thought,” Alyx said, forestalling their questions. As succinctly as she could, she told them Cario’s side of the story, finishing with, “I believe him.”

      “I’m here because I have no respect for the council or what they do,” Cario spoke into the silence that followed. “I came because Alyx—and you—are my friends, and I respect your values and your friendship. That is the truth.”

      Tarrick and the twins stared at him, faces slack with astonishment. They’d never seen Cario without his mask of amiable arrogance before, and his honesty clearly moved them as it had her.

      The twins shared a glance, after a moment nodding slightly at each other. Tarrick stared at Cario for another moment before giving a stiff nod. “If Alyx trusts you, then you can stay.”

      “Not the warmest welcome I’ve ever received, but I’ll take it.” Cario placed the tray of tea down and took a seat, pulling the chair back so he could stretch his long legs out. Nobody made a move for the steaming pot.

      “He’s wearing mage robes.” Tarrick looked at Alyx. “If he’s really here to join us, what’s his official reason for being in Alistriem?”

      Cario sighed. “I’m here as a representative of the council. The position came up after I passed my trials, and I organised to have it assigned to me.”

      “You passed your trials?” Tarrick’s eyes widened comically.

      “I did.” Cario shrugged.

      “Now that’s sorted, I want to know what’s going on.” Alyx looked at each of them in turn. “Did you get my message from Dash? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming back? And why was Tarrick afraid that Casovar was going to read his thoughts back there?”

      “We got your message.” Dawn spoke first. “Congratulations on your betrothal, by the way.”

      Alyx waved a dismissive hand. “That’s not important right now. Quit stalling.”

      “Your message made us pay closer attention to what was going on up in the disputed area,” Dawn said. “And we were lying to Casovar back there, hence me jumping in to take over from Tarrick. I have a better mental shield.”

      “You were lying about being ambushed?”

      “No, that part was true. We were lying about the troop numbers we saw. On the surface, the numbers were similar to what we’d seen before,” Finn explained. “But Dawn picked up more minds—they were hidden in deep bushland a short distance off. At least double the number of soldiers.”

      Fear struck at her. “So invasion could be imminent?”

      “We think so.”

      Alyx glanced between them. Something was off. Finn’s gaze was darting all over the place and Tarrick looked grim, even more so than his usual sober expression. Dawn was fidgeting, her left foot tapping against the floor.

      “What else?” she asked, unable to stop the dread seeping into her voice.

      The twins shared another look. Alyx tried to quell the urge to knock their heads together.

      “Today would be nice.” Impatience threaded Cario’s voice when they hesitated further.

      Tarrick nodded. “We think Lord-Mage Casovar is involved with the new military commander the Shiven have. That’s why we lied to him—he’s actively working against Rionn.”

      A tense silence fell over the room. Finn sagged back into his seat while Tarrick stood, seemingly unable to stay seated.

      “Alyx, your father’s plan to oust Casovar seems sound... ” Tarrick began, then hesitated. “But we fear that by the time your plan is realised, it will likely be too late.”

      “Too late for what? The drama is killing me. Spit it out, will you,” Cario drawled.

      “Fine. We think the new Shiven commander is Shakar,” Tarrick snapped.

      A deep silence filled the room. Alyx looked at Cario, checking to see whether he’d heard the same thing. He looked as bewildered as she felt.

      “Shakar is dead.”

      The words didn’t come from Alyx or Cario, and all eyes snapped to the newcomer in the doorway. The hood of his mage cloak was pulled back, revealing Brynn’s boyishly handsome features.
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      It took a long moment for Tarrick and the twins to process who stood there. Alyx stared between them, wondering if she should say something, wondering what she could say. Nothing came.

      “Brynn?” Tarrick took a tentative step forward, astonishment written all over his face.

      “It’s me.” He smiled. “I’m alive.”

      “I don’t believe this,” Dawn said in wonderment.

      “Oh, mate!” Finn leapt up from his chair and crossed the room to pump Brynn’s hand enthusiastically. “You have no idea how good it is to see you.”

      “We missed you so much!” Dawn threw her arms around him tearfully. “I can’t believe it!”

      “I missed you too,” Brynn told them, looking teary himself. “A lot.”

      Tarrick’s gaze shifted to Alyx with a frown. “Why don’t you look surprised?”

      Alyx winced in anticipation of the reaction she was about to receive and shot Brynn a glare—surely he could have warned her! “Because I’m not. Brynn has been working for me ever since we arrived in Alistriem,” she said.

      “How long have you known he was alive?” Tarrick demanded.

      She hesitated, tried to hold Tarrick’s gaze. “Since not long after we went back to DarkSkull.”

      “You knew he was alive and didn’t tell us?” Finn didn’t seem able to believe it. His green eyes had darkened with a mixture of hurt and anger.

      “That was my fault,” Brynn spoke. “I insisted she not tell you. It was too dangerous with Romas’s telepathic ability.”

      “I don’t care,” Finn said flatly, looking straight at Alyx. “You knew how much we were hurting over Brynn’s death. You knew. How could you not say anything?”

      “It was a deliberate choice, and for that I am sorry,” Alyx said. “But I would do it again if I had to, and I would do the same thing if it were any of you in that position.”

      “You keep behaving as if the Mage Council is some evil monster out to destroy everything,” Tarrick said coldly, glancing in disgust between Alyx and Brynn. “You have reason to question them, I understand, but you act and speak as if you’re better than them, above them. And yet here you are keeping secrets just like they do.”

      “I agree. You deliberately allowed us to believe something that wasn’t true,” Finn said. “Something that caused us pain. That’s something the council would do, Alyx.”

      That stung more than she would like to admit. Alyx glanced at Brynn. He’d turned white, but despite herself she felt little sympathy for him. He had a habit of keeping things to himself that hurt other people.

      “I don’t know what to think,” Dawn said quietly as Alyx turned to her. And that hurt most of all.

      “As much as I can understand why you’d be upset,” Cario’s voice broke the silence. “There are more important things to discuss right now, particularly if what you said about Shakar is true. Recriminations can wait.”

      “What are you even doing here?” Alyx asked Brynn pointedly.

      “I followed you from the palace,” he admitted.

      Tarrick’s jaw clenched and he looked away for a moment before giving an angry shake of his head and looking at Brynn. “You’re the council spy?”

      “I am.” Brynn said. “And if you wouldn’t mind continuing to tell us what you’ve learned, I’ll tell you if I have anything to add at the end.”

      “He can be trusted,” Alyx said quietly, when Tarrick hesitated. “Despite what the council have done to him... there’s time for that story later, but for now you just need to know that he’s still the Brynn we knew.”

      Tarrick took a deep breath, reaching up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Fine. We think Shakar is alive and working for the Shiven leader.”

      “It was Dawn that picked it up,” Finn said. “She heard his name in the thoughts of Shiven prisoners; prisoners that later killed themselves rather than give up any information about their new commander.”

      “I am certain of what I heard.” Dawn added, “I think Shakar is alive, and he’s in Shivasa.”

      “There must be another explanation. The council killed him,” Alyx said. “The war wouldn’t have ended if they hadn’t. And even if somehow he was still alive, he’d be too old to be a threat.”

      “The council never recovered a body,” Cario spoke into the silence.

      “What?” She turned to him.

      “My grandfather told me the story once,” he said softly. “The final battle against Shakar went on for days. The council had mustered every single mage it had, and they cornered Shakar in a small town called Serrin. By the end, over a hundred mages were dead, including all living mages of the higher order. There was a magical explosion right where Shakar was, and it destroyed everything around it, including the buildings. Every living thing in the area was killed. The blast was so intense that it pulverized everything in its path. There were no bodies.”

      “And you’re suggesting Shakar survived that somehow?” Alyx asked.

      “I don’t see how, but nobody ever recovered his body. It was assumed there was nothing left of it after the blast.” He shrugged. “The council truly believes Shakar is dead.”

      Alyx rubbed her forehead, the beginnings of a headache throbbing at her temples. Casovar was a problem, but one that had become almost manageable, or at least one they had a plan to deal with. But Shakar…

      “Suffice to say, we have to take Casovar out cleanly and quickly.” Tarrick leaned forward. “If he’s in league with Shakar—”

      “No,” Cario said decisively. “Casovar is the lesser threat, and there’s a plan in place to deal with him already. If Shakar is truly alive and at the head of this renewed Shiven effort, we are in a world of trouble, and when I say we, I mean everyone from Rionn to Zandia.”

      “Hold up, this doesn’t make a lot of sense.” Alyx shook her head. “Even if we assume Shakar didn’t die, the battle in Serrin took place what... fifty-two years ago? How is it he’s not a doddery old man by now, and why has he waited this long to re-appear?”

      “We talked about this a lot. Your first question could be explained by magic,” Tarrick guessed. “It might be he’s absorbed a power that allows him to extend his life.”

      “If that’s the case, maybe that partially explains why he hasn’t reappeared until now,” Finn said. “Maybe he only discovered the magic recently, sometime in the last few years.”

      “That logic is thin,” Cario said flatly. “I’ve never heard of a mage with the ability to extend his or her life.”

      “That doesn’t mean he didn’t find one. And what if he’s been using all this time to plan?” Dawn spoke into the ensuing silence. “The situation with Shivasa has been building for several years now, same with the threats against the mages. Last time he fought the council he did it openly and they threw everything they had at him. Maybe this time he’s trying to conceal what he’s doing until it’s too late.”

      “By using Shivasa as a tool to achieve his end game?” Finn said. “Which is what exactly?”

      “Last time it was to supplant the Mage Council,” Tarrick said. “He wanted absolute rule over mages.”

      Destroying the council. Those words rang a bell in Alyx’s mind, but Finn spoke before she could chase the thought down.

      “As I keep saying, we need to tell the council about our suspicions,” he said. “If Shakar’s alive, the council is the only entity with the resources to deal with it.”

      “You take this to the council and they’ll laugh you out of the room,” Cario said. “You need proof. If you’re right about Casovar working with Shakar, then he’s the proof you need.”

      “Okay.” Tarrick thought for a moment. “The first thing we need to do is re-form Third Patrol. We may not be at DarkSkull any longer, but we have a battle to fight.”

      “You’re all going to have to be so careful around Casovar,” Alyx said pointedly. “Tarrick, that means no lazy shielding. Do your best to avoid being around him.”

      He gave a short nod, clearly still angry with her.

      Finn rose. “Brynn, will you join us for dinner? I have a million questions for you, and I’m sure Dawn and Tarrick do too.”

      He seemed wary. “I know I’ve upset you, so don’t feel like you have to—”

      “We missed you terribly,” Dawn said. “Please stay.”

      “I’d love to,” he replied.

      “Cario and I should stay close to home in case Casovar has his Mage Guard watching us.” Alyx stood too. “It’s time we start behaving like he’s a genuine threat.”

      “What about Shakar?” Tarrick said. “We need to come up with a plan.”

      “The three of you are exhausted,” Cario said. “And Alyx is right—we shouldn’t linger here too long.”

      “Fortunately he gave you tomorrow off, so we can meet again first thing,” Alyx added.

      Neither Tarrick or the twins protested Alyx and Cario not staying for dinner, and even Dawn seemed cool when saying her farewells.

      “They’ve clearly had an awful time up north, and the Shakar thing has probably been eating at them,” Cario said as they headed home together. “They’ll be in better moods tomorrow.”

      “I hurt them,” she said. “And they’re angry with me. It’s fair enough. I’d be furious in their position.” In fact she had been in their position constantly the past two years, and the anger that caused had never gone away. Instead it continued to simmer inside her. And now she was doing the same thing to others. A rush of bitterness joined the anger and she had to take a deep breath to force it all down.

      “Life doesn’t let you do everything right all the time,” Cario said. “Finn knows that better than the rest of you. They’ll be fine.”

      “I hope so.”

      

      “You’ve been distracted all evening, Aly-girl,” her father said as they settled in his study. “Is everything all right?”

      “The twins and Tarrick came back today,” she said. “We managed to meet this afternoon.”

      “They had news?”

      She nodded distractedly. “Papa, it’s—”

      A soft knock at the door cut off Alyx’s words and they both turned as Safia pushed it open. “Lord Egalion, I wasn’t aware you were expecting visitors, but another lord is approaching the house. He has a retinue with him, but they’re not Bluecoats.”

      Garan frowned. “I’m not expecting any visitors. You’d best show him in. I’ll be right there.”

      “Not Bluecoats,” Alyx murmured to herself as Safia left.

      “Odd,” Garan said. “Presumably the Bluecoats on the gates recognised him though. It’s late for a visit. Maybe he’s one of Sparky’s—”

      “Oh!” Alyx leapt to her feet in realisation and ran for the door, ignoring her father’s startled shout.

      The lord was being shown in by Safia when Alyx came out into the entrance foyer. A step behind him came a muscular warrior with a shaved head and fierce expression.

      “Ladan!” She broke into a run towards him, reading the surprise flashing on his hard face the moment before throwing her arms around him in delight.

      “Aly-girl.” His strong arms closed around her, holding her tightly to him. She buried her face in his neck, embarrassed by the tears threatening. “Are you all right?”

      “I am now.” She swallowed and stepped back, hurriedly wiping at her eyes. “You came.”

      “Lord Egalion, Lord Ladan Mirren of Widow Falls to see you.”

      Safia’s voice echoed across the cavernous foyer. Alyx spun to see her father had reached the hall and stopped dead, staring at Ladan as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. Emotion worked on his face, and his hands clenched and unclenched at his sides.

      “Lord Egalion.” Ladan stepped away from Alyx, shoulders rigid. “I apologise for arriving unannounced at such a late hour.”

      They looked more alike than Alyx had realised, seeing them standing close like this. They were of the same height and colouring, and the strength in Ladan’s features were an echo of his father’s.

      “I am very glad to see you, Ladan.” Garan offered his hand.

      Ladan stared at it for a very long time, before slowly, very slowly, reaching out to take it. “Thank you, sir.”

      And with that, the tension eased slightly.

      “What brings you here?” Alyx broke the silence.

      “I had been considering visiting, as you asked.” His green eyes shifted to her. “And when Dashan arrived on orders from you, Lord Egalion, he told me about Alyx’s courting of Prince Cayr.”

      “I see.” She ignored the despair that surged at the reference to Dashan, and instead focused on the little bit of happiness that came at the realisation Ladan, protective as always, had come to assess her future husband.

      “You’ll stay here, of course.” Garan injected just enough authority into his voice that he gave Ladan no choice. “Your men can be accommodated in the barracks with my Bluecoat detail and your second is of course welcome to stay in the house with us. Safia, please organise the rooms at once.”

      Safia bowed silently and left. Ladan gestured to Romney. “Romney, Lord Garan Egalion. Lord Egalion, this is Romney, my second.”

      “Well met.” Garan nodded acknowledgement.

      “Sir.” Romney bowed his head.

      “We can’t stay long,” Ladan said. “A few days only. Widow Falls remains vulnerable while I’m gone.”

      Yet he’d risked it to come and see her. Warmth filled Alyx, dispelling some of the misery that had been building up in her for days.

      “I’d like to meet Prince Cayr,” he continued now. “And speak with the king, if possible.”

      “I can arrange it,” Garan said.

      “Good. Romney and I will see my men settled in the barracks and then we’ll take our leave for the evening. We’ve ridden a long way today.”

      Garan looked thoroughly bemused as Ladan and his second strode back out the front door. Alyx smiled again.

      “He’s your son.”

      “He’s a grown man,” Garan said, a dazed expression on his face. “I remember a boy.”
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      Alyx arrived at the A’ndreas house the next morning to find Dawn sitting out on the front porch, a little smile on her face as she watched a group of children across the street playing. The smile faded at Alyx’s appearance. “Where’s Cario?”

      Alyx shrugged. “He wasn’t up when I left. Maybe Tarrick’s scowls yesterday scared him off.”

      “He was well within his rights to behave like that, you know.” Dawn looked away. “All of us were.”

      “You’re still angry with me.” Alyx sighed and took a seat beside her friend.

      “We talked a lot with Brynn last night. He tried to explain why he hadn’t told us, and I do understand, but at the same time... ”

      “Knowing there are good reasons for being lied to doesn’t help much does it?” Alyx said as Dawn trailed off. “I’m sorry.”

      “I thought that we trusted each other above everything else.” Dawn’s voice was sad, and it cut through Alyx like a knife. “But you prioritised Brynn.”

      “Dawn, I—”

      “I’m not angry anymore, truly.” Dawn turned to her with a smile that seemed genuine. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

      Alyx hesitated, wanting to continue the conversation, to fix what she suddenly felt had been broken somehow. But the words weren’t there, and Dawn was already getting to her feet.

      

      “Where’s the traitor?” Tarrick asked when Dawn and Alyx joined the young men in the front room.

      “Still asleep, I think,” Alyx said, rubbing at tired eyes. “But someone else is coming to join us. Ladan arrived in the city last night.”

      Almost as soon as the words were out of her mouth, a knock sounded at the front door. Dawn left them to get it, and moments later Ladan’s tall frame filled the doorway.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he said, serious as always.

      “Come in, Lord Mirren.” Finn gestured for him to enter. “Can we get you anything?”

      “No thank you, we’re fine.”

      We?

      Alyx’s gaze went straight to the man that came through the doorway behind Ladan, her heart thudding against her chest at the unexpected sight of Dashan. She took a step towards him before she’d even realised it, wanting to throw her arms around him and feel his settle around her. He didn’t notice, gaze firmly directed away from her.

      “Team.” He grinned at them all. “I heard we’re back to secret meetings and plotting. Did my invitation get lost in the mail?”

      “Dashan! Where have you been?” Tarrick rose to shake his hand. “We asked at the barracks for you yesterday but Nario said you were off on some secret assignment.”

      “I’d tell you but then I’d have to kill you,” Dashan said easily, clapping Finn on the back and flashing his smile at Dawn and Brynn. He continued not looking at Alyx, and it stung. Her heart ached—with him away she’d been able to ignore how badly she missed him, but to see him alive and well and so close... it hurt more than she’d imagined it would.

      “What is it that you have to tell us?” Ladan asked impatiently.

      The attention of the room swung to the lord of Widow Falls. Alyx hid a smile, glad for something else to focus on. Dashan settled back in a chair and put his boots up on the table. She fought not to roll her eyes, gesturing for Tarrick to fill them in. The Zandian spoke quickly and concisely. As he did, Ladan’s expression turned grim, while Dashan’s eyebrows shot skyward and he gave a low whistle.

      “Why are we having this conversation without my father, the king or the prince in the room?” Ladan demanded as soon as Tarrick finished.

      “Because we haven’t had time to plan our next step yet, and I think we need to consider it very carefully,” Tarrick answered. “The fact that so many people in close contact with Casovar already know is bad enough. We shouldn’t widen that circle unless we really have to.”

      Ladan nodded sharply, seeming to accept that. “The Mage Council needs to be told at once.”

      “You think they’ll believe us without any evidence? Half-trained apprentice mages who have been out of their control for several months?” Alyx asked her brother.

      His jaw tightened. “Then what are you planning to do about it?”

      “Our priority is to get proof,” Tarrick said.

      Dashan lifted an eyebrow. “And where exactly do you think you’re going to find that convenient proof lying around?”

      “Casovar’s house,” Finn said, unravelling a folded piece of paper onto the table. “Dawn and I drew this up last night. Casovar’s home is in the rich quarter right on the riverbank. Luckily for us, it’s built higher than the homes around it. You can see his upper level from a row of warehouses across the other side of the river. Three of them are currently empty.” He pointed to the hand-drawn map.

      It was the first time Alyx had heard the plan, and it sounded pretty thin. “You think there is proof of Shakar’s existence in Casovar’s house?”

      Dashan shifted forward to look at the map, eyes narrowing as he studied it. Ladan joined him, pushing Finn out of the way. The scholar sighed and ceded the space. “If Casovar is working for Shakar, then they must be communicating somehow. I doubt Casovar is keeping records of that in his offices at the palace. Too much chance someone might stumble over it.”

      That was true enough, and Dashan’s little nod indicated he agreed. She couldn’t help looking at him, trying to see how he was. His hair was longer than regulation length, curling over his ears, and he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, but he seemed well. In fact, he looked good—her attraction to him hadn’t faded at all, her mind conjuring up the memories of the last time he’d kissed her. Roughly, she pushed them out of her mind, burying the pain that went with them.

      “They could be communicating telepathically,” Dawn added. “But it’s not the easiest method for complex planning, so we have to hope there are some physical records.”

      Alyx tore her eyes from Dashan and rubbed at the growing ache in her temples. “So if not at the offices, then there’s a chance he keeps them at his house. We’ll have to break in.”

      “Given his house is right on the river, it would be best to swim in. No more than two people or the risk of being spotted is too high.” Dashan was still looking at the map. “Dawn, you and someone else can sit in a warehouse and keep watch. If the alarm is raised, you’ll know and can contact those inside the house instantly.”

      “Then I have to go in,” Alyx said. “Dawn can speak to me clearly and quickly.”

      Dashan nodded, still not looking at her. Even so, his next words set her heart thumping. “I agree. I’ll be the one to go with you.”

      “I think I would be better to go,” Tarrick disagreed.

      “Council spy sitting right here,” Brynn spoke up. “I’ve sort of been trained for this type of thing.”

      “No,” Tarrick said. “I want you focusing all your efforts on finding alternative avenues of proof of Shakar’s existence. We can’t rely only on Casovar. I’ll go in with Alyx.”

      “Alyx and I grew up here. We know the area, and probably Casovar’s household, much better than you do,” Dashan pointed out. “In the event we get spotted, we may be able to talk our way out of it. If a Zandian mage is caught inside Casovar’s house, how do you propose to explain yourself?”

      Tarrick looked at Dashan, clearly weighing the sense of what he’d said. Dashan smiled to break the tension. “How about you and Cario loiter in the streets around Casovar’s home? If we’re spotted and the alarm is raised, you can create a diversion for the Mage Guard until Alyx and I get clear.”

      “Fine,” Tarrick said decisively. “If Cario ever makes an appearance. Dawn and Finn will take up an observation post in the warehouse. Alyx, we’ll need to run this by your father first. And Prince Cayr.”

      “No.” She shook her head decisively. “Cayr can’t afford even a whisper to get out that he was involved in breaking into one of his lord’s homes. Neither can my father. It would destroy their credibility with the lords, not to mention ruin our plan.”

      “You’re betrothed to the prince. It’s not like you could afford to get caught either,” Ladan pointed out.

      Across the room, Dashan stiffened. Alyx glanced at him, then immediately looked away at the hard expression on his face. “I won’t get caught. We do this on our own.”

      Dawn added, “besides, all of this falls apart the instant Casovar reads something of our plans in your thoughts, so the fewer people who know, the safer.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Finn said, glancing at his sister. “I’ve still got an almost constant headache from all the practicing you’ve been making us do.”

      “And Casovar has no reason to be within a mile of me, so we’re fine,” Dashan added dryly.

      Now it was Alyx’s turn to freeze, guilty knowledge instantly making her afraid everyone would guess Dashan was a Taliath. Instead, all eyes shifted to Ladan, who they already knew as a Taliath.

      “If Casovar is working for Shakar, would he report Lord Mirren to the council?” Finn asked.

      “I am standing here,” Ladan spoke tersely. “Casovar doesn’t scare me, but there’s no sense in being foolish. I have no need to go anywhere near him.”

      “I think we should do this tonight. We really can’t afford to put it off any longer,” Tarrick said.

      Alyx’s breath caught—so quickly. But Ladan had been right. If Shakar was alive... the sooner the council acted the better.

      “All right,” Dashan said.

      “I should go.” Alyx stood. The walls of the room were beginning to press in, and she needed to get out, breathe some fresh air.

      “I’ll come with you,” Ladan said.

      Tarrick nodded. “We’ll stay and plan in more detail for tonight. If anything changes, we’ll find a way to get you a message at the palace. Alyx, if you find Cario, fill him in?”

      “I will. See you later.”

      Finn followed them out. Sighing inwardly, but not surprised, Alyx gestured to Ladan to go ahead and waited for Finn to catch up. They lingered on the front step awkwardly for a moment. Eventually Finn took a breath, looking like he was searching for the right words. “This is not me trying to pry into your personal life, but I wanted to ask... are you happy? About marrying Cayr, I mean.”

      “It’s... complicated,” she admitted. “Marrying him is the best way to force Casovar out of Rionn, especially if we can’t find proof of his connection to Shakar. And you know I love Cayr.”

      His mouth quirked. “A friendly warning, then. You and Dashan just spent that entire discussion pretending like the other didn’t exist. I’m astonished Dawn didn’t pick up on the wall of tension between the two of you. If she wasn’t so upset over Brynn and Shakar, she would have.”

      The last thing she wanted was Finn trying to work out why she’d decided to marry Cayr. She needed him to believe it was for the reasons she stated. So she forced a laugh. “Come on, you know Dashan and I are regularly angry at each other. That’s all it is.”

      “I’m not an idiot,” he said. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but don’t lie to me.”

      “Ok, fine. I don’t want to talk about it,” she snapped, pushed to anger by his questions and her own fear.

      Finn stiffened. “I won’t mention it again.”

      She immediately felt bad, and an apology was on the tip of her tongue, but he’d already turned and walked back inside.

      “Dammit!” She lashed out with her foot, kicking the wall by the door hard. The throbbing at her temples had evolved into a full headache by the time she joined Ladan, waiting with the horses out in the street.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She sighed. “I’m frustrated. Dealing with Casovar every day is not easy. And now with Shakar of all people... how do we deal with that?”

      He moved closer. “Is that all that’s bothering you?”

      She huffed out another sigh. “No.”

      “What do big brothers do, Aly-girl?”

      She looked up at him, so tall and formidable. “Look after their baby sisters.”

      A smile curled at the corners of his mouth. “We don’t really have to talk about you and courting, though, do we?”

      Alyx chuckled. “Nobody is allowed to court me, then? Just so we’re clear.”

      “That’s absolutely right. You’re too young.”

      Now she laughed. “I’m eighteen, big brother. Besides, good luck trying to beat up the prince of Rionn.”

      “Right.” He frowned.

      “Cayr is my oldest friend. He’s good to me,” she said honestly. “Don’t blame him for any of this.”

      “I don’t care how good or decent anybody else is, Aly-girl, I just want to make sure you’re happy and safe.”

      “Cayr wants the same things for me.”

      “You’re still too young for a betrothal.” He scowled. “What does our father say about it?”

      “Our father has expected Cayr and I to marry since we were children. He’s approved it.” She smiled. “What about you?”

      Ladan’s eyebrows shot up. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re twenty-two. You should be courting some young noblewoman by now, subject to my approval, of course.”

      “I don’t have time for that.”

      “You don’t have time, or you don’t have the faintest clue how to talk to women?” Alyx burst out laughing as the scowl on her brother’s face deepened. “You know you can’t court anyone when you’re throwing every single person who sets foot on your land out on their ear. Or when you’re scowling horribly at them like you are at me right now.”

      “I’m too busy for courting,” he snapped. “And I don’t want some pampered, perfectly coiffed, gossipy court girl either.”

      “I understand that.” Alyx’s smile faded. “I have to go.”

      “I know,” he said. “If you want to… you know, talk… uh… I’m here.”

      “Thanks, big brother.” She leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m really glad you’re here.”

      

      Alyx arrived home to find Cario sitting on the top step, bulging saddlebags at his side. His horse was lazily cropping grass by the driveway and he held a bulky package in his hands. As she grew closer, she realised it was a letter. He wasn’t wearing his black mage robes and dread began uncurling inside her stomach. Part of her already knew what was coming.

      Dismounting, she walked over to the base of the steps, looking up at him. “Where were you this morning?”

      “Writing this.” He held up the letter. “It’s for my family, telling them I’m officially resigning from the mage order.”

      The words were like a blow, but she tried to keep her voice even. “You’re leaving.”

      Her gave her a wry smile. “You’re a smart one, Egalion.”

      “I’m not. I just know what running away looks like,” she said coldly, anger covering up the hurt that was rising like a tide. “I thought you came here to join me.”

      “That was before Shakar was alive.” Cario rose gracefully to his feet and walked down to stand in front of her. The sun lit the golden tints in his curls, making it difficult to look straight at him. “I have no desire to be part of a war, and that’s exactly where you’re heading.”

      She gaped at him. “You think I want to be part of a war? Cario, you know as well as anyone that none of this is what I wanted. I wanted Cayr and marriage and a quiet life amongst the court of Alistriem. Not being a mage. Not Shakar. None of it.”

      “That’s where we’re the same,” he said intensely. “I came here to be part of that life—to be at your side when you were queen. I enjoy politics, and I like and respect you, and I knew we could be a good team.”

      “We don’t always get what we want,” she said savagely. “And be careful, because sometimes when you get what you thought you wanted, it’s far from perfect.”

      He let out a mirthless laugh. “So I’m guessing your betrothal to the prince isn’t as wonderful and perfect as you’ve been making it out to be. I figured. The difference between you and me is that I’m willing to walk away from who I am. I don’t need the rich family or the power, and I don’t have to be a mage. I’m done.”

      “How can you walk away when you know Shakar is alive? After everything we learned at DarkSkull about what happened last time.”

      “You should be asking yourself the opposite question,” he countered. “What difference will I make against a mage like Shakar? None. Everything is a choice, Alyx. You don’t have to make it your responsibility to fight him.”

      “I’m not. It’s the council’s responsibility. It’s mine to help them.”

      “Help the murderers of children and innocents?” Cario’s mouth curled. “Really? Help the men who have manipulated you and lied to you because they covet your power?” He paused, his voice turning pointed. “Help the council that would murder the man you’re in love with because of what he is?”

      Alyx blanched, taking almost a full step back. The terror rose up unbidden, and Cario must have seen something of it in her face, because he shifted closer, voice lowering.

      “I will never tell another living soul, you have my word,” he murmured. “But if I figured it out, others will.”

      She felt sick. “How did you... ”

      “You forget I’m an outsider with intimate knowledge of the council. I’ve seen Taliath potentials before, and I had not known Dashan before we met. I had no pre-conceptions of the man. Fortunately, none of the DarkSkull masters had as much exposure to him as I did last year, but you cannot allow him to go back there with you. You understand?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Genuine surprise flashed over his face, and then he frowned. “I assumed you knew. I admit I was surprised you’d brought him to DarkSkull with you, but then I supposed you hadn’t had any control over who was in your protective detail. Your father, surely, must have known?”

      “He didn’t tell me until very recently,” she said, bitterness filling her voice.

      Cario nodded in realisation. “And so you agreed to marry the prince. That explains so much. I should have seen it.”

      “This isn’t the point.” She shook her head, changing the subject back. “You know how much I hate the council, what they’ve done. I don’t trust them for a second. But it’s not about the council. It’s about protecting my home, the people I love. My magic allows me to do that.”

      “I have neither a home, nor a family I care to protect.” He stepped back. “So I’m choosing to walk away.”

      The anger and hurt and fear were swirling in her chest, and it was impossible to tell which emotion was the strongest. In the end, she was simply left feeling weary, the headache back to throbbing at her temples.

      “Fine,” she said. “Good luck, Cario. It was nice knowing you.”

      Without giving him a chance to respond, she turned and walked up the steps and inside the house.

      She didn’t look back.
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      Alyx only had to work in the mage offices for an hour or so before the excuse of afternoon tea allowed her to escape mid-afternoon. Cayr joined Alyx, Ladan and her father at the Egalion home, the invitation a result of Ladan’s request to meet the prince. Cayr was fascinated to meet Alyx’s older brother, and Ladan was civil, although she was amused to note he did not make it easy for Cayr to converse with him.

      Conversation stayed purely casual. Unless they had something specific to discuss, they never brought up or referenced their planning when together. Not only did Casovar have telepathic magic, but Alyx’s father was unconvinced the lord-mage wasn’t using other methods of spying.

      “That Mage Guard are a disreputable lot,” he’d told Alyx. “And I wouldn’t bank on Casovar not having his own spies.”

      Personally, she thought Brynn would have found out by now if Casovar had spies of his own. The man was so arrogant with his power, he probably didn’t think he needed anything more than his own abilities. But it was always wise to be cautious.

      “Did Tarrick and the twins bring any interesting news back with them?” Cayr asked carefully as dinner wound up.

      “There is news, but it’s not certain. I’d rather wait until we’re more confident before I talk to you both.”

      “It’s bad, though.” Her father correctly read the grimness in her tone.

      “It could be,” she said carefully, sharing a look with her brother. “But we need confirmation. As soon as there is something to tell, I’ll fill you both in. I promise.”

      “All right, Aly-girl.”

      As the sun began lowering in the sky, Ladan and Garan made their excuses, and Cayr asked her to take a walk in the gardens with him.

      “Could we eat breakfast together tomorrow instead?” she asked. “I’m feeling really tired. I might have an early night.”

      He frowned in concern. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine, it’s probably the heat.” She touched his hand. “Come for breakfast?”

      A smile curled at his mouth. “I will.”

      

      In her bedroom, Alyx changed quickly before slipping out the window. She wore simple clothing, not wanting to be marked as either mage or noble. After a fierce internal debate, she left her staff behind—it was always a reassuring weight between her shoulders but it was also distinctive. Something people might remember later. Her mage knife sat in its usual place in her right boot. Her long hair was braided tightly at the base of her neck.

      Instead of riding Tingo down to the city, which would have been far too conspicuous, Alyx cut through the palace gardens and used the faint trail she, Cayr and Dashan had marked out as children. It took her all the way down the forested hillside to the docks.

      The evening was still warm, despite the fading light of day, and by the time Alyx reached the docks almost an hour later she was sweating lightly. The area was alive with people taking advantage of the balmy weather. Small boats dotted the bay, visible by the little lanterns hanging from their sterns. Unbidden, the memory of a night-time sailing trip with Dashan broke into her thoughts—curled up with him on the deck, watching the stars as he taught her their names. The slide of his body along hers as they kissed. His soft laughter in her ear.

      Enough! She deliberately erased the memory from her thoughts and focused on what was ahead. The last thing she could afford was distraction. That was over and done with, no matter how much it hurt.

      From the docks, Alyx cut through the back streets of the wharf district and headed straight for richer quarter along the river. Tarrick and Dashan lingered on the pavement outside one of the busier inns, looking to any passers-by like good friends out for the evening.

      “Cario?” Tarrick lifted his eyebrows when she appeared alone.

      “Not coming,” she said shortly, then summoned her magic and reached out for Dawn. “We’re here and ready to go.”

      “Finn and I are in the warehouse. We’ve got a good view over the river to Casovar’s home.”

      “The twins are in position.” Alyx opened her eyes. “Let’s go.”

      Affecting laughter and ease, the three of them strolled towards the river before splitting up. Alyx and Dashan made their way through the rich quarter towards the most palatial homes along the riverbank. Like her, Dashan was out of uniform. He wore a simple knife at his waist, and his sword wrapped up in oilskin and concealed under a cloak.

      Neither of them spoke.

      They circled Casovar’s home from a block away, standing in the shadows of a street corner and studying the place for a while. Lights lit up some of the windows, but the majority were dark. The gates were shut, two of the red-cloaked Mage Guard standing out front. Alyx hoped that Casovar would still be at the palace, but his servants would likely be awake and preparing for his return. Jenna, too, would be home.

      “Dash and I are ready to go in. What can you tell us?” Alyx sent to Dawn.

      “I don’t think Casovar is home yet. The top floor is dark. Jenna is home—I can pick up the thoughts of one of the servants helping her with a bath, and there are others awake on the ground floor, in the kitchen, I think. Finn can’t see anything unusual in the grounds. It seems like a regular night in the house.”

      “Good. We’ll go in now.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Dawn says it’s all clear,” Alyx murmured, speaking for the first time.

      Dashan nodded, his dark eyes scanning the home. “Good.”

      He led the way as they headed down the street and ducked into a narrow alley between two high-walled estates. The dark space led down to the banks of the river, with the walls of each property running all the way into the water. The night was humid and still, and dark water lapped gently against the shore.

      “You know how to swim, right?” Dashan raised his eyebrows as he shrugged off his cloak and left it lying in a dark corner.

      Grabbing onto his attempt at normality, Alyx shot him a mock scowl before wading out into the cool water, diving underneath as soon as it was deep enough.

      Swimming under the dock of the nearest estate, they stuck close to the bank and eventually came up underneath the wooden dock of the Casovar home. A single boat was moored there, empty and dark. When nothing loomed out of the night, they swam under the dock to the shore and came out of the water in its shadow. The house loomed over them—only a back garden separated them from its stone walls.

      “There will be guards patrolling the garden,” Dashan murmured, crouching beside her. “Can you tell where they are?”

      His close presence was distracting, and she had to concentrate hard to summon her magic to reach out and pick up the thoughts of anyone nearby. Seconds later, she heard two distinctive thought patterns. One man was thinking longingly of the end of his shift, while the other was focused on memories of a brothel he’d visited the night before. Ugh!

      “Straight through there.” She opened her eyes and pointed. “Two of them walking backwards and forwards in a straight line.”

      Dashan snorted. “Far from Blue Guard material. Let’s go.”

      They ran forward at a crouch, ducking into the garden well away from where the guards were. They used the shadows cast by a line of trees to sneak past and reach the house.

      “Casovar’s quarters are all on the top floor, even his office,” Dashan murmured as the two of them slipped inside a side door, finding themselves in a dim, empty corridor. Water dripped from their soaked clothing, and Alyx could only hope the wet patch on the floor wouldn’t be noticed in the darkness. It someone came along here with a lamp, they were sunk.

      “How do you know?”

      “I might have been chatting to one of the servant girls earlier today.”

      Alyx fought not to roll her eyes. “I don’t suppose this servant girl told you where the servant stairs are, did she?”

      “Follow me.” His grin flashed at her as he moved off, eventually stopping by a small door and turning to raise his eyebrows at Alyx. A touch of magic assured her nobody was on the stairs, so she nodded and they slipped through into the narrow stairwell.

      Plush carpet lining the hall on the top floor forced them to walk carefully along the edges, hoping the water dripping off them wouldn’t be immediately noticeable to anyone coming upstairs. No lamps had been lit, but moonlight shone through a couple of open doorways where curtains inside hadn’t been drawn closed.

      “Dawn, we’re on the top floor. Anything to worry about?”

      “We can’t see any lights on up there,” Dawn responded instantly. “I can’t sense any minds either.”

      “The twins don’t think anyone is up here,” Alyx said softly.

      “According to the servant I spoke to, Casovar’s study is down the end of this main hall. How about you take that and I’ll go through his bedroom?” Dashan asked.

      “Sure. Be quick as you can. I want to get out of here before he returns.”

      Alyx used another touch of telepathic magic as she opened the door to Casovar’s study and slipped inside. She didn’t pick up any thoughts and relaxed slightly, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dim interior.

      A large desk sat over by the window, covered in papers and books. A tall bookcase covered most of the wall to her right, and a fireplace the wall to her left. Moonlight shone through the arched windows, pooling on the desk and giving just enough light to see by. A glance out the window showed all was quiet along the riverbank, so Alyx sat and began going through the papers.

      It was a tedious job. She scanned through summaries of mining agreements, farming in the south and personnel reports on Casovar’s staff. She got through to the bottom of the first pile without finding anything of relevance to Shakar.

      The second and third piles were more interesting, dealing with Rionn’s military deployment along the border and into the disputed area. She read these more carefully, but there was nothing untoward about them that she could tell. Most of the reports were written by army commanders detailing their unit’s activities. A few had been written by Dashan’s father, protesting the number of Bluecoats Casovar wanted sent north.

      The more time that passed, the more the kernel of anxiousness in her chest—there since they’d entered the house—began to grow. By the time she’d finished searching through everything on the desk, it was beating at her like a drum. They’d been inside too long, and Casovar would surely be back soon. He never stayed much later than this at the palace.

      From the desk she moved to the bookcase, scanning the shelves for anything out of place. Nothing jumped out at her, and she concluded that there was nothing to be found in Casovar’s office.

      “Alyx, his carriage is coming down the street. He’ll be there in minutes.”

      Dawn’s calm voice was a sharp counterpoint to the panic that leaped through Alyx. Opening the study door, she glanced about to make sure the hall was empty, then left in search of Dashan.

      “Two Mage Guard heading for the stairs!” Dawn was far less calm now.

      At the same moment, the door down the end of the hall clicked, and Dashan appeared. He mimed to Alyx that he was coming, and started moving towards her.

      “Hey! Who are you?”

      Alyx froze. Two red-cloaked soldiers appeared at the top of the main stairs at the end of the hall. At the sight of the two strangers in the dim hallway they reached instantly for their swords.

      Dashan—much closer than Alyx—spun to face them, drawing his sword at the same time. Moonlight falling through a nearby window danced on the blade as the guards rushed him without further challenge.

      By the time Alyx reached him, Dashan had killed both soldiers. She skidded to a halt, wincing as more shouts sounded below and the alarm spread through the house—someone had heard the dead guard’s challenge.

      A moment later, the tell-tale whine of a crossbow bolt sounded from the shadows at the top of the stairs.

      There was no time to think. No time to wonder whether she could do it.

      Shouting incoherently, she slammed the end of her staff into the ground and summoned a flood of magic. A green-edged mage shield sprung into existence around her and Dashan. Less than a second later, two crossbow bolts slammed into the shield with a static hiss and dropped to the ground. More bolts followed, all crashing harmlessly into the shield.

      Jayn’s magic. She had it. Her heart thudded in belated relief. They’d almost both died standing there in the hallway.

      “He’s seen our faces.” Dashan spoke before she could think, running forward and straight through her shield. She stared at him—the first evidence she’d ever seen of Taliath invulnerability shocking her into stillness. She barely processed as he reached the top of the stairs before the crossbowmen could reload, sword slashing down quickly.

      “Alyx!” he snapped.

      He was running back towards her, heedless of what he’d done, sword dripping blood. Shaking herself in an attempt to regain focus, she urged Dashan back towards Casovar’s office.

      “There’s no way out this way,” he shouted, glancing back. The sounds of bootsteps on the stairs were growing louder.

      Ignoring him, she pulled Dashan into Casovar’s office and slammed the door behind them.

      “What now?” Dashan demanded.

      Alyx swung her staff and sent a tightly controlled ball of energy at the study windows. It smashed the lock and sent the windows swinging outwards.

      “Come on!” She grabbed his hand and dragged him towards the window.

      “Alyx, we’re four floors up!” he protested.

      “Trust me!”

      He hesitated, met her eyes, then nodded. She continued their momentum and they leaped up into the window ledge, and then out into the night.

      Alyx summoned every inch of Mika’s ability she could muster and used it to halt their fall. The effort required almost beat her; Dashan was heavy, and she was barely able to stop them both plummeting to their deaths. Right at the end, her strength ran out and they dropped the last few metres into the river.

      River water ran into her mouth and nose as she plunged deep. Kicking upwards, she broke the surface, spluttering and rubbing water from her eyes. Weariness pulled at her, making her limbs lethargic and slow. She pushed through, forced her will on her body to keep moving. Her magic had faded to a dull flicker. The shield and subsequent use of flying magic had utterly drained her.

      “We have to swim across to the other side,” Dashan called. “They’ll be after us any minute.”

      She nodded, trying to regain her breath. He swam over, wrapping a solid arm around her and helping her swim. They managed to make it to the shore as shouts and footsteps sounded on the Casovar dock, along with several bobbing lanterns. Alyx staggered out of the water, still supported by Dashan’s arm.

      “The Mage Guard will be searching the streets any moment, not to mention Casovar,” Dashan said. “We need to hole up somewhere. My father’s house is only a couple of streets away.”

      “Won’t he protest if we show up there?” Her teeth chattered, the drain of her magic use leaving her defenceless against the cold water soaking her clothes, even though it was a warm night. “Not to mention ask a lot of questions.”

      “As far as I know, my room is still empty.” Dashan gave her a quick smile. “And we both know I’m a master of sneaking in and out of my room without him knowing.”

      Alyx chuckled wearily. “Fair enough, let’s go.”

      “Can you let Dawn know what’s happening? It would be good to know where Tarrick is. And she and Finn should get clear of that warehouse as quickly as they can.”

      She shook her head. “Need a minute before I can use magic again.”

      His arm around her shoulders tightened, and she ignored the worry that flickered over his face. Instead she focused on forcing her legs to stay upright as they moved away.

      They made it the short distance through the streets without encountering any of the Mage Guard. Dashan led her along the back wall of his father’s home, and in through a tiny side gate. Fortunately, his room was on the ground floor, and the spare key he’d always kept hidden in a bush beneath the window was still there. He opened the window and helped her into the dark room.

      “Safe,” she said in relief, closing the window behind him and sagging against the wall.

      “And soaking wet,” he noted. “I’ll go find us some towels.”

      He ducked out the door, and Alyx slumped into one of the chairs by the window, her mind going back over the events of the evening. They’d been caught, but the only two guards who’d clearly seen Dashan’s face were dead. Unfortunately, she’d found nothing at all to prove Shakar’s existence.

      Dashan eventually reappeared with one arm full of towels, the other carrying two mugs of steaming liquid. “Found some soup heating in the kitchen,” he explained. “It should help restore your energy.”

      “Thanks.” She took the mug and sipped at the soup. It was delicious, filling her body with warmth. As she drank, Dashan wrapped a towel around her to soak up some of the river water, then busied himself lighting the lamp sitting by his bed. The soup restored enough energy that she could coax the tiny reserves of her power into life.

      “Dawn?”

      “Alyx, are you all right?” Relief and worry mixed in her friend’s mental voice. “Casovar’s home is lit up like a beacon and the streets are crawling with Mage Guard and City Guard officers.”

      Alyx closed her eyes, fighting through her weariness. “We were seen inside the house, but got away. Dashan got us to his father’s house and we’re holed up there. Let Tarrick know we’re safe, and all of you need to get out of the area.”

      “Will do. Did you find anything?”

      “No, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. Is there anything else we can do?”

      “Go home and keep safe for now. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      “Dawn?” Dashan asked when she opened her eyes. He’d taken the other chair, his soup already finished.

      “Yes. You were right—the streets are crawling with soldiers. Good idea to come here.”

      “Did you find anything back there?” he asked.

      “Nothing at all, and I had a pretty good look through everything in his study.”

      “Me neither. There was nothing in his room but closets full of expensive clothing.” Dashan stood again, running a hand through his hair in frustration. “Damn, we obviously looked in the wrong place!”

      “I have no idea what we’re going to do next.” Alyx sighed, bitter disappointment filling her.

      “We’ll think of something,” he said, then paused, looking at her. “Or maybe Brynn will find something. If Shakar really is out there, then there is evidence of it. There has to be.”

      “I suppose.”

      Silence fell for a while as Alyx finished her soup then placed it on a small table nearby. By then her headache was throbbing again and she sank further into the chair, one hand lifting to rub uselessly at her temples.

      “I want you to tell me what’s wrong.” Dashan’s voice had that determined quality that she hated. Frowning, she met his dark gaze.

      “Isn’t it obvious? We got caught breaking into Casovar’s home, and killed two of his guards, all for nothing.”

      “No, there’s something else. You forget how well I know you.” His eyes searched her face. “I’ve been away weeks, and the change in you is obvious.”

      “I’m fine. I’m just tired.”

      “Dammit, Alyx!” He shot to his feet, eyes snapping with anger. “I let you go because I thought he would make you happy, I thought it was what you wanted. I can’t sit here and see your misery and not try and help.”

      “It is what I wanted.”

      “Then what’s wrong?” he demanded.

      “I can’t… ” She took a breath. “I can’t talk to you about this.”

      The anger faded from his face, to be replaced by hurt. “As much as I try, I can’t regret what happened between us, but sometimes I wish I hadn’t been so stupid.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re far out of my reach. You always have been and always will be. I should never have allowed myself to love you, I should have known better. I could never compare to what you have with Cayr,” he said wretchedly. “And now you won’t even talk to me anymore.”

      “Love me?” Her voice came out strangled, her chest flooded with emotion.

      He cocked his head, gaze softer than she’d ever seen it. “Oh, Alyx, wasn’t it obvious?”

      She couldn’t say anything. She wanted to tell him everything, that he was the only one she wanted to talk to, that hiding everything inside was killing her, that she missed him and wanted him.

      But she held back. She couldn’t tell him any of those things.

      He nodded sadly when she didn’t respond. “I think we should stay here for the night. Take the bed, I’m going to go and find another spare room.”

      She nodded, her throat still too full to speak. She wanted him to stay, was confused and dismayed at how much she wanted him to share the bed with her, but all the words stayed clogged inside her, unable to be expressed.

      “I’ll come wake you before dawn,” he said, then left.

      The tears came once the door was closed, silent and streaming down her face until she thought they’d never stop.
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      Alyx crept home in the half hour before dawn, stripped off her clothing and fell into her soft bed. By the time she woke again, morning sunlight was streaming through her window. Her magic reserves were back, not quite at full strength, but enough to use. The headache had gone too, though weariness still tugged at her.

      Her father and Cayr were both in the dining room when she walked in, finishing up their breakfast. Ladan was nowhere to be seen. Belatedly, she remembered that she’d promised to have breakfast with Cayr. Guilt joined the tangle of emotions bottled up inside her chest.

      “It’s unlike you to be up so long after dawn these days, Alyx.” Her father greeted her with a smile.

      “I must have been tired.” She smiled and leaned down to kiss his cheek. “Good morning, both of you.”

      “Ladan is up and out already.” Garan answered her unasked question. “I have no idea where. The same applies to your friend Cario—Safia told me he packed his things and left yesterday.”

      “He’s gone from Alistriem. It’s a long story.” After serving herself some porridge from the side table, Alyx took the seat beside Cayr. She was ravenous after the previous night’s activities, and dived straight into her breakfast.

      “Orange juice?” Cayr passed her a glass.

      “Thanks.”

      “Do you feel better this morning?” he asked. “You still look pale.”

      “I’m fine.” She found a smile for him. “I’m sorry I was late for breakfast.”

      Their comfortable silence was interrupted soon after by the front bell ringing through the house. Shortly after, Safia appeared with Lord-Mage Casovar in tow. Alyx tensed. Cayr glanced at her, then discreetly reached out to touch her hand.

      Garan rose to his feet. “Lord-Mage, this is a surprise.”

      “I apologise for calling on you so early, Lord Egalion,” Casovar said, bowing his head when he caught sight of Cayr. “Your Highness.”

      “Lord-Mage,” Cayr said pleasantly.

      “No need to apologise.” Garan resumed his seat. “Prince Cayr was just sharing breakfast with my daughter and me. Can I have the servants get you anything?”

      “I’m fine, thank you.” Casovar glanced at Alyx, grey eyes as cold as always. She stared back as calmly as she could, inwardly shoring up her mental shield.

      “What can I do for you this morning?” her father asked, drawing Casovar’s gaze away. Her shoulders relaxed a little. Cayr’s hand on hers tightened momentarily, and she squeezed back.

      “I have some disturbing news.” Casovar’s gaze flickered between all three of them. “My home was broken into last night. Two Mage Guard soldiers were killed in the process, and as you can imagine, I’m quite upset about the whole affair.”

      Garan looked genuinely startled. “Do you know who was behind it?”

      “Not yet,” Casovar said. “But there were two intruders; one was a Taliath, the other a mage.”

      A cold fist of dread closed around Alyx’s heart, and she was more grateful than she could say for Cayr’s quick and casual response.

      “A mage and a Taliath?” The prince allowed a touch of incredulity to fill his voice. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      Alyx fought to maintain a calm expression. Where had Casovar gotten the impression that one of the intruders was Taliath? He hadn’t been there. Only the two dead guards had seen Dashan.

      “Surely you must be mistaken.” Garan frowned. “I know you’re aware of my past, Lord-Mage, but I can assure you I didn’t break into your house last night. There are few, if any, other Taliath living—certainly none in Rionn.”

      Alyx was impressed by her father’s ability to lie so well, although she supposed it gave him confidence knowing Casovar couldn’t read his thoughts.

      “I am certain, Lord Egalion,” Casovar said. “More, I believe the Taliath is Shiven.”

      Garan cocked his head, giving a perfect impression of genuine puzzlement. “Why do you think that?”

      “I’m a mage of the higher order. That gives me many... specialist abilities.”

      It wasn’t an answer, but Garan let it go with a little shrug. Alyx tried to keep her expression interested and slightly puzzled. She didn’t dare say anything, terrified the guilty knowledge would be written all over her face.

      Cayr smoothly changed the subject. “What’s being done to find them?”

      “The Mage Guard is investigating the matter as a priority. Witnesses report that the mage had the ability to fly. It is a unique talent amongst mages, and it shouldn’t take long to identify them if they trained at DarkSkull Hall. Once I have the mage, it won’t be long until we have the Taliath in hand also.”

      “If the Taliath was Shiven, then the mage probably was too,” Garan said dismissively. “Which means it is unlikely they trained at DarkSkull.”

      “Perhaps,” Casovar acknowledged.

      “I will speak to my father about this,” Cayr said. “I’m sure he will devote whatever resources you need to find the intruders.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “I share your concern over the affair, of course, but is there a reason you’ve come here this morning, Lord-Mage Casovar?” Garan asked.

      Casovar’s cold grey eyes glanced at Alyx for a moment before he turned back to her father, a cool smile on his face.

      “I thought you should know. Whatever prompted the break in may lead these intruders to invade other wealthy residences. You might wish to consider increasing your guard.”

      “Was anything taken from your residence?”

      “Nothing at all.”

      Garan stood. “It sounds to me like the invasion of your home may have been a more personal attack. Perhaps the intruders expected you to be home. I think you’re the one who should increase his guard.”

      Casovar’s mouth thinned. “I have no need of guards with my magic.”

      “Indeed.” Garan smiled. “And as a Taliath, I could say the same. Good day, Lord-Mage.”

      It was a dismissal, albeit a polite one, and Casovar stiffened. Alyx had rarely been more impressed by her father.

      “Good day.” Casovar turned to go, then paused. “I ask that you keep the details of what I’ve told you confidential. It will assist in verifying witness or other reports if it is not widely known that the intruders were mage and Taliath. My servants have already been given strict instructions on the subject.”

      “Nobody will hear anything from us,” Garan said smoothly.

      “I’ll walk you out,” Cayr offered, rising from his chair.

      The room remained silent until the sound of Casovar’s and Cayr’s footsteps had faded from hearing.

      “Tired, was it, Alyx?” Garan said, an edge to his voice. “What were you doing last night?”

      She winced. “It’s probably better you don’t know.”

      His faced hardened. “You and Dashan broke into Casovar’s home, didn’t you?”

      Normally she found her father’s anger intimidating, but no longer. Weariness flooded her at the thought of another argument. “Yes.”

      Garan said nothing for a moment. He lowered himself into his chair, gaze fixed on her the whole time. When he did speak, his voice was low and scathing.

      “What were you thinking to expose Dashan so carelessly? You heard Casovar—now he knows there is a Taliath alive and in the city. How long do you think it will take him to work out who it is?”

      “We didn’t expect to get caught,” she said, warding off the panic rising in her. Dashan would be fine. “He wanted to go with me because we both knew the area better than the others. It made sense at the time.”

      “It was foolish in the extreme,” Garan snapped.

      The door swung open, admitting Cayr. He took one look at both their faces and heaved a sigh. “So it was you last night, then? Who was the... Alyx, you’ve gone white! What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” he disagreed. “If you’d been caught last night, all our plans would be ruined.”

      “Two guards were killed!” her father added. He was looking at her like he didn’t know her any more, but that only made her angry at him again.

      “We had good reason for what we did,” she said, trying to defend herself.

      Garan’s mouth thinned, and he stared at her for a long moment before snapping, “Safia!”

      The steward appeared a moment later, serene expression on his face despite the obvious tension in the room. “Yes, sir?”

      “I don’t want any servants near this room until I say otherwise.”

      “Yes, sir.” Safia bowed and disappeared.

      “Talk. Now,” Garan said firmly. “And no more blathering about wanting to find out more before filling us in.”

      Alyx nodded, lowering her voice. “While Tarrick and the twins were in the disputed area, they identified the new leader of the Shiven forces. Worse, they think Casovar is actively working with this leader.”

      “Who is it?” Cayr demanded.

      Alyx looked away from him, meeting her father’s steely gaze. “Shakar.”

      “Shakar?” Garan went rigid in his chair. “That’s not possible.”

      “It’s hard to accept,” she acknowledged. “But the information suggesting Casovar is working against us is close to certain—Dawn is a powerful telepath mage. And if it is Shakar that he’s working with, we need to get proof, or at least some actual evidence, to take to the Mage Council.”

      “And you thought to find that proof in Casovar’s home?”

      “Yes.” She sighed, sinking back in her chair. “But we found nothing.”

      “Who or what is Shakar?” Cayr spoke into the silence.

      Glancing at her father, who nodded slightly, Alyx gave Cayr a succinct rundown of what she’d learned about Shakar at DarkSkull. By the time she’d finished, he looked worried, but it was clear he didn’t understand the implications as well as her father did.

      “Alyx, you’re a noblewoman who will one day be queen,” he said. “No matter what the reason, you can’t go around breaking into lord’s homes. You know as well as I do the consequences if anyone at court found out.”

      “But I’m not just a noblewoman, not anymore.” Alyx looked at them, her voice taking on a pleading quality. “I’ve been trying so hard to make you both understand that. I’ve killed. I’m what DarkSkull made of me—a mage warrior.”

      “Alyx—”

      “You’ve killed people?” Cayr spoke with the same horror in his voice that was clearly written on her father’s face. “I know you said you killed a man who was trying to kill your friend, but… there’s more?”

      Alyx nodded. “Tarrick, the twins, Cario and myself, we were DarkSkull Hall’s Third Patrol. We worked alongside Dashan and his Bluecoats. Our role was to protect DarkSkull. We fought and killed more than once.”

      “Carhall... ” Garan’s voice trailed off. “That’s why you were there. I can’t believe I didn’t see it. You were riding escort duty. I thought it was ceremonial, but it wasn’t, was it?”

      “No. In fact, we were ambushed on the way back. Many died.”

      “And what Lord-Mage Casovar said, about the mage being able to fly?” Cayr asked.

      “I’m a mage of the higher order, like he is,” she replied. “I have many skills, one of which is flying.”

      Garan sat back in his chair, something like the weariness she was feeling settling over his face. “When I sent you there, I never thought… ”

      “You should have.” The words came out more sharply than she’d intended. “But maybe you’ll believe me now. Casovar is a threat to Rionn, and I’m not going to sit idly by and attend social picnics while that continues. And if Shakar truly is back... I’ll be helping the council destroy him.”

      Cayr and her father looked at each other, but neither of them challenged her. Instead, Cayr changed the subject. “What about the Taliath Casovar mentioned? Who is he?”

      Alyx didn’t want to keep the truth from him anymore. Cayr was one of the people she trusted most in the world, but he was no mage that could protect himself with a mental shield.

      “It’s safer for him if you don’t know,” she said gently. “You know why.”

      Cayr’s face twisted. “I’m starting to realise why my father distrusts the mage order so much. I’m the prince of Rionn, yet I can’t trust my father’s lord-mage not to invade the privacy of my mind. Worse, I’m kept from information I need to know because of it.”

      “Cayr—”

      He waved a hand and stood up. “I hate how all this has changed everything. You’ve become part of a world that I don’t understand and couldn’t even if I wanted to. Lord Egalion, I should go. Thank you for breakfast.”

      “Cayr, wait.” Alyx rose from her chair and caught up to him at the door. “I can’t help any of this, but I hope you know that no matter who I am or what I do, you’re always going to be one of the most important people in my life.”

      “We spoke about mages of the higher order only a few days ago, and you didn’t tell me what you were. Why?” he asked, anger and hurt warring on his face.

      “For the same reasons I can’t tell you who the Taliath is.” She sighed. “It’s dangerous, what I am, more than you realise.”

      “Will you tell me what you mean by that?”

      “I will, but not now. When we have some time.”

      His face softened a little, though he still looked sad. “All right. I’ll see you later.”

      She nodded, leaned up to kiss him on the cheek. “Bye, Cayr.”

      Her father was staring out the window when she returned to the table, and she wondered what he was thinking about.

      “You still angry at me?”

      “Furious,” he said dryly. “And don’t even try to tell me you didn’t say anything because of Casovar’s telepathic ability. I’m immune.”

      “I needed to do something, Papa, and I knew you’d tell us not to.”

      “You were reckless,” he said shortly. “And not only in risking Dashan. You put our plan at risk. If the court finds out you were involved, the lords’ support for your betrothal will vanish in a puff of smoke.”

      “I’d like to know how Casovar knows anything,” Alyx murmured, almost to herself. “Only two guards saw us last night, and they’re both dead.”

      All at once her father sat up straight in his chair, startling her. “Aly-girl, your mother!”

      “My...” Her words faded as she realised what he just had. “I have to go!”

      He reached out—quicker than thought—to take her arm, his eyes serious as he forced her to meet them. “Do what you need to do, but promise me you’ll be careful and discreet,” he urged. “If Casovar is truly working against us, then he’s an adversary, a much more immediate one than Shakar.”

      “I have some experience at dealing with adversaries, Papa.”

      “Not one as dangerous as this, Aly-girl.” His words followed her out the door.

      

      She stepped outside to find the driveway and green lawn filled with horses and soldiers—Ladan’s men. Romney hovered at the periphery, barking the occasional order to hurry up.

      “Romney!” Alyx strode over to him. “Where’s Ladan?”

      “In the stables, My Lady,” Romney’s scowl faded as he addressed her. “He wants to leave this morning.”

      She managed a smile for him. “I hope we’ll see you back here again soon.”

      His lips twitched, the closest to a smile she’d ever seen on the veteran warrior. “I hope so too, Lady Egalion.”

      

      Ladan hovered over a table in the tack room of the stables, Dashan at his side. A map lay unrolled on the table before them. Her brother was dressed for riding, heavily armed. Dashan wore his Bluecoat uniform, his hat holding down one corner of the map.

      “You planning to say goodbye before riding off?” Her sharp words caught both men’s attention, and they looked up.

      “Of course I was,” Ladan said in irritation, then seemed to notice her agitated state. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to talk to you. Papa and I just realised something.”

      Dashan reached for his hat. “I should go.”

      “No, please stay.”

      Their gazes met and held for a moment, and he capitulated with a small smile. Something inside her relaxed.

      “The first thing is that Casovar somehow knows... ” Alyx hesitated—she’d been about to say Taliath, and cursed herself. Tiredness was making her careless. “He knows a mage broke into his home last night.”

      “How?” Dashan demanded. “Only the two guards saw us, and they’re both dead.”

      “I honestly have no idea.”

      Ladan glanced at Dashan, then her. “You’ll have to be careful. More than careful given you don’t know exactly what he knows.”

      “I will.” She brushed off his concern. “More importantly, Papa insisted I tell him the reason we broke in. It made him realise something.”

      “What?” Impatience threaded his tone.

      “The information our mother discovered. Why she left you and went racing off. We thought she learned something about the missing mages—we were right, but it was more than that. Ladan, what if she found out about Shakar being alive!”

      Her brother’s eyes widened, and he absently reached up to run a hand over his short hair. Then, he sat abruptly. “He killed her.”

      “Don’t go racing too far ahead,” Dashan warned. “We don’t know for absolute certain yet that he’s alive. Besides, Romas said your mother was travelling to meet him. It sounds like she was going to warn the council, not confront Shakar.”

      Alyx met her brother’s eyes. Dashan’s words were logical, but they weren’t true. Garan knew their mother better than anyone, and he’d guessed instantly what she would do—confront Shakar.

      “She’s the proof we need for the council. If we find out what happened to her, we find the proof,” she urged.

      “The letter.” Ladan shot back to his feet. “After your visit last year I sent some men searching for the mage named Terin. They didn’t find out much, and then we were so busy with the Shiven on our borders I didn’t do anything further.”

      “What did they find out?”

      “He was a mage, like we guessed, but he retired from the council years ago. Romney heard word of a place he might have gone to, but that was all.”

      “You have to track him down. If you can find Terin, maybe you can learn what he told our mother.”

      “That’s assuming he told her anything.” Dashan weighed in again. “It could have been pure coincidence that he was in the area when your mother learned whatever it was that made her leave.”

      “What other options do we have? There was nothing in Casovar’s home, and he’s so suspicious of us now, we can’t do much more here.”

      Ladan began pacing. “I need to get home. Widow Falls is vulnerable as long as I’m away.”

      “This is more important, and I can’t go. Casovar would never give permission for me to leave Alistriem for an extended time without good reason, and I’m still technically under his command,” she said.

      “Romney is capable, Lord Mirren,” Dashan said. “Send him back to Widow Falls to manage things until you get back.”

      Ladan stayed silent, staring grimly at the floor, and Dashan glanced between them. “I should get going. My shift starts soon.”

      “You’ve been assigned back to Alistriem?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Lord Mirren and I surveyed the border area to the north of Widow Falls and put together a plan for the king. Those plans have been passed to Prince Cayr. It is now for the king to decide what to do.”

      “Be safe, Dash,” she said softly. “You don’t need me to tell you to keep your head down after last night. Casovar is already searching the city for those responsible.”

      “You too. Lord Mirren, best of luck.”

      Once he’d gone, Alyx spoke into the ensuing silence. “I know it’s a longshot, but we need to do something, Ladan.”

      “I agree. I’ll do as you ask.” Ladan nodded.

      Alyx hesitated. “You spoke to Cayr about your plans?”

      “I did.” Ladan rolled up the map and turned to stuff it into one of his saddlebags. “He is a good man. I sense that he will do everything he can to make you happy.”

      She shook her head, dismissing those words as something she didn’t want to deal with. “He mentioned the other day that he wanted to send more resources to Widow Falls?”

      Ladan’s jaw clenched. “He gave me little choice in the matter. In fact, I need to make sure I get back in time for the arrival of new soldiers.”

      “Tell me as soon as you find out anything about Terin.”

      “If I can find the blasted man. I can’t spend too long searching,” he warned, then hesitated. “I offered Dashan the position of Romney’s second. Romney is getting older, and his job is a dangerous one. After Romney’s retirement, Dashan would head my forces.”

      Tears filled her eyes and she turned away to hide them, leaning her palms on the table for support. “Ladan, he’s a Taliath.”

      For a moment there was silence, then a warm arm wrapped around her shoulders. “I know.”

      “Tell me you didn’t hide it from me too,” she whispered.

      His arm around her tightened. “No. I suspected, and so I spoke to Papa about it. It’s part of why I came here—he told me you knew already.”

      Nodding, she turned into his chest, taking the comfort he was offering. Ladan’s gruff voice spoke over her shoulder. “The Bluecoats will never make full use of Dashan’s skills, and if he stays in Alistriem he will always have the taint of his half-Shiven blood hanging over him. I hope he takes me up on my offer. He’s become a... friend.”

      “Look at you, making friends.” She smiled through her tears, then wiped them away and stood back. “Thanks, big brother.”

      He nodded, hesitating. “If he chooses to join me, I’m going to tell him. I won’t hide things from someone I expect to trust me implicitly.”

      “I think you should,” she said. “If he wasn’t in so much danger here in the city, I would have told him already. I hate keeping it from him. But with you he’ll be as safe as he can be.”

      His hard face softened. “Be careful, Aly-girl. I hate leaving you here alone with that snake of a lord-mage.”

      “I’m not alone, and I’ll be fine. I look forward to hearing from you.”

      He hugged her once more, and then he was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

        

      

    

    
      The following week passed uneventfully. While the Mage Guard investigation continued, no arrests were made, and Casovar’s attitude towards Alyx and her friends didn’t change in any meaningful way.

      While the lack of results should have made them relieved, it left them the opposite. They didn’t dare meet privately too often, and when they did, they kept their discussions short. All were anxious, restless with the need to do something—anything—to deal with the fact Shakar might be out there.

      “What more can we do?” Tarrick reminded them one night over dinner at the A’ndreas home. “Brynn is out there searching for evidence and Ladan is tracking down Terin. We can’t risk going near Casovar again in the short term.”

      “Maybe one of us should go to the council anyway,” Dawn suggested. “We might be assuming incorrectly that they won’t believe us. Aren’t we being irresponsible by not doing more?”

      “Irresponsible is walking away from the whole mess,” Tarrick muttered. He hadn’t taken news of Cario’s departure well. Of all of them, Tarrick’s sense of honour was most deeply offended by Cario’s decision.

      “Maybe you’re right, sis,” Finn said. “Tarrick, you could go. You’re a Tylender. Maybe they’d listen to you?”

      “Casovar would question why Tarrick has suddenly left,” Alyx pointed out. “But Dawn is right. Why don’t we give Brynn a few more days to find something, and if he has no luck, we ask him to go? His word might carry more weight than ours.”

      “Two days,” Tarrick said firmly. “I don’t want to wait any longer.”

      

      So they continued working under Casovar’s scrutiny—always in the back of their minds the knowledge that if their mental shields failed at the wrong moment, even a single lapse in concentration, he could know everything.

      Casovar kept to his initial promise that he would keep Tarrick and the twins in Alistriem to spend time on their training—the single positive amongst all the anxiousness. It was impossible to know what his real motivation was, equally impossible to tell how much, if at all, he suspected them of being involved in the break in at his home. Dawn claimed his thoughts were locked up tight, and neither she nor Alyx had enough confidence in their telepathic skill to try and read his thoughts without detection.

      “The only mage I’ve come across with such an impenetrable shield is Romas, and now you, Alyx,” her friend confided one night as they sat in one of the palace gardens together. Finn and Tarrick had gone to get some sparring training in with Dashan and his Bluecoats. Alyx had begged off, claiming that she didn’t dare risk word getting to Casovar that she was capable with a staff, and Dawn was exhausted after a particularly intense session with Casovar earlier in the day.

      “Me?” Alyx asked, startled.

      “Yes.” She chuckled in amusement. “It’s like you’re hiding the secret code to open a chest full of gold or something the way you clamp down on your thoughts.”

      Her friend was joking, but it was impossible to share her amusement. She was hiding so many secrets—it was exhausting, both the effort it took to maintain the shield and the guilt that swamped her along with it.

      “The training sessions with him are dangerous,” Dawn continued, oblivious to Alyx’s turmoil. “He works us to exhaustion, which makes it difficult to maintain a shield.”

      “At least if nothing else we’ll all be experts at shielding by the time we get back to DarkSkull,” Alyx said dryly. “Howell will be impressed.”

      Dawn looked startled at her words. “You want to go back to DarkSkull?”

      “Do we have a choice?” Alyx lifted her eyebrows. “Once Casovar is out of Rionn and Astor is back to being lord-mage, we have to finish our training. Unless like Cario you want to stay out of the fight against Shakar?”

      “I do, actually.” Dawn’s face turned bleak. “When I think about what we’ve learned from the time when Shakar was fighting the council... so many mages died. That could be us. It will be people we know and love.”

      “Maybe we can prevent a war,” Alyx said, trying not to shiver. “If we neutralise Casovar, and the council can act to remove Shakar before he does any damage.”

      “Maybe,” Dawn said, but she didn’t sound any more convinced than Alyx was.

      A comfortable silence fell as they settled back and watched a cloud of fireflies zooming through the night sky around them. It was relaxing, and some of the knot of tension inside her begin to uncoil.

      “I was surprised when we got your letter,” Dawn spoke eventually.

      Alyx knew instantly what she meant. “Agreeing to marry Cayr was the right thing in the circumstances. I just wish it had come up two years ago, when I actually wanted it.”

      “I have to admit it’s rather surreal to be having this conversation with you.” Dawn gave a little smile. “You pined over Cayr for so long. But you wouldn’t have necessarily had much choice in marrying, right? At least you and Cayr are good friends.”

      “All that is true,” Alyx agreed. “And I think I would have been fine with it, happy even, if I hadn’t already...” She stopped herself, shaking her head when Dawn looked puzzled. “I’m being self-pitying and maudlin, and I’m sorry. You’re absolutely right, I’m luckier than I could have expected to be.”

      Dawn’s arm crept around her. “As long as you know I’ll be here if ever you’re willing to admit you’re not fine.”

      

      Two weeks after the break-in at Casovar’s home, Alyx, Cayr and her father attended a formal dinner with the king and several other senior lords. Now that they were officially betrothed, Alyx sat with Cayr rather than her father, although he was still directly across the table from her.

      Casovar sat beside him, and Sparky and Dashan’s father were there too, along with Jenna and Dashan’s older brother. The lower half of the table was similarly filled with lords and their wives all familiar to Alyx.

      Conversation flowed easily. Though there were faint shadows under his eyes, the king was in a good mood, and the wine and food flowed freely. Earlier discussion had centred around Cayr’s betrothal—still considered big news amongst the court—and Alyx had done her best to smile and blush and appear like a young woman thrilled with marrying the prince.

      Fortunately, the conversation had eventually moved on, freeing her from their attention. Her glance fell on Casovar, considering. Brynn had left a few days earlier for Tregaya after having no luck in Alistriem finding proof of Casovar’s connection to Shakar.

      None of them held out much hope that the council would believe them without proof, but all agreed they couldn’t wait any longer without doing something.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, Dashan’s brother spoke into a lull in the conversation, asking Casovar if he’d made any progress on finding out who had broken into his home.

      “None at all, I’m afraid.” Casovar put down his napkin. “I have no doubt that I will eventually find the perpetrators, but it is proving more difficult than I expected.”

      “An unfortunate affair.” The king frowned. “And unprecedented. The City Guard does an excellent job keeping the crime level in the city down, and I can’t remember the last time a lord’s home was broken into.”

      “Lord Egalion suggested that the motive may have been personal,” Casovar said smoothly. “He could be right.”

      “Indeed. There haven’t been any other break-ins since,” Garan said.

      “When you catch them, they’ll experience the full weight of my justice,” Darien promised.

      Cayr shifted at Alyx’s side, and she reached out to discreetly touch his hand. He gave a slight nod and settled.

      “It shouldn’t be too much longer, Your Highness.” Casovar settled his pale grey eyes on Alyx. “Not much longer at all.”

      He knew.

      The words screamed through her mind, the ice-cold certainty of them settling in her chest like a stone. It took everything she had to smile lightly at him, then pick up her wine glass and take a casual sip.

      “Lord-Mage, has Lord Dunkeld received any further information on the unrest in Shivasa?” Tirian Caverlock asked, unknowingly saving Alyx by breaking Casovar’s gaze. The lord-mage turned away and replied, but she didn’t hear what he’d said over the sound of her thundering heart.

      He knew.

      

      Her stomach was still twisted in knots by the time dinner was over, and she’d had to force herself to keep eating, not wanting to betray to Casovar that anything was amiss.

      Afterwards, she and Cayr took a walk in the moonlit gardens. It was a warm evening, the moon bright and full above them, but it was impossible to enjoy the beauty surrounding her.

      It didn’t take Cayr long to pick up on her mood. “What’s wrong?”

      She glanced around, ensuring they were alone. “I think he knows it was me who broke into his house.”

      “What makes you think that? You said nobody saw you that survived.”

      “Just now at dinner... the way he looked at me.” A chill went through her just thinking about it. “He knows, Cayr. I’m not sure how much he knows, or whether he has any proof, but he knows.”

      “All right, take a breath,” he soothed, running his hands along her arms. “You’re tense and on edge. All of us are. If Casovar knew, he would have acted by now.”

      “Maybe,” she muttered. “Or maybe he just doesn’t have proof.”

      “Even if you’re right, then without proof he can’t do anything,” Cayr said.

      Alyx stepped away, unable to stand still. “We can’t keep this up much longer. Eventually he’ll sense something in one of our thoughts, and if he knows it was me, he can find—or manufacture—the proof he needs. It’s a matter of time.”

      “You’re not to worry about me,” Cayr said, the force in his voice taking her by surprise. He stood straight shouldered before her, the determination of his features making him look older than his nineteen years. This was the future king of Rionn talking to her. “I will make Casovar see me as nothing more than a silly prince too in love to think straight. I won’t give him a reason to suspect me. I promise you.”

      Her shoulders relaxed slightly. “Thank you. Cayr, I... ”

      “What is it?”

      “You are going to make a fine king. A better one than your father, I think.”

      He seemed stunned by her words, how confidently she’d spoken them. After a moment he cleared his throat. “I hope so.”

      “I know so.” She smiled sadly. “You should go before someone comes looking for us. Technically we should have a chaperone.”

      “All right.” He hugged her briefly. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Good night.”

      Worry clawed at her as she watched him walking away. Resolutely, she pushed it away, refusing to allow herself to have doubts. Everything was going to be fine.
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      Once again, he wasn’t trying to hurt her. She fought, as always, more from stubbornness now than anything else, but it was to no avail.

      “We want the same things, Alyx Egalion.”

      She closed her mind off, refusing to acknowledge him.

      A light chuckle. “Your determination is impressive, but we both know I can see through you. The council is twisted and corrupt. You know that as well as I do. I just want to see them gone. Don’t you?”

      Her sleeping body curled in on itself, hands clutching at the bedsheets. She didn’t want to listen to this, fought to keep herself apart from him.

      “We’re the same, you and I. We want the same things. The Mage Council should be destroyed.”

      “We are not the same!” The response was instinctive, out before she could stop herself. But even before the words had left her mouth, her heart started thudding. Destroying the Mage Council. She’d heard that recently—talking with Tarrick and the others after they’d come back, after they’d gotten through telling her that they thought Shakar was alive...

      Shakar.

      The darkmage who’d burned for the destruction of the council in the same way this man haunting her nightmares did. Shakar—the extraordinarily powerful mage of the higher order who had possessed the ability to create nightmares. Howell had been so close to realising. Her stomach heaved and her shock and horror were so powerful they were almost enough to send her flying out of the nightmare. His magic caught her though, inexorably dragging her back—and she barely noticed. Even in a dream it was a struggle to catch her breath, to process what she now knew to be true. No, no, no. Fear flooded her, dark and overwhelming.

      “Shakar... ” the word leaked from her mind unbidden.

      It had to be. Who else could have the power she felt every time she was dragged into his dream? He was alive, and he’d been the one haunting her nightmares, talking to her. His delight curled through the dream at her realisation.

      “I was starting to wonder when you’d figure it out.”

      She was wrenched away then, the vision of a battlefield flashing before her eyes. It was blurry, unclear, but Tarrick was there, along with Cario and the twins. A blast of magic exploded right where they were standing, and Alyx watched in slow-motion as they were destroyed in front of her.

      “That doesn’t have to be their fate,” A crooning whisper, almost pleading. “You don’t have to stand against me. We could take the council down together.”

      She twisted away from him, fighting, clawing, to no avail. All rationality had left her. This was animal fear making her desperate to get away, to escape him. But while he was no longer trying to hurt her, his magic gripped hers with insulting ease.

      “With me, you would be allowed your Taliath lover,” he whispered, triumph infusing his thoughts. “If the council was gone, he would be safe. You could have him.”

      “No.”

      “It’s what you want.”

      “No!” she screamed, coming awake and sitting bolt upright. Her breath came in shuddering gasps as she tried to re-orient herself to the waking world. The moon above was bright, illuminating the plains surrounding the small town Casovar had sent them to. The cluster of roofs and fields were just visible in the distance, and Tarrick’s sleeping form lay a short distance off. A soft night breeze played with tendrils of her hair.

      She tossed off her blanket and stood, the adrenalin flooding her body leaving her unable to sit still. The tall grass of the plains brushed by her legs as she walked up a small hill, stopping at the summit. At the top she began pacing, her body alternately chilled and too warm. Her hands trembled. She tried focusing on the view as a distraction—she could see out over the west coast of Rionn, and south and east to the grassed plains surrounding her—but it didn’t work for long.

      Finally, after all this time, she knew the source of her nightmares.

      Shakar.

      And he wanted her to join with him.

      She shivered again as the sweat began drying on her skin. The nights were cooler, and they would only grow colder as they settled deeper into autumn. She and Tarrick were not far from the large village town of Reside. Casovar had sent them there, claiming reports from the Mage Guard that the Shiven had a safe house for their spies in the town.  He wanted Tarrick and Alyx to investigate.

      After two days of following up on the scant details contained in the Mage Guard report, they’d found no evidence of Shiven spies or a safe house, and were now on their way back to Alistriem.

      The whole thing had increased Alyx’s anxiousness to extreme levels. Had there truly been reports of a safe house, or had Casovar wanted them out of the city for some reason? Tarrick, who often trusted Alyx’s instincts even more than she did, was equally worried. Neither of them had wanted to leave the city, but there had been no way to avoid it.

      Shakar.

      Alyx shuddered. Her thoughts were going around and around, trying to avoid the mere reference to what she’d realised.

      “Alyx?”

      She stopped her incessant pacing—Tarrick was climbing the rise towards her. “Sorry, did I wake you?”

      “I noticed you weren’t sleeping and wanted to make sure you were okay.” He stopped a short distance away. “Something is wrong. Another nightmare?”

      “He wanted to talk to me again.” She swallowed. “There’s something else.”

      Tarrick’s eyes went wide with shock as she told him. “That’s... I don’t even have words for it. And he wants you to join him?”

      “He says the council is corrupt and needs destroying, and he can see enough in my head to know that I’m not a big fan of the council either.”

      “Anything else?”

      Alyx looked away and shook her head, hating lying to him. But if she mentioned what Shakar had promised her, that destroying the council would keep Taliath safe... she dreaded Tarrick looking at her like she was the enemy, like she might be tempted by that offer. And she wasn’t. Would never be. Alyx slammed shut the tiny part of herself that tried to reason that maybe... No.

      She expected fiery words and a promise to protect her always, so she was surprised when he walked over and pulled her gently into a hug. “Can I do anything to help right now?”

      “I’m fine. Go back to sleep. It’s not long till dawn, and I won’t be able to go to sleep, so I think I might just keep watch.”

      He squeezed her arm reassuringly before heading back down the hill. Alyx remained where she was, staring out into the night and trying not to think of anything.

      A short distance away, one of the horses snorted, possibly irritated by one of the night insects. She glanced down at them, but they quieted soon after. A moment later, a familiar mind brushed across her thoughts—a sense of urgency—then it was gone.

      The only telepath that was close enough to be familiar to her was Dawn, and Alyx immediately closed her eyes and focused, drawing upon her magic. When the faint tendril of thought tickled her mind again, Alyx grabbed hold of it with her magic and used more power to bolster the link. Her reserve started to drain quickly; she wasn’t as powerful a telepath as Dawn.

      “Alyx?” The voice was faint with distance.

      “Dawn, what is it? Hurry, I’m about to lose hold of you.”

      “Dashan…” The voice broke off, then came back. “He’s been arrested… Casovar’s men.”

      “What?”

      Alyx’s surge of panicked emotion snapped her tenuous hold on the link, and abruptly Dawn was gone. Frantically, she tried again, using up the reserve of power she had to cast out her mind again and again.

      Nothing.

      Cursing under her breath, Alyx jumped to her feet and ran down the hill towards where Tarrick slept. She shook him roughly, then continued past to start rapidly rolling up her bedding.

      “What?” Tarrick mumbled, coming awake. “Another nightmare?”

      “Get up. We have go,” she snapped. “We were right to be suspicious—he did want us out of the city. There was no damned safe house.” She swore, mostly at herself. Why had she allowed herself to be sent away, and Tarrick too? The two strongest warrior mages... if Casovar knew what she was. Now she was certain of it.

      “Casovar?” Tarrick blinked. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Dawn just contacted me. Dashan’s been arrested by the Mage Guard.” Alyx hefted her rolled blankets and strode over to stuff them into Tingo’s saddlebags.

      “Why?” Tarrick asked, rolling his own blankets.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then get back in touch with Dawn and tell her to go to Prince Cayr,” Tarrick said. “He can do something much faster than we can.”

      “The distance is too far. I tried reaching her again but failed,” Alyx said shortly, tightening the girth strap with far more force than was necessary. Tingo protested, dancing away with a snort. “Hurry up, Tarrick!”

      They were gone within minutes of Alyx getting Dawn’s message.

      

      The grasses sped past them along with the remainder of the night. By dawn, they’d slowed the horses to a walk to rest them, then let them stop at the first stream they passed to drink.

      After that, they were galloping again. By mid-morning, the hazy outline of Alistriem grew visible on the horizon. The golden palace was the first thing to come into full focus, the sun surrounding it in a halo-like glow.

      They swept in along the northern road at full gallop, forcing those ahead of them to make room. The citizens on their way into the city took one look at the galloping war horses and mage-clad riders, and scurried aside with alacrity. Alyx felt a twinge of guilt at the clouds of dust they left in their wake, but it didn’t come close to registering against the fear for Dashan that was beating at her like a drum.

      As they raced through the city gates, she reached out to try and contact Dawn again. This time she found her quickly and easily.

      “We’re at home,” Dawn said, before cutting off.

      Alyx sent a picture of the A’ndreas house to Tarrick’s mind, and he nodded, leading them off the main streets. Both horses were breathing hard and lathered in sweat as they rode into the small garden off the street. The twins’ father hovered anxiously by the gate.

      “Finn asked me to see to your horses. They’re waiting for you inside.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Alyx gratefully passed him Tingo’s reins.

      “You’re welcome.” He hesitated. “I’m worried. Are they going to be okay?”

      “I’ll do everything I can to protect them,” she promised.

      

      She and Tarrick strode quickly into the house, Alyx already speaking as they entered the front room. “What’s going on?”

      Finn glanced at his sister. “Dashan was arrested by the Mage Guard early yesterday evening. He was at one of the local inns when it happened. Casovar claims he is a Taliath—the one that broke into his home and murdered two of his Mage Guard.”

      The blood drained from her cheeks, and she dropped into the nearest chair, trying not to let fear overwhelm her. “Damn it. This was all deliberate... getting us out of the city.” Shakar coming to me, promising Dashan would be safe if I joined him. All of it planned perfectly.

      Tarrick looked down at Alyx, then over at Finn, frowning. “What makes Casovar think Dashan is a Taliath?”

      “Think about it,” Finn said carefully. “What we’ve seen Dashan do, how well he fights. I think Casovar might be right about him. In fact I think we’ve been fools not to see it ourselves.”

      “I still have trouble reaching his thoughts,” Dawn added softly.

      Rubbing at her temples, Alyx let out a sigh. “Casovar is right.”

      At once the attention of the room was on her, and she could sense the mingled shock and fear in their thoughts and on their faces.

      “You’re not surprised... you knew he was a Taliath?” Dawn asked in confusion.

      “Not for long.” Alyx explained what her father had told her. From the corner of her eye, she saw Finn turn white and sink into a chair. She refused to look at him.

      “Be that as it may, Dashan’s involvement in the break-in has to be more of an educated guess on Casovar’s part. Nobody saw his face, or Alyx’s,” Tarrick said calmly.

      “I think you’re wrong,” Alyx said quietly. “I think Casovar has known all along it was Dashan and me in his house that night.”

      “How could he know?” Tarrick objected. “You said only the two dead Mage Guards saw your faces.”

      “What if he was in their thoughts before they died?” she said, and shocked silence flooded the room. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. There was no reason for them to be on the top floor that night—it was empty. We never considered that Casovar might use his telepathic magic to undertake periodic checks on his house when he’s not there.”

      Tarrick sat heavily. “And if he truly is working with Shakar... Shakar knows what you are, Alyx, from your nightmares. Casovar could have known all this time.”

      “And we thought we were being so clever in fooling him.” She laughed bitterly at her arrogance—she’d thought Casovar the arrogant one, and the whole time he’d been playing them.

      Dawn’s eyes widened in shock. “Shakar is the one giving you nightmares?”

      Alyx nodded, explaining quickly and concisely.

      “Even if everything you say is true, Casovar still needs proof before he can act against Lord Egalion’s only daughter,” Dawn echoed Cayr’s words.

      “He can get proof if he makes Dash talk,” Finn said.

      “Dash would never talk!” Alyx rounded on him angrily.

      “Casovar is a mage of the higher order, Alyx, be sensible!” Tarrick countered. “He can do things we’ve never even thought about. Dash will talk, sooner or later.”

      “He’s a Taliath,” she snapped. “That night, he walked right out of my mage shield. If anyone else tried that, they’d have been knocked out or worse. Casovar can’t touch him.”

      “Taliath invulnerability only lasts as long as the person’s physical strength does,” Finn pointed out. “And I’m sure Casovar isn’t above more mundane methods of torture.”

      “Then we have to get him out.” She shot to her feet, urgency thrumming through her. The thought of Dashan being hurt... tortured... because of her. No.

      “You’re going to march over there right now and break him out of jail?” Tarrick took a step towards her. “You do that and Casovar will have us all arrested.”

      “I’m an Egalion,” she snapped. “He can’t arrest me.”

      “Even if that were true, and I don’t necessarily think it is anymore, he can certainly arrest your friends,” Finn argued.

      Her fists clenched with the mingled anger and frustration building in her chest, her nails digging painfully into her palms. She took a deep breath. “Dashan is our friend. I’m not leaving him to be tortured by Casovar into giving us all up.”

      “This is about more than rescuing Dash,” Finn said, his face pale and set. “He’s a Taliath.”

      Alyx entire body stilled. “I see.”

      He continued, unflinching in the face of the fury that had to be snapping in her eyes. “The council will view him as a threat. He is a threat.”

      “Finn!” Dawn protested, glaring at her brother. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not saying we should tell the council, but let’s not forget the danger here. Shakar is alive—the prime example of what can happen if a mage of the higher order gets too close to a Taliath,” he replied.

      “You’re talking about our friend,” Dawn said quietly, her entire focus on her twin, her eyes pleading with him. Finn lifted his hands in the air, eyes miserable but determined.

      “Being our friend doesn’t change what he could do,” Tarrick said heavily. “If a mage of the higher order like Galien were to absorb his power somehow…”

      “Then we keep him away from Galien,” Dawn said flatly.

      “What about Alyx?” Finn’s words rang starkly through the small room and one by one they all turned to her. It hadn’t even crossed their minds that Alyx might become a threat because of Dashan’s Taliath power. She met his gaze, unable to speak.

      “Now Alyx is a threat too?” Dawn’s voice had an ugly edge Alyx had never heard before.

      “I’m stating facts, Dawn, not trying to demonise anyone,” Finn said, exasperated. “She’s a mage of the higher order with the potential to be invulnerable if she absorbs Taliath ability.”

      “You’re being deliberately literal,” Dawn snapped. “Shakar is the single example of a mage absorbing Taliath ability. There’s no record of it ever happening before, even though mages worked alongside Taliath for decades. He was the lover of a Taliath, that’s the single difference. And Alyx is marrying Cayr.”

      “Is she?” Finn looked directly at Alyx, meeting her gaze without fear.

      Alyx fought to appear calm and unaffected despite the sudden panic racing through her. She had not thought through the implications of Finn knowing about her and Dashan. Would he tell them?

      “Why do think I’m marrying him!” She pounded the words into his head, unable to control the force of the sending. Dawn frowned, picking up something but not knowing what. Finn rubbed at his head, shaking it a little before dropping his gaze to the floor.

      “What are you talking about?” Tarrick sounded impatient.

      “I am marrying Cayr.” Alyx’s voice was icy as she called upon every inch of noble hauteur she could. “I will not allow Dashan to be harmed and I will not allow any of you to go to the council about him. If you do, I will stop you.”

      “How exactly?” Finn’s eyes flashed with anger.

      Deflated at his implication, Alyx could only stare at him. “I would never hurt any of you. You know that.”

      “No, but you’ve been lying to us.”

      “About Dashan?” she said. “My father only told me a few months ago. He pointed out, and I agreed, that the fewer who knew, the safer Dash would be. I haven’t even told him.”

      “You’ve lied about more than that,” Finn insisted.

      “Brynn asked her to keep his secret, and while I don’t necessarily agree with her decision, Alyx wasn’t trying to hurt us,” Dawn said, misunderstanding Finn’s words.

      Finn looked at Alyx, then sighed heavily. “We’ve all spent a lot of time with Dashan this past year, including Alyx. I’m worried she may have absorbed his power. And even if she hasn’t, the perception... if the council had any idea about Dashan they would come for her and him. Likely us too. She’s already in enough danger. We can’t hide from Shakar and all the resources of the Mage Council.”

      Alyx was in such a state of fear and anger it felt as if the emotion might burst out of her at any moment, and she had no patience left. “Dashan being a Taliath makes no difference in this situation. He is our friend. Have you all forgotten that? What would we do if it were Finn in this situation, or Tarrick?”

      Tarrick nodded slowly. “So we finally come to this, when you take command of Third Patrol from me.”

      Alyx rounded on him in frustration, feeling beset from all sides. “That’s not what this is about.”

      “Yes it is,” he said. “If I order you now to do nothing about Dash, because it only puts the rest of us in danger, will you obey me? If I order Dawn to contact Romas and inform him that we have found a Taliath potential, would you obey me?”

      Alyx stared at him, then looked around at the others. “No, I wouldn’t. I couldn’t, Tarrick.”

      “Then I can’t enforce my orders on you.” Tarrick took a seat, matter-of-factly. “You’re in charge now. What do you propose we do?”

      She sank back in the chair. This was insanity. “You all agree with him?”

      “It’s been coming a long time,” Dawn said in her calm way. “You are the mage of the higher order amongst us.”

      “I’m willing to follow you,” Finn said reluctantly.

      This wasn’t what she wanted—she needed her friends to trust her, to support Dashan when he was in trouble. But instead they’d hesitated. And when it came down to it, she wasn’t going to let anyone hurt Dashan. If that meant taking charge and making them follow her lead, then so be it.

      “Fine. Then we are going to help Dash. I’ll speak to my father and Cayr, get a better idea of his situation. In the meantime, you should all lay low. I’ll send a message through Dawn when it’s time to meet again. Agreed?”

      “If you go and see Dashan openly, Casovar will know and it will only add to the evidence against us,” Tarrick said.

      “You need to stay away from him anyway,” Finn added. “Just to be safe.”

      “I’m not a complete fool.” Alyx strode for the door. “I’ll see you all later.”
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      By the time Alyx stepped through the front doors of her home, she was weary and gritty from the road, and emotionally exhausted from the nightmare, the argument with her friends and fear for Dashan. Her shoulders literally sagged with the weight of it all.

      “Aly-girl! I wasn’t expecting you for another day.” Her father came down the stairs to her right. His drawn features indicated he was as tired as she was.

      “You’ve heard about Dash?”

      He nodded. “I take it that’s why you’re home early. How did you find out?”

      “Dawn contacted me. Tarrick and I rode all night.”

      “Come with me.” Garan gestured towards his study, following her in and closing the door.

      “What do you know?” Alyx asked.

      “Probably not much more than you do. Dashan was picked up by the Mage Guard last night and has been charged with murder. It’s a hanging offence, if Casovar can find proof.”

      “I knew he knew,” she muttered, beginning to pace. “But why wait until now to move? Has he given any indication we’re under suspicion?”

      Her father smiled slightly. “There are Mage Guard watching the house right now. From what my contacts tell me, they’re sitting just outside the walls. Does that answer your question?”

      Alyx scowled and closed her eyes. Pushing aside her weariness, she reached out with her telepathic powers. Skipping over the estate’s servants and guards—those she knew—she searched until she found two unknown minds. They were sitting on horses outside the Egalion estate, their focus on the mansion. Inwardly, she cursed herself for missing that. She must really be tired.

      “Damn.” She opened her eyes. “That means Casovar knows Tarrick and I are back.”

      “Which means he’ll expect you at the palace first thing tomorrow, and he’ll likely have questions. He’ll also be watching you very carefully.”

      Alyx slumped into a chair. “I can’t let Dash be hanged, Papa. Casovar will either find or fabricate enough evidence against him eventually.”

      Garan looked at her carefully. “Does he know Dashan is the Taliath? Or is that something else Casovar made up, and just happened to guess rightly?”

      “He knows. Shakar has been in my mind for months,” she said bitterly, explaining about her realisation. “Those nightmares were him.”

      Her father sighed and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, offering what comfort he could.

      “I’m scared, Papa,” she mumbled into his chest.

      “I know,” he murmured soothingly. “No matter what happens, I’ll be here to protect you. Now, you’re exhausted. Why don’t you go upstairs and wash, and I’ll have cook make something for you to eat? Food and clean clothes will make everything better.”

      “I don’t have time.” She shook her head. “The longer Dashan sits in that cell—”

      He raised a stern hand to cut her off. “Washing and food are non-negotiable, but once you’re cleaned up I promise we can talk about what to do next while you eat.”

      She smiled. “All right.”

      

      A quick scrub in warm, soapy water did make Alyx feel much fresher, though weariness still tugged at her every movement. She came downstairs to find Cayr being ushered in the front door by Safia.

      “Alyx, you look exhausted.” He reached out to touch her arm in concern.

      “I’m okay.” She briefly covered his hand with hers, reassured by his presence. “You’ve heard about Dash, I take it?”

      “I’ve just come from speaking with him,” Cayr said.

      “You did?” Alyx’s head came up in astonishment. “Is he all right? Is there anything you can do?”

      “He’s fine—they haven’t touched him yet.” Cayr’s voice lowered. “Are we alone here?”

      Alyx closed her eyes, briefly sweeping the house with her telepathic magic. None of the servants were within earshot. “We’re alone.”

      “Is it true—he’s the Taliath that broke into Casovar’s home with you?”

      “It’s true,” she said softly.

      Pain flashed over his face and he backed away from her. “That’s why you agreed to marry me. I thought maybe there was a chance, that we could... that you still loved me.”

      Alyx took a breath, found the courage for honesty—he deserved at least that from her. “Yes. I tried to tell you how I felt. You refused to listen.”

      “I suppose I did,” he said bitterly. “More fool me.”

      “I—”

      He made a sharp gesture, cutting her off. “I can’t force Casovar to drop the charges against Dashan. Legally, he’s allowed to pursue an investigation. I can insist that Dash be released until Casovar has enough proof to formally arrest him and have my father sentence him.”

      “Cayr, thank you,” she breathed.

      “It’s not a permanent solution, and it won’t give you much time. Casovar is determined, and I expect he’ll go straight to my father and convince him to reverse my orders. Eventually, his questioning of Dashan will bring your involvement and that of the other mages to light. Then he’ll have what he needs to arrest all of you. Our plan will be over before it even began.”

      “I know that.”

      “So does Dashan,” Cayr said. “Once I’ve organised his release, he plans to disappear from the city before my order can be overturned. He thinks—and I agree—that an escape and the ensuing search will confirm his guilt in everyone’s eyes and remove the need for Casovar to investigate further. That will buy us more time.”

      “Where will he go?”

      “Dashan thinks it best neither of us know the details. He’s figured out Casovar knows it was him in his house that night, but is uncertain how much he knows because Casovar’s accusation that he’s a Taliath confuses him. Either way, what we don’t know we can’t tell—and Casovar can’t read in our thoughts.” Cayr paused, searching her face. “Dashan is doing the right thing. His absence will allow us to continue our plan to remove Casovar.”

      “I don’t think we can wait that long,” she said reluctantly. “Proof or not, I’m certain he knows it was me in his house. That means he’ll suspect Tarrick and the twins, and even you, no matter how good an act you put on. Worse, I learned last night that Shakar is definitely alive, and he’s working with Casovar.”

      Cayr ran a hand through his hair distractedly, and she sympathized with the stress building in his face. “If you’re right... ”

      “We still have some time.” She tried to reassure him. “Convincing your father to act against Dashan will be far easier than convincing him to act against my father, or you.”

      He nodded. “I can have the orders issued to release him as soon as you think best.”

      “Let me talk to my father and Tarrick and let you know.” She hesitated. “Cayr, the way I feel about Dash, if the wrong people knew it would get us both killed. I have to protect him, and that means staying away. Him leaving is the best thing.”

      Tears shone in Cayr’s eyes. “As much as this hurts, I love you both. Be sure I will do what I can to protect you and Dashan.”

      “You’re a good man. A better person than I am.”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged. “But as you’ve said to me over and over, none of us has had much choice in this. I’ll wait for your word. Be safe.”

      

      “What did Prince Cayr want?” Garan asked as she entered his study.

      She took the proffered mug of spiced cider and plate of sandwiches and sat in a chair near the window, telling him of Cayr and Dashan’s plan between bites. “How close do you think Casovar is to moving on us? I don’t mean for breaking into his home, I—”

      “I know what you mean,” Garan said. “I’m impressed you saw that coming.”

      “It’s inevitable. Casovar’s goal is surely total rule in Rionn, especially if he’s working for Shakar. To do that, he has to get rid of you, Sparky and the king’s other closest supporters.”

      “Dashan’s right in that his escape will be taken as confirmation of guilt, but if your instinct is right in that Casovar already knows you were the mage... ” Garan considered. “He’ll have to come for me and Sparky first, as the most powerful and trusted lords. That will take more than suspicion of you. I judge we’ve got weeks, maybe months. No longer.”

      “Cayr and I can’t marry that fast, and even if we did, it won’t hold Casovar for long. Cayr has no true power until he reaches his majority, and once he does he’ll be in true danger if he doesn’t appear malleable.” Alyx fretted. “And I can’t protect him properly until I’m fully trained.”

      “Our plans need changing,” Garan agreed. “I’ll speak to Sparky as soon as I can.”

      “We’re in some serious trouble, Papa,” she said soberly. “Not just Rionn, the entire continent; Tregaya, Zandia, everywhere.”

      “Shakar.” He sighed.

      “The way Finn tells it, it took the entire mage order to confront him and win last time, and that was after Shakar had almost destroyed the continent.”

      Garan leaned back in his chair. “I believe you. What do you intend to do?”

      Alyx rose. “I don’t know yet. First we need to get Dashan safely out of the city. Do you have a way to get a discreet message to Cayr? Unless you disagree, I think it’s best he release Dashan as soon as possible, tomorrow if he can.”

      Garan nodded. “There’s a way. I’ll get it to him tonight.”

      “Good. Brynn has been gone a few weeks, so hopefully he’ll be back soon with word from the council, and we can plan better what to do next.”

      Garan nodded slowly and put down his glass, crossing the room to stand before her. “I’ve been thinking about what you said to me, and I want you to know that I love you. Warrior mage or young noblewoman, I love you more than anything else. You’re beautiful, strong and brave, and I’m so proud that you’re my daughter.”

      Alyx went into his embrace easily. “I love you too, Papa.”

      

      Upstairs, Alyx changed out of her mage attire, dressing in darker, non-descript clothing. As she changed, she contacted Dawn. “Cayr can issue orders to have Dashan temporarily released until Casovar finds enough proof to formally charge him with treason,” she explained. “Dashan plans to leave the city and disappear. He thinks that will confirm Casovar’s suspicions and take some of the heat off the rest of us. Papa agrees it should give us time to plan what to do next.”

      “I hope it works, I’ll let Finn and Tarrick know,” Dawn sent, then, “And I’m glad Cayr can get him out.”

      “So am I.” Alyx hesitated. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Alyx slipped quietly down the stairs, opening the front door just as a familiar Bluecoat was raising his hand to ring the front bell.

      “Casta!” She smiled a greeting, hoping he wouldn’t ask questions about her odd attire. “What brings you by?”

      He didn’t return her smile. “I was hoping to speak with you, Lady Egalion. I realise it’s improper, me coming to you like this, but I—”

      “Casta, stop.” She raised her hand. “You can always come to me. I hope you know that.”

      A little smile. “Thank you, my Lady. I’ll only take a moment of your time, I promise.”

      “Come in.” She stood back from the entrance.

      He hesitated. “Outside might be better. If you’re heading out, perhaps I can walk you to the stables?”

      Frowning, Alyx stepped out and closed the door behind her. Casta fell into step as they walked towards the stables.

      “Is something the matter?” she asked him.

      “I wanted to ask about Dashan, Lady Egalion,” he said diffidently. “The lads and I have been worried about him. Do you think he did what Lord-Mage Casovar says he did?”

      “I don’t think that matters to Casovar,” Alyx said carefully. “I’ll be honest with you—Dash is in serious trouble.”

      Casta processed that as they came to a halt by the stable door. “If there’s anything we could help with... anything you could think of, you’ll let us know?”

      She frowned at the odd note in his voice. “What exactly are you saying, Lieutenant?”

      “Tijer and me were there when he bought that.” Casta gestured at the bracelet on her wrist. “So I know you’re someone we can trust. I’m saying we’ll do whatever we can to help him, Lady Egalion. You understand me, I hope?”

      Alyx flushed hotly, hoping the darkness hid it from him. How had he even seen the damn thing? And why am I still wearing it? As discreetly as she could, she pulled her sleeve down over her wrist.

      “I understand, and you have my genuine appreciation, Casta.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “A temporary release order will go out tomorrow. No doubt Lord-Mage Casovar will have his Mage Guard watching Dashan carefully until such time as he can re-arrest him.”

      “No doubt,” Casta agreed easily.

      “If Dashan could get out of the city, leave and not come back, he would likely be safe.”

      Casta was quiet for a moment, then, softly, “I think I understand you perfectly, Lady Egalion. I should let you go, I’ve taken up too much of your time already.”

      She nodded, cleared her throat. “About the bracelet... whatever you might assume about—”

      “Dashan is a brother, my lady.” Casta cut her off politely. “There’s nothing for us to tell or know without his say so.”

      She nodded. “Good night, Lieutenant.”

      “And to you too, Lady Egalion.” He tipped his hat and strode away.

      

      Alyx left Tingo at the empty warehouse they’d used to watch Casovar’s house and headed on foot into the city. Climbing up a roof access ladder to reach the city jail without being seen was easy enough. Once there, she crouched down and closed her eyes, using telepathic magic to scan the minds of everyone inside to learn where Dashan was being held. By the time she’d established that, then the best way to get there from the roof without being spotted, her head was aching and exhaustion made her limbs tremble. She had just enough telepathic strength left to distract the guards outside the door to the wing of cells holding Dashan and slip through.

      Dashan lay sprawled on a small cot in a cell at the far end of a long hallway of cells, arms folded behind his head, brown eyes hooded and watchful. He groaned when he spotted her. “The reason I sent Cayr to talk to you was so that you didn’t risk yourself coming here.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I hear you’ve gotten yourself into a bit of trouble?”

      “Oh, you know, this kind of thing happens to me all the time. The rats and I have a great escape plan though.” He gave her a lazy smile, and she couldn’t help but smile back.

      He rose and strolled towards the bars. “What brings a high-born lady such as yourself down to visit the riff-raff?”

      “You thought I’d let you leave Alistriem without saying goodbye?”

      “Yes,” he said pointedly. “Because I’d rather end this without anyone else getting into trouble. It’s bad enough that Casovar has gotten it into his head that I’m a Taliath. I didn’t realise the man was insane as well as evil.”

      Her hands reached up to curl around the bars, her eyes searching for his so that he would understand what she was about to tell him. There was no need to hide it anymore. Casovar knew, and Dashan couldn’t be in any greater danger.

      “Alyx,” he murmured, as always catching her mood. “What is it?”

      “You are a Taliath.”

      Once spoken, the words lifted an enormous weight that she hadn’t even realised she’d been carrying. Hiding this from him had been beyond painful—he deserved to know what he was, deserved to know that he wasn’t worthless, that he was special.

      He huffed a laugh, then sobered as he realised she was serious. “What are you talking about?”

      Tears welled in her eyes, a result of the relief flooding through her, but she smiled through the tears, smiled for him so he would know she meant it. “I told you there was more to you than just a soldier. It took me too long to see it, but you’re a Taliath.”

      He cocked his head, uncertain. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m certain,” she told him firmly. “There is no doubt.”

      “Huh.” He shook his head, clearly still having trouble believing it. “Fighting has always been the one thing I was good at, but I had no idea.”

      “And now that you know you must be careful, especially once you’re out of here,” she insisted, keeping her voice low. “You know what the council will do to you if they find out.”

      There was a beat of silence as he processed that, and then dawning realisation began spreading over his face and his dark eyes shot to hers. “When did you realise I was a Taliath?”

      “I didn’t. My father told me. He’s apparently known for years.”

      “When?” Dashan’s voice was suddenly intense.

      “Dash...”

      “Tell me when.”

      She looked down at the floor. “The night of the ball.”

      Silence fell between them. More weight lifted—the truth leaving her spirits momentarily light as a feather. When Dashan spoke again, his words were whisper quiet. “That’s why you agreed to marry Cayr.”

      She swallowed, looked up to meet his warm brown eyes and gave a little nod. “Yes.”

      He moved as quick as lighting and took her hand, prying it away from the bars and holding it with aching gentleness. “That’s why you’ve been so miserable. You feel trapped.”

      Her tears welled again when he so neatly understood what she was feeling. He always understood. It made her joyously happy and desperately sad at the same time. His next words washed over her, confirming how well he understood.

      “Then I definitely have to go, no matter what I... ” he cleared his throat. “It will keep the others safe from the council. Even more importantly it will keep you safe. They’ll never know, I promise you. I’ll disappear.”

      “I wish you didn’t have to,” she whispered, her heart feeling like it was being crushed in a vice. Why did this have to hurt so much?

      “It’s what’s best,” he murmured, gently rubbing her knuckles with his thumb. “And not just for your safety, and the others. It wouldn’t be fair to Cayr.”

      “I know.” She tried for a smile but failed dismally.

      “I want you to be happy. Cayr can make you happy, he always has.”

      “You be happy too,” she said fiercely. “And safe. I need to know that you’ll be happy and safe.”

      “You promise me the same and we have a deal.” He gave her his soft half-smile, and it lit up his face.

      Alyx closed her eyes and leant her forehead against the cool iron bar, raising his hand to her mouth to kiss it softly. His other hand came up to cradle her head, gently stroking her hair.

      “I love you,” she whispered. The words were so easy to say in the end. After all the confusion and misery, it was a relief to be honest with herself and with him. His hand stilled. She raised her head to look at him with a sad smile. He was regarding her with tears in his dark eyes, an expression of unbelieving wonder on his face.

      “I do,” she whispered again. “I love you.”

      “Me too,” he whispered back, his voice taut with emotion.

      With a deep breath, she removed her hand from his and then stepped away from the bars.

      “Good bye, Dash.”

      “I’ll be seeing you, mage-girl.” He saluted her.

      

      Alyx pulled herself up through the air vent and carefully replaced the grate, pausing a moment to take a shaky breath and regain her composure. Standing, she froze at the sight of Finn across the roof from her, his staff drawn.

      “Finn, I... ” Her voice trailed off and the words hung between them.

      “Give me a good reason I shouldn’t report both of you to the council right now.” The determination on his face chilled her. This was a side of Finn she’d only ever seen brief glimpses of, where his cold rationality and logic took over.

      “He’s going away,” she said. “As soon as Cayr gives the order to release him, he’s leaving and I’m going to stay here and marry Cayr. I only came to say goodbye. Isn’t that enough for you?”

      “Have you slept with him?”

      “That’s none of your business,” she snapped.

      “It’s all our business, Alyx. If you absorbed his invulnerability you’d be a danger to us all.”

      His blithe assumption floored her, and then sparked her temper. “You’re suggesting I could be like Shakar?” she demanded. “How could you even think that? We are friends, Finn.”

      “I’m saying this because you’re my friend.” His grip on his staff shifted, tightened. “I don’t think you’d ever be intentionally evil, but look what you’ve done already. You took control of us earlier because you could, because you decided that freeing Dashan was the most important thing to you. You’ve been keeping secrets from us for months because you thought it was best.”

      “Tarrick gave me control.”

      “You took it from him!” Finn shouted, his green eyes dark against a face that had turned pale. “I trusted you to do that. And then I find you’ve run straight to Dashan. If you were invulnerable too, what couldn’t you do, to protect the people you loved? None of us could stop you.”

      Her anger boiled at his accusations, his lack of trust in her. She thought they’d had more faith in each other than this. It hurt, and that hurt fuelled her anger. She was so sick and tired of the people she cared most about underestimating or distrusting her. “I took control because you and Tarrick were too afraid of the fact he’s a Taliath to help a friend,” she snapped. “Look at you, standing there with your staff. Are you going to attack me? After everything we’ve been to each other?”

      “Are you going to make me attack you?” he demanded, and his eyes glistened with tears now. “I’m trying to save both of us.”

      Her magic rose with her anger, thundering to be let out, to explode, and her arms lit up in a green glow. Finn shifted, something like despair flashing over his face, and it hit her... this was Finn, one of her dearest friends, and she was thinking of using her magic against him?

      Standing on that rooftop, for the first time ever Alyx was afraid of her magic. Of what she could do with it.

      Her anger shattered into a million pieces and she took a deep, sobbing breath. The light of her magic winked out of existence. When she spoke, her voice was full of the tears welling in her eyes. “You’ve always been there for me, all three of you. You’ve saved my life and you’ve supported me through all the awful things that have happened to us. I ended my relationship with Dashan the moment I found out, Finn, and I did it because I could never betray the three of you that way. I’ll do whatever you want me to. Just tell me what that is.”

      His hands trembled where they held his staff. “Stay away from Dashan. Give Third Patrol back to Tarrick and trust him enough to do the right thing for all of us.”

      “I’ll do it.” She spoke without hesitation.

      Slowly, he lowered his staff, then sheathed it down his back. He scrubbed at his face and looked away. “I’m sorry that it turned out this way.”

      “I’m sorry that you didn’t have more faith in me.” She swallowed, tried not to sway on her feet. “Now please, leave me alone.”

      He nodded and left. As soon as he was gone, Alyx sank to the ground, sobbing until she had no tears left to give.
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      “Dashan Caverlock is a traitor and a criminal,” Casovar said. “You will not make any effort to see or help the Shiven half-blood. Am I clear, Apprentice?”

      Alyx’s nails dug so tightly into her palms they drew blood, but her voice remained polite. “Yes, sir.”

      “That goes for the rest of you,” Casovar’s gaze travelled over Tarrick and the twins. “I—”

      The door slammed open, and Casovar cast an annoyed glance at the Mage Guard soldier that walked in. “What is it, Tordren?”

      “Lord-Mage.” He bowed hastily. “There’s a fire in one of the markets. A unit of Bluecoats has cordoned off the area and isn’t allowing anyone in or out until the blaze has been contained.”

      “The Bluecoats are over-stepping their mark as usual, but why do I care about a fire in the markets?”

      The young soldier flushed at the contempt in Casovar’s voice. “Part of the area they’ve cordoned off includes the eastern city gates.” His flush deepened at Casovar’s withering stare, but he gamely persevered. “They won’t let anyone in or out, sir. Not even Mage Guard.”

      “Very well. I will speak to Lord-General Caverlock to clear the matter up,” Casovar said icily.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Casovar turned to Alyx and her friends. “Get back to work! I’ll return to check on your progress later.”

      As soon as he and Tordren were gone, all eyes turned to Dawn. She raised a hand, bidding them wait, before giving a firm nod. “They’re out of hearing range. Nobody else is around.”

      “You think that was Casta and the others?” Tarrick asked Alyx.

      “Probably.” She nodded. “They’ll be keeping the gate clear for Dashan to get out once Cayr issues the release order.”

      Finn winced. “I hope we’re not around when Casovar finds out Dashan is gone.”

      Alyx couldn’t look at him. Dawn glanced between the two of them—she had to know something of what had happened, the twins were too close for her not to, but it didn’t seem as if he’d told her everything.

      “What’s going on?” the telepath demanded.

      “I—”

      “No.” Dawn cut her brother off. “If I didn’t value you both so much I would have read your minds by now. Something is going on between the two of you, and I’m sick of the secrets. Whatever it is, Tarrick and I deserve to know.”

      Finn gave a little shrug and turned to Alyx, lifting his eyebrows. Tarrick seemed puzzled, but he nodded in support of Dawn.

      “I don’t know if this is the best place to... ” Alyx instinctively tried to stall, but then shook her head. Dashan would be gone soon, and then it didn’t matter what Casovar might read in their minds about him. “No. Dawn, you’re right. You deserve to know.”

      “Well?” Tarrick said impatiently.

      Alyx sighed, fixing her gaze firmly on the opposite wall. This is harder than I could have ever imagined. She dreaded their reaction more than anything.

      “Dashan and I had a relationship.” She paused, sucked in a breath. “Finn seems to think that makes me a threat to everybody, even though I ended it as soon as I found out what he is.”

      The ensuing silence was so thick Alyx could feel it pressing down on her. Several long moments passed before she was able to summon the courage to look at them.

      “You had a romantic relationship with Dash?” Tarrick clarified, the look on his face indicating he was caught between disbelief and confusion.

      “Yes.”

      “How serious?”

      Alyx opened her mouth, hesitated, then made the deliberate decision to lie. Finn’s accusations had undermined her faith and trust in their friendship, and she had to protect Dashan, and herself. “It wasn’t serious, just a casual thing. You know me and Dash, we couldn’t go half a day without arguing.” She flashed them a smile. “Even if I hadn’t learned he was a Taliath, it wouldn’t have lasted long.”

      Dawn was frowning. “Then why didn’t you tell us?’

      “Because you were away in the disputed area. By the time you came back it was over. There was nothing to tell.”

      “You still should have told us,” Finn said flatly.

      “Why?” she snapped. “So you could report him to the council like you threatened to do last night?”

      “Enough!” Dawn cried, and Finn closed his mouth abruptly. “Both of you have done the wrong thing, and yelling at each other about it will only make things worse.”

      Tarrick spoke into the ensuing silence. “Dawn is right. It’s good that Dashan’s leaving, for more reasons than the obvious. Alyx, if the council knew you’d had a relationship with a Taliath, no matter how casual, you’d be in as much danger as he is.”

      Alyx reached up to rub at her aching temples. “We all know that. Besides, I’m not invulnerable.”

      “I don’t think they’d care,” Finn mumbled.

      “He’s right. We don’t talk about this ever again, and none of us breathes a word of it to anyone,” Tarrick insisted. “Am I clear? Finn, that means you too. And if you really have got some idea in your head of reporting Dashan to the council, then you get rid of it right now. I won’t allow it.”

      Tears welled in Alyx’s eyes. Always Tarrick’s first instinct was to protect her, even when she’d hidden something so important from him. Even when she was still lying. But telling the truth meant telling Finn too, and she didn’t trust him with that knowledge anymore. Her heart ached in physical pain at that thought.

      Finn’s eyes were on Alyx when he spoke. “I’ll do as you say, Tarrick.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” Alyx said. “I’m sorry for not telling you, and I’m sorry for taking control of Third Patrol. Tarrick, the job is yours. Whatever you decide to do next, I’ll do it. I trust you.”

      He bowed his head slightly. “Thank you.”

      “Are you happy now?” She forced Finn to meet her gaze, challenging him to say different.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “I don’t want to hear it,” she cut him off, still furious at his lack of faith in her, even though part of her knew he had good reason for it. “Let’s just move on.”

      He stiffened and gave a short nod.

      Dawn glanced between Finn and Alyx, concern written in her blue eyes. Taking a breath, she focused on Tarrick. “What comes next? I’d like to know why Shakar is haunting Alyx’s dreams. Could it be he sees her as a threat?”

      “If that’s the case, Alyx should be dead already. He’s taken out all the other powerful mages one by one—assuming he’s behind the missing mages,” Finn said bluntly.

      “He doesn’t want to destroy me, he wants me to join him,” she said.

      “He couldn’t expect you to do that willingly, not unless he’s offered you something in return,” Finn said, piercing her with his gaze.

      She stiffened, but didn’t back down from him. “He promised me the Taliath would be safe once the council was destroyed.”

      “I suppose he means all the Taliath that aren’t killed trying to stop him from destroying the world,” Dawn said dryly.

      Alyx smiled, relaxing slightly. “I suppose.”

      “It’s disturbing that he knows you so well,” Finn said, clearly choosing not to challenge her further.

      “You know what doesn’t make sense to me?” Tarrick said. “He was presumed killed fifty years ago—where has he been this whole time? And if he’s planning to try and destroy the council again, why hasn’t he tried yet?”

      “I’ve been thinking on that,” Finn said. “Last time Shakar made no attempt to hide what he was doing, and he ended up with the entire mage and Taliath orders hunting him down. They cornered him in Serrin and almost killed him. If I were him, I’d do things differently the second time. I’d plan.”

      “Fifty years of planning?” Dawn raised an eyebrow. “That thought gives me chills.”

      “The disappearing mages? Unrest in Shivasa? Increasing tensions with Rionn? Attacks on DarkSkull?” Finn ticked off each statement with his fingers. “I wonder who first suggested to the council that it would be a good idea to get rid of the Taliath?”

      “He’s trying to destroy the world first, before stepping in to take it over,” Tarrick muttered.

      “And what have we got to stop him?” Finn asked.

      All eyes turned to Alyx, and she instantly began shaking her head. “Don’t look at me. Being a half-trained mage of the higher order doesn’t make me the solution to Shakar. As much as I hate to say it, we need the council and all its resources. Brynn should be back any day, and by then Dashan will be safely out of the city. We’ll have a little bit of time to plan what to do about Casovar, and then Shakar.”

      “Do you think Dashan is safely away yet?” Dawn wandered over to the window.

      Alyx stood, unable to sit still any longer. “I’ll go and see Cayr. He can tell me if the orders have been issued.”

      “Good idea,” Tarrick said. “The rest of us will get started on those reports, give Casovar no reason to believe we’ve been doing anything but working hard while Dashan escapes.”

      

      Alyx headed towards the royal wing, figuring she would be most likely to find Cayr with his father at this time of day. She walked slowly and pasted a smile on her face, greeting those she recognised in the halls cheerfully.

      When Jenna appeared, gliding down a thickly-carpeted hallway and looking as stunning as ever, Alyx groaned inwardly.

      “Lady Egalion, how nice to see you.”

      She almost laughed at how insincere the words were. “Jenna. How are you?”

      “I’m looking for my father, actually. Have you seen him?”

      “Earlier. He went to speak with Lord-General Caverlock and I haven’t seen him since,” she said. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to visit Cayr.”

      Alyx had been unable to help needling Jenna, and felt quick satisfaction at the flash of anger in the young woman’s eyes.

      “I’ll come with you.” Jenna hid her reaction quickly, her voice polite as always. “Perhaps my father will be with him. They spend a lot of time together, you know? My father has a lot of respect for Prince Cayr.”

      “Does he?” Alyx spoke dryly. She wondered if Jenna knew anything of her father’s plans or ambitions. The girl had never seemed stupid to Alyx—she’d always gotten the sense there was a cool intelligence underneath the beauty. Not for the first time, she wondered at Jenna’s origins. “How old were you when he adopted you?”

      “Five. My real parents died in a fire.” She frowned a little. “I don’t really remember much about that time.”

      Curiosity—mixed with a touch of sympathy she’d never admit to—temporarily overrode Alyx’s distaste for any sort of conversation with Jenna. “Why would Lord-Mage Casovar adopt an orphan girl?”

      Jenna seemed unbothered by the question, and gave a little shrug. “Father and I have been useful to each other.”

      Alyx laughed dryly. “I see. He gives you dresses, wealth and status, and you give him the appearance of a loving family man who performed the selfless act of taking on an orphan girl to raise. The king must have loved that quality when it came time to choose a replacement for Astor.”

      “I concede that you’ve won, Alyx.” Jenna stopped walking suddenly, dropping the polite tone and speaking with cool honesty. “And I have no intention of demeaning myself by fighting with you over Cayr.”

      Taken-aback, Alyx said nothing, and Jenna continued into the silence. “Nor am I foolish enough to suggest that we should be friends. I hope we can agree to a truce, however. After all, we both inhabit the same world.”

      “I’m not interested in a truce with you, Jenna Casovar, because we’re not at war,” Alyx said eventually. “There was no fight over Cayr. He was never going to choose anyone but me. You stay out of my way from now on, and we’ll get along just fine.”

      Not waiting for Jenna to respond, Alyx continued walking. A moment later Jenna caught up to her and they walked in silence for a moment before, “I’m not your enemy, Lady Egalion.”

      “You could have fooled me.”

      The Bluecoats on guard outside the king’s audience suite acknowledged Alyx’s appearance by standing aside, the younger of the two blushing when Jenna favoured him with a bright smile.

      The reception room was empty. Jenna wasn’t far behind as Alyx continued through, pushing open one of the tall arched doors leading into the formal audience chamber.

      Two steps in, she stopped dead at the sight before her, her mind not quite understanding what her eyes were telling her.

      The king sat in his chair, head lolled back, his familiar blue eyes glazed over. Casovar was leaning over him, intense concentration turning his features more gaunt than usual. One long-fingered hand hovered over the king’s blond hair. The prickle of magic was live in the air, carrying straight to Alyx. The lord-mage’s concentration was so intense he hadn’t registered her entrance. But Jenna’s shocked gasp echoed loudly in the utter silence.

      Casovar’s head snapped up, grey eyes locking straight onto Alyx’s. A snarl flashed over his face. Her lunge forward was borne of instinct screaming at her to help the king, but Casovar made a sharp gesture, eyes darkening as he summoned his offensive magic.

      Desperately she reached for her own magic, already knowing she was a step too slow. Her boots pounded on the marble, silver-green light beginning to coalesce around her arms, but then his magic descended around her like a cage.

      Thinking quickly, she did the only thing she had time to do—send a burst of magic out in a frantic distress call before succumbing to the clamps of his power closing over her mind.

      Just like Shakar, he had her.

      The last thing she saw was the look of complete and utter shock spreading across Jenna Casovar’s beautiful face.

      Then there was only blackness.
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      When Alyx drifted awake, memory was slow to reassert itself. When it did, panic set in and she tried to move. Pain flared white-hot as her wrists slammed up against iron manacles. Her breath escaped in a gasp, and wincing, she looked around.

      Her back was pressed flat against a wall, arms spread out to either side, and she was in a small, dim room. Her feet barely touched the floor and were tightly enclosed in manacles even thicker than those holding her wrists.

      Fear surged as she realised how securely she was being held and she struggled desperately for a few chaotic moments, but it was no use. Eventually she stopped, panting from the effort. The skin of her wrists was chafed raw, stinging and painful. A moment later she cursed herself for a fool–—she was a mage!—and reached inside for her magic.

      Nothing happened.

      Alarmed, she tried again.

      Nothing. She couldn’t access her magic. Panic slammed through her in a wave so profound she found herself gasping for air. Several moments passed before she calmed enough to think straight. Her heart raced and her skin was clammy with sweat.

      She had to calm down.

      One deep, shuddering breath, then another. One more. Slowly, her heartbeat returned to something approaching normal, and she fought to hold on to that calm. One way to do that was to focus on her surroundings. She was in a room, but where?

      The walls were wood, the dirt floor dry and uneven. A closed door stood opposite her, the knob rusted over. There was a window to her right, but it was grimy and cracked. Through it, Alyx could make out the green of tree branches. In the corner by the door was a small table that held a carafe of dark red wine and a single glass.

      She had no idea where she was, didn’t even know how long she’d been unconscious. Casovar could have taken her anywhere. The panic threatened to surge through her again, and she held it back with an effort. Focus!

      She was in the middle of trying to work out whether there were any weaknesses in her manacles when a door sounded in the distance and footsteps approached. Alyx tensed, steeling herself for whatever was coming.

      The door opened with a click and Casovar walked in, his face an expressionless mask as his cool grey eyes ran over her. “You’re awake.”

      “What do you think you’re doing, Lord-Mage Casovar?” Alyx summoned every inch of hauteur she possessed and hurled it at him. “Let me go at once!”

      “I think not.” He crossed to the table and poured himself a glass of the wine. Her eyes fixed on him as he took an appreciative sip. “I would suggest that you don’t try to escape, either. I’ll kill you if you do.”

      So they weren’t pretending anymore. That was fine. She was sick of pretending with this roach of a man who had done his best to make her life miserable for months.

      “I don’t know why you haven’t killed me already,” she said, voice thick with loathing.

      “Oh, I’ll have to,” he said. “Now that you’ve seen the true extent of my... influence over the king.”

      Fear surged but she fought it back with bravado. “My father will hunt you down like the dog you are.”

      Casovar chuckled. “He doesn’t even know I have you. He might suspect, but without proof, or knowing where you are, there’s nothing he can do.”

      “Jenna saw what happened.”

      “She’s my daughter. She’ll do as I tell her. Besides, you’re an obstacle to her ambitions, aren’t you?”

      Alyx turned cold, all her bravado fleeing despite her desperate attempts to hold onto it. Casovar saw it in her face and his smile turned triumphant.

      “That’s right. And even if your father wanted to do something, he couldn’t. You forced my hand. He’s under arrest and being held in the palace cells. General Sparkish and Astor too. Nobody is coming for you, Lady Egalion.”

      “The king would never allow that.” Alyx refused to believe him. He was trying to get inside her head.

      “Oh, but he would, once I suggested it to him.” Casovar moved closer to her. “It was so hard, telling him yesterday that his closest friends had been planning to betray him, but when I showed him proof… well, he had no choice but to sign their execution orders.”

      Alyx pulled uselessly against iron. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I don’t care whether you do or not.” He shrugged and took another sip of the wine. “It’s only a matter of time before I have your friends in custody as well. I know exactly where they are.”

      Alyx said nothing, merely stared at him. If he was telling the truth, then they were lost. If he wasn’t… then talking wasn’t going to help her situation. Her mind fixated on his words—yesterday he’d met with the king. So he couldn’t have taken her too far, not in a day. She was still close to the city, possibly somewhere in the hills around the palace if the trees she glimpsed outside were anything to go by.

      Casovar looked at her with open amusement. “All I need to do before I kill you all is find out exactly how much you know, and who else knows it.”

      “It sounds like you know everything already.”

      He moved even closer, raising one fingertip to trace her cheek and jaw. She refused to give him the satisfaction of reacting, even though his touch made her skin crawl. “So pretty. But I need to be sure who knows about Shakar, of course.”

      “Never heard of him.”

      He chuckled. “I almost believed you then, Alyx.”

      He moved his hand to her jaw, then clamped it around her throat. She choked, struggling for air. His hold only tightened.

      “I’m fairly confident you haven’t gone to the council yet.” He chuckled. “Smart—they’d never believe you without proof. I was concerned you’d sent that pureblood council mage with a message, but I took care of that problem. Who else knows?”

      She tried to swallow, choked, shook her head. Her heartbeat thudded in her eardrums. Worry for Cario temporarily replaced her fear. What had Casovar done to him?

      “I suppose you’ll never tell me willingly,” he murmured in her ear. “It’s just as well I’m a mage of the higher order.”

      His magic invaded her mind without warning, his pleasure in the pain he caused evident. Alyx screamed soundlessly at the agonising pain that shot through her skull. He ravaged through her thoughts and memories, ripping and tearing, looking for what he wanted. It was so sudden and so violent she almost couldn’t react in time. But she did. Heedless of the pain and violation, she took her knowledge about Shakar, about Brynn’s message to the council, and the core of her magic, and retreated, shrinking away from Casovar into the tiniest amount of awareness that she could manage.

      Once that was hidden away, she simply endured as he tortured her, sensing first his pleasure at what he was doing, then his frustration when he couldn’t find what he was looking for. Soundless tears streaked down her cheeks.

      After what seemed like an eternity, he withdrew, letting go of her throat and stepping away.

      Alyx sagged against the manacles holding her wrists. It took her a moment to realise the whimpering sound she could hear was coming from her. Her throat was bruised and sore and a pounding headache tore through her skull.

      “I can keep at this for some time,” Casovar said conversationally. “How long can you last before you go mad, I wonder?”

      “I don’t know anything,” she whispered. “You saw that.”

      He reached up and backhanded her across the face. Her head slammed back into the wall, and she couldn’t stop the cry of pain that burst out of her. Warm blood trickled down her cheek from the gash he’d opened up, mixing with her tears.

      “I know what you are!” he raged at her, momentarily losing his calm. “You think you’ve been so clever, hiding it from me, but he knew.”

      “I’m a second-year apprentice with barely any training,” she whispered through the pain. Shakar knew she was a mage of the higher order, but he hadn’t done what Casovar was doing now—he didn’t know her deepest thoughts, the depth of her training or knowledge. Maybe she could convince him she was no threat.

      Casovar studied her, his cool expression slowly rebuilding—piece by piece—over his face, covering the rage within. “Then you know you can’t stop me learning what I want to know.”

      His words sounded fuzzy, and she blinked, trying to keep her groggy thoughts in order.

      “Maybe I should talk to your father?” he continued. “How long do you think he would last watching you in agony?”

      “Leave him alone!”

      He hit her again, and Alyx tasted blood inside her mouth. Consciousness faded, the world turning blurry. This time when he tore into her mind it was harder to hide. Her strength was fading rapidly, but she held desperately to that tiny core of knowledge, protecting it, forced to let him tear through the rest of her mind unhindered.

      Her heart broke when he reached the memories of Dashan and their time together, and she felt his scorn and amusement.

      “He will die too,” Casovar whispered into her mind. “Slowly, I think. Maybe I will even let you watch.”

      Even if Alyx had wanted to fight back now, she no longer had the strength for it. He was slowly destroying her mind. Any residual strength she had left was needed to keep from him the depth of what she was and what she knew.

      “It’s a shame the council brainwashed you with their fear of the Taliath,” he chuckled, and it was like razor blades in her skull. “He could have made you invulnerable to me. I’ve yet to have success absorbing that particular ability. I’d thought the loving bond of father and daughter might... but Jenna proved a spectacular failure there as well.”

      Eventually he released her again. Alyx’s eyes slid closed, and she wished desperately for the pain to go away, almost wishing he would kill her and be done with it. Nausea flooded her, and it was an effort not to be sick all over the floor. His violation had been complete.

      “I’ll be back later,” he told her, before walking out the door.

      

      Alyx spent the remainder of the night and most of the following morning hanging from the wall. Nobody brought food or water. By the time midday sunlight shone through the single window, she was feverish and sick. Her head ached, the muscles in her arms burned from the painful position they were in, and her old shoulder injury throbbed unceasingly.

      She drifted in and out of consciousness for hours, and each time she woke, she was less and less sure that she was going to survive. Casovar was going to kill her, and likely her father and Sparky too. She’d been an idiot to ever think they could best him.

      In one of her more lucid moments, she tried once again to work out where she was, but it was useless. She didn’t recognise the building she was in, and had no way of knowing how far Casovar had brought her while she was unconscious. Tarrick and the twins would search for her, but Casovar would be expecting that. He wouldn’t have taken her anywhere they could find. Besides, they were more than likely on the run themselves, trying to keep from being caught.

      When the lord-mage finally returned that afternoon, he was positively gleeful.

      “Not much of a Taliath, your Shiven half-blood.” Casovar moved in close, breath warm against her face. She shuddered, physically ill at the sensation. “He tried to escape, of course, but it took less than six hours for the Mage Guard I sent to find him.”

      Alyx stared ahead, glassy-eyed, refusing to react to Casovar’s words.

      “My men say he barely put up a fight,” Casovar murmured in her ear. “Perhaps he knew he would soon die.”

      If she had any strength left, the grief and fear she felt at those words would have sparked her magic then. But it lay there trapped inside her, unable to be used. Even if she could, her head was too foggy, her body too sore, his domination over her too complete.

      Oh, Dashan, I’m so sorry.

      “Ah, you’ve noticed I see?” His eyes flickered to the manacles. “I have been so looking forward to trying them out. The metal has been infused with the power of a mage who can block all magic. Isn’t that an ironic creature?”

      Alyx swallowed.

      “My only dilemma now is who I should kill first,” Casovar continued. “Your father, your lover, or your friends?”

      “I will never bow to you,” Alyx managed to whisper through her tortured throat.

      He moved quickly, backhanding her across the face and then invading her mind.

      “Please, no,” she whimpered, but her revulsion only added to his pleasure.

      This time he wasn’t looking for anything—he was only interested in causing her as much agony as he could without killing her. When he was finished, Alyx was barely conscious and inwardly screaming with pain. She sagged against the wall, wondering if she was dying. Part of her hoped she was.

      He stepped back. “You will bow to me, Lady Egalion. When I take you to watch them die, when I force you to choose who dies first, then you will bow to me. You will plead and beg for their lives, and you will tell me everything you know.”

      Alyx looked away. “No.”

      “Yes.” He opened the door. “I’ll be back for you soon. Then we’ll see which one of us is right.”

      This time when he left, three Mage Guard entered the room. One of them was Dunnat.

      He smiled at her.

      Alyx barely processed his appearance through the pain still burning in her head, the soreness of her body. Footsteps sounded as he left the room, then returned. Then he was suddenly right in front of her, putting a cup of water to her mouth. Alyx managed to swallow a couple of mouthfuls before Dunnat smirked and tossed the remaining water in her face.

      A scraping sounded as he drew his knife from his sheath, then her entire body convulsed as a white-hot line of fire opened up along her left forearm. She screamed.

      “You should tell the lord-mage what he wants to know,” Dunnat murmured in her ear, twisting the knife in her flesh before withdrawing it.

      Alyx said nothing, her breath sobbing in mingled pain and fear. After a long moment Dunnat stepped away and wiped his knife on her robe before sheathing it.

      “Think on what I said, Lady Egalion.”
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      When Alyx drifted back to consciousness, it was to the sounds of running feet and shouting outside. Pain swamped her, both mental and physical. Someone had torn a strip off her tunic to bind the wound on her arm, but it had been carelessly done, and blood dripped slowly to the floor. She tried to stop a groan, and as a distraction, looked over at the window. The darkness outside told her it was still night, though she had no way of knowing how long it would be until dawn.

      Dunnat and the two men inside the room with her drew their swords, but made no move to leave. Clearly their orders were to stay with her. That meant there were probably more Mage Guard outside. Casovar hadn’t been careless with her security.

      The door to the room shuddered and splintered as someone kicked it. A second kick and the whole thing came flying inwards, sending one of the waiting soldiers crashing to the floor.

      Then there was a Taliath inside the room. His usual too-serious face was calm with a perfect focus she’d never seen as his sword rang through the air, the speed and grace of his movements belying his silvering hair. He moved so quickly that he was literally a blur to her groggy vision. Dunnat died first, his head almost severed from his neck. The other two men died seconds later, before they’d even had time to register what was happening.

      “Alyx?”

      “Papa?” she whispered, staring at him in disbelief. He stood in a classic swordsman’s stance, tall and proud and so much more than she’d ever seen him. The sword he held... it was a match for the one at DarkSkull, the one whose beauty had so riveted her. He ran to her, sheathing the magnificent sword at his hip in one smooth movement.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Hurts...” she managed.

      “It’s going to be all right, Aly-girl.” Garan tugged at the manacles binding her wrists. “Tarrick!”

      Her father’s bellow did nothing to prevent Alyx drifting back towards unconsciousness. She fought it, knowing there was something she had to ask, had to know, but not quite able to grasp it.

      “I’ve got it.” Tarrick’s calm, measured voice sounded nearby.

      “Quickly. She’s bleeding badly.”

      Alyx, fading, was dragged back by her father’s sharp voice. Her eyes flickered open.

      “I can’t touch them.” Tarrick sounded confused. “My magic just… it won’t touch the manacles.”

      “Allow me.”

      Alyx was sure she must be hallucinating Cario’s familiar acerbic voice, the sight of him raising a hand and calling the keys tucked in Dunnat’s tunic straight to his hand. He tossed them to Tarrick, who quickly stepped forward to unlock the manacles.

      She fell, but was caught in her father’s arms before hitting the ground. He cradled her gently to his chest. The blackness closed in, and she fought for a moment’s clarity.

      “Papa…” It took such an effort to speak. Dashan? But the words wouldn’t come.

      “Shush, Aly-girl, it’s all going to be all right.”

      She allowed her head to slump into his chest as he carried her out of the room. Dead Mage Guard bodies littered the larger room outside and Cayr stood where the front door had once been, his sword drawn and bloodied.

      “Is she all right?” he demanded.

      “She’s badly hurt, but it’s hard to tell the extent of it here,” Garan replied. “We need to get her out.”

      “Follow me,” Tarrick said, moving off at a run down the hall.

      Unable to hold on to consciousness any longer, Alyx allowed the blackness to claim her.

      

      She awoke cocooned in warm blankets on a soft bed. Her body was sore and tired—the gash in her forearm throbbing in time with her heartbeat—but her thoughts were clearer and the pain in her head had receded to a dull ache. It took another moment to remember what had happened. The flood of memory and emotion that triggered had her curling up in the bed, mouth opening in a silent scream.

      “Aly-girl?”

      Her father’s voice. He’d come for her. She was safe. Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes. He was sitting in a chair by the bed, eyes dark with concern.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Better.” Her eyes fell on the sword sheathed at his waist. “You came for me.”

      “I will always come for you.” He leaned over to kiss her forehead. “I love you.”

      “You were amazing.”

      “Not as much as others.” He smiled.

      She hesitated. “Papa, is Dashan... Casovar said he’d…”

      His hand reached out to take hers. “He’s fine, I promise you.”

      Relief swamped her. She sagged back against the pillows, wanting to ask more, but forestalled by the door opening.

      “Alyx!” Finn appeared at the door. His shoulders were slumped and his face was drawn, but there was a light in his eyes at the sight of her awake. All the anger that had raged between them recently was gone in the concern that spilled out of him and her relief at seeing him standing there.

      “I’m alive.” She pushed herself up on the pillows, wincing as she forgot the wound in her forearm and tried to put weight on it. “And I’m guessing that’s due to you, once again. Thank you.”

      His gaze furrowed. “You were in a bad way.”

      “Yeah.” When she glanced down, it was to find her hands were trembling. Remembered terror swept over her and it took a moment for her to get her emotions under control. “Where are we?”

      “A safe house in the city, far from the palace.” Tarrick entered the room. “Dawn and Cario are on watch outside. Nobody’s looking for us in this part of the city yet.”

      “Cario?” Alyx asked. “I didn’t imagine him?”

      “No, you didn’t,” Finn said. “But that’s a story for another time. You need rest.”

      “Wait… how did you find me?”

      “Brynn. He spent a lot of time following Casovar around these past months—he knew that isolated hut was a place Casovar liked to keep prisoners.”

      She swallowed. The questions were piling up now, all desperate to come out. “Brynn’s back? What about Cayr? Is he all right?”

      “He’s fine,” Garan soothed. “Casovar knows of his role in your escape, so he’s keeping clear of the palace for now. None of us really thinks the king is that far gone he’d order his son’s death, but I’m sure Casovar isn’t above organizing an ‘accident’.”

      “Papa, no you don’t understand.” She lurched upwards. “Casovar is using magic on him, to force the king to his will. I walked in on him doing it, Jenna too, that’s why he took me.”

      Garan’s face turned grim at her words, but he soothed her nonetheless. “If that’s true we’ll keep Cayr safe here. Stop worrying, and rest.”

      “I owe you all my life,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

      “It’s dangerous to stay here too long. We’ve maybe got another day or two at most before Casovar’s men discover us here.” Garan stood. “We’ll leave you to get some sleep.”

      There was a knock at the door down the hall. Tarrick and Finn disappeared out the door, Finn with a small wave in Alyx’s direction.

      “Rest.” Her father touched her shoulder, and followed the others out.

      She slid back down under the covers once they were gone, pulling the quilt up and over her head so that she was in darkness.

      Dashan was all right. Clinging to that as a talisman against the memories that threatened to floor her once again, Alyx closed her eyes and tried to sleep.

      Instead, all she could see was the pleasure written on Casovar’s face as he tore through her mind.

      

      When Alyx woke from a restless doze and pushed back the quilt, the quality of the light coming through the window told her it was late afternoon. Cario sat in a chair in the opposite corner of the room, long legs stretched out before him. He looked like he was asleep, but when Alyx stirred, his blue eyes opened instantly.

      “Do you need anything?”

      “No, I feel better than I did.” And she did. The few hours’ sleep had done her a world of good. “You came back.”

      He shifted in his chair. Glanced down. Looked back up to meet her eyes. “Casovar sent his goons after me. It must have taken them a while to track me down because I was two weeks on the road before it happened. I killed them all.” He flicked at a piece of lint on his breeches, the casual gesture belying how he must have felt about that. “I knew if he was willing to come after me—a formal representative of the council and grandson to a councillor—it wouldn’t be long before he moved against you.”

      “Where were you going?” Alyx lifted herself on the pillows, this time being more careful of her arm.

      “The south coast. I had some idea of setting up as a tutor in one of the larger cities.”

      “Teress would be nice. They have lovely beaches, and the fish caught in the bay there are supposed to be the best in Rionn.”

      “I’d heard that.”

      “You could have kept going,” she said neutrally.

      A faint smile flickered across his face. “Do you remember the conversation we had back at DarkSkull—you said that you considered me a friend, and that one day, I’d have to tell you what I was hiding behind my indifference?”

      “I remember.”

      “The answer is nothing. Or at least, that was the case then.”

      She frowned. “You truly care about nothing at all?”

      Cario was silent for a moment, then he stood and picked up his chair, bringing it close to the side of her bed. Once he’d put it down, he sat, resting his arms on the top of the chair.

      “When I was fourteen, I befriended a kitten that had been born in my grandfather’s stables. He was orange, with four little white socks, and he was prettier and stronger than the rest of the litter, so he appealed to me. My father caught me playing with him one day. I can still remember the smell of the straw nearby and the warmth of the sun through the barn windows, the sharp staccato of my father’s boots. He didn’t approve, he thought I should have a puppy instead, one of the big, vicious hunting dogs his kennel-master bred. The following morning when I went to the stables, my kitten was gone, as was the entire litter. There were more litters after that, of course, but I made sure never to befriend a particular kitten ever again.”

      Cario’s eyes had been trained on the quilt covering Alyx while he spoke, his gaze distant with memory. After a moment’s silence, he gave himself a little shake.

      “It’s no traumatic story, I grant you. Just a parent doing what he thought best for his child.”

      “There’s more,” Alyx said softly.

      “They all knew I would be a mage very early on. It was inevitable given my lineage,” Cario said. “When I was eight, my father decided I should learn to fight. I hated every second of it. The tutor he found for me was harsh and strict and I ended each lesson with cuts and bruises. My mother found me crying in the stables after one particularly brutal lesson. I told her that I didn’t want to learn to fight, that I hated it. I’ll never forget the disappointment in her eyes, and later in her voice, when she told my father about it.

      I never wanted to see that disappointment in my parents’ eyes again, and so I returned to my lessons with a renewed resolve. I accepted the bruises and the cuts and I applied myself to learning. It worked, and for the first time I realised that if I became what my parents, what my grandfather, wanted me to be, things would go easier. My life could be good.”

      When he lapsed into silence again, Alyx spoke. “You don’t have to—”

      “I became the model son. I learned everything they wanted me to, both in sparring and my lessons, and I learned it well. They approved of me, and because I was what they wanted, they loved me. But inside I was empty, because I knew they didn’t love who I truly was.

      The things that I wanted, I couldn’t have. And if I gained them for myself, like that kitten, they were taken away from me. So I learned not to want things, and to pretend to be the perfect mage scion they wanted, and I learned that was easier than pain. Even feeling empty was better than yearning, or grieving.”

      “I can understand that,” Alyx murmured.

      “What I couldn’t stop was the anger, and the hate. The fact that I was their son, yet they wouldn’t accept me for who I was… none of them wanted who I am. I didn’t want anything to do with the mages, or the mage order. I hid the breakout of my magic from them for four years before it became impossible to keep hiding it. I figured I would go to DarkSkull, do this one last thing to be the perfect son, the perfect grandson, and then I would leave and never, ever go back. After DarkSkull, I could be free.”

      “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “An attempt to explain why I left, and why I came back.” He hesitated. “After I was attacked… I hated having to kill those men, but I realised in that moment that in my desperate attempts not to feel, not to care, I’d let my anger and bitterness turn me into someone I didn’t want to be. I am different to my family yes, but I want to be better than they are, not just a different type of awful.”

      “You helped save my life,” she said. “And you did it because I’m your friend, not because I’m a mage of the higher order, or a tool that you can use in the future. You already are a better person than your family, Cario.”

      “Not yet, but I will be,” he said. “I’m going to stay. I don’t want to, and I hate the thought of war, but I’m going to stay and help you.”

      She smiled, tears welling in her eyes. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that.”

      “All right, then.” He nodded to himself. “I should let you get some rest.”

      “Cario?” Alyx stopped him at the doorway.

      “Yes?”

      “You know that I accept you, right? I don’t have any preconceptions about who I want you to be. You’re my friend, all the bits of you, even that annoying smirk you get sometimes, or your superior tone of voice when you think I’m being an idiot.”

      He gave her both the smirk and the tone of voice. “Well, you do some stupid things sometimes, Lady Egalion. Like getting yourself captured by Lord-Mage Casovar, for instance.”

      She threw her pillow at him.
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      Trying to rest proved fruitless. Whenever she managed to push away memories of her torture, her thoughts would go straight to Dashan. Her father had assured her that he was okay, but she needed to hear it again, or at least know where he was.

      Deciding to find her father and ask—hoping it would give her some peace of mind—she pushed off her blankets and clambered slowly out of bed. Every muscle in her body seemed like it was clamouring for primacy as the most painful, and it took some time to get upright.

      Her mage attire sat neatly folded on a nearby stool. Determinedly ignoring the trembling of her body, she pulled the clothing on, then limped down a narrow hall, pausing to listen to the voices filtering through the partially open door at the end.

      “Casovar has control of the palace and the king.” Her father’s voice. “The city is a different matter. At least a third of the Blue Guard is in open rebellion against the Mage Guard. The remainder of the Bluecoats are under Tirian Caverlock’s control for now, but his grip is loosening as he fruitlessly tries to get Casovar to let them back into the palace.”

      “He’s expelled all the Bluecoats from the palace?” Tarrick sounded shocked.

      “Only Mage Guard are in there now. Casovar is claiming the king is in danger from his rogue lords—that’s us—and that the Bluecoats can’t be trusted to protect him,” Garan said. “As long as he has the king, he’ll maintain control of the army.”

      “You should let me go to my father,” Cayr said, voice ringing with determination. “Who knows what Casovar is doing to him? He’s not only my father, Lord Egalion, but your king!”

      “Casovar can’t afford to hurt him, Your Highness,” Garan said calmly. “He controls the city—and effectively the country—through your father.”

      “The Bluecoats and Mage Guard are fighting in the streets. That’s not control. I want this situation resolved as quickly as possible before innocent people are harmed. My father would never hurt me.”

      “Cayr, no.” Alyx pushed open the door and limped in, her gaze sweeping over Cario and the twins as well as Cayr, Tarrick and her father. “You don’t understand. Casovar controls your father with magic. You can’t combat that.”

      “Alyx!” Relief filled the prince’s face and he came straight over, wrapping her in a gentle hug.

      “I’m all right,” Alyx reassured him, stepping away. “But you need to listen to me about Casovar.”

      Stubbornness flashed in his blue eyes. “You’re the one who told me I’m responsible for more than just the court. People are going to start getting hurt. The fighting will turn into looting sooner rather than later. I won’t have that happen.”

      “I understand, but you can’t fight Casovar’s magic alone. Trust me.”

      He hesitated, then gave her a sharp nod. “For now.”

      Dawn came over to take Alyx’s arm and lead her to a seat. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better than I was, thanks to Finn.” Alyx tried not to wince as sore muscles protested her movement. “Where’s Brynn? Did I imagine hearing he was back?”

      “He’s back, but only for a short time. Right now he’s out collecting supplies and a fresh horse with the help of some Bluecoats,” Tarrick said, glancing at Cayr.

      “I’m sending him to Carhall tonight,” Cayr said. “Over the past months I’ve grown a greater appreciation for why my father dislikes and distrusts the Mage Council so much, but burying our head in the sand is no solution. Brynn is to request formal assistance from the Mage Council on my order. It’s time to get proper help.”

      Alyx didn’t miss the looks of respect shot Cayr’s way, and the same feeling was likely reflected on her face. But it wasn’t time for niceties. “Good. Now, what are we doing here?”

      “Casovar is combing the city looking for us, using any spare Mage Guard that aren’t locking down the palace or fighting Bluecoats. I think he’s managed to get the king to authorise using City Guard too,” Dawn said. “I can sense their thoughts.”

      “I don’t know how much you overheard, but Casovar has publicly announced we were behind an attempt on the king’s life, one which he foiled,” Finn added.

      “And there’s nobody there to counter his claims,” Cario said.

      Alyx looked at her father. “What’s being done about it?”

      “Our priority is getting out of the city before we’re found—we’ve been waiting on you to be well enough to move,” Garan said. “A diversion has been planned to take place on the opposite side of the city. When it happens, we’ll leave via the east gate. Horses and supplies are waiting for us, and we’ll ride straight for Widow Falls. Ladan will be able to shelter us for a short time until we come up with a longer-term plan.”

      Alyx frowned. “Your plan is to run away? What about Casovar?”

      “What other choice to we have?” Garan said. “While he controls the king, our ability to make a stand against him is non-existent.”

      She shook her head. “If we run now, it will take months to re-establish ourselves into a position of strength, even if the council agrees to Cayr’s request. Then potentially months more to move against Casovar. We don’t have that time, not when Shakar is out there. Who knows when he plans to move against the council?”

      “What are you suggesting?” Cario drawled. Something in his eyes told her he knew what she was about to suggest. His little nod bolstered her.

      “That we confront Casovar now, separate him from the king and re-establish control of Rionn.” The idea of going anywhere near the lord-mage was terrifying, but rationally it was their only choice. Even so, she couldn’t stop the trembling of her hands at the thought of it.

      “Alyx, no,” Finn said. “Casovar already got you once, and he knows what you are. You’re injured, no match for him. None of us are.”

      She forced a strength into her voice that she didn’t feel. “Casovar got me because I was alone and unprepared. Together, we’re much stronger. Thanks to Finn, I’m just a bit stiff and sore. Besides, Casovar may know what I am, but he thinks I’m a barely trained apprentice. He doesn’t know what abilities I have, or how strong I am.”

      Silence fell.

      “How can that be?” Cario asked.

      “He used his magic against me, including attacking my thoughts.” Alyx fought to keep her voice steady. “But I kept that from him. That and our knowledge of Shakar. It was all I could hold back… but I managed it.”

      “You resisted him?” Tarrick stared at her. “Damn, Alyx, you must be powerful.”

      “Not really. He still… ” She swallowed. “The point is, nothing has changed. He’ll be expecting us to run, so we have to do the opposite.”

      What she didn’t tell them was that if they ran, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to summon the strength to face Casovar again. She had to do this now, or she might never be able to.

      “I won’t allow it,” Garan said flatly. “You’re in no shape to face down a mage of his power, and even if you were healthy, you’re only half trained.”

      “Your father is right,” Tarrick said.

      “I’m with Alyx,” Cayr said unexpectedly. “My father is in danger and I’m not going to run away and leave him to his fate. I am Rionn’s prince and I refuse to hide.”

      “How would you do it?” Finn countered, looking at Alyx. “Stroll up to the palace and confront Casovar in a mage duel? How do you plan to get through all the Mage Guard surrounding the place? What if Casovar uses the king as a hostage? What if you get the heir to the throne killed in the process of trying to rescue his father?”

      Alyx rose to her feet, turning to Tarrick. “I gave you back control of Third Patrol, and I meant it. Now I ask you to trust me with this. If we run now, we lose whatever advantage we have. The decision is yours.”

      His dark eyes met hers, jaw clenching. It was a gamble, but she had promised Finn, and now she had to bank on Tarrick’s willingness to trust her instincts.

      Eventually he gave a sharp nod, and her shoulders sagged in relief. “Alyx is right. It’s risky, but we don’t have time to take Casovar down the slow way.”

      “Tarrick—”

      Alyx cut Finn off with a sharp gesture. “It’s your job to find solutions for all the problems you just raised, Finn. Dawn, how long do you think we have until someone finds this safe house?”

      “It depends on whether Casovar starts searching himself. For now, I think we’re safe for another day, but no more.”

      “Then we go tonight.”

      “I won’t allow this, Aly-girl,” Garan said quietly, a thread of steel in his voice.

      The refusal sparked her anger—always there simmering, and now it flared hot, momentarily dispelling her fear and the pain of her injuries. Alyx forced herself to stand straight and tall, giving the appearance of strength and hiding the weakness she felt. “You don’t get to say that to me anymore, Papa. I’m done with your refusal to see what I am, and your unceasing overprotectiveness. I am doing this, and you can’t stop me.”

      His face tightened, his anger leaping just as hotly as hers as she threw the words at him. She didn’t care. She adored her father, but she wasn’t going to let him rule her any longer. Before Garan could say anything, however, Cayr rose to his feet.

      “Actually, in the absence of my father, I am the one who has final say here.” He spoke mildly, but with enough firmness in his face and voice that none considered gainsaying him. “We will do as Alyx suggests. Lord Egalion, you will do whatever is needed to assist them. Am I clear?”

      For a long while silence filled the room.

      It was Dawn who broke the silence, rising to her feet. “I’ll start regular telepathic sweeps, that should give us some forewarning if Casovar or any Mage Guard get near enough to find us.”

      “Prince Cayr, you can’t come,” Finn spoke then, eyes flicking to Alyx before settling on the prince. “That’s the first solution. It is critical that you remain safe in case it all goes wrong.”

      “He’s right,” Alyx said calmly, swinging to Cayr as he opened his mouth to protest. “We will do our best for your father, but your responsibility is greater than him. You said it yourself—you are Rionn’s prince.”

      He gave a slow nod, and in that moment, seemed to shed all remnants of youth. “I accept that.”

      “And Papa, it will be your job to protect him.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “So you’re planning on sidelining me while you and a handful of half-trained mages take on Casovar? You’re smarter than that.”

      “If we fail, Cayr is the only chance of regaining power in Alistriem, and he won’t be able to do it alone,” she said evenly, meeting her father’s eyes. “So yes, I’m sidelining you. For now.” His mouth thinned, but she gave him a tired smile. “Don’t underestimate this handful of half-trained mages, Papa. We might surprise you.”

      

      Alyx sat by the fire in the front room, sipping a glass of warm mead and revelling in the momentary peace. She’d managed another hour or so of sleep, but after that she couldn’t lie still any longer. She hadn’t managed to get her father alone after their meeting, and worry for Dashan nagged at her. The murmuring sounds of conversation drifted from the larger room at the back of the house—no doubt Finn and the others planning furiously. She briefly considered going to ask them, but was afraid of letting on how much she cared.

      The front door clicked open and her father appeared, startling her—her magic hadn’t warned her of the approach of a Taliath. He shrugged off his cloak and hung it by the door. Her gaze fixed on him as he moved—it was different than she’d ever seen, powerful but with such grace. She’d never imagined she would ever see a fully trained Taliath in action, but the previous night… it had been a wondrous sight. How could the council have ever wanted to remove the Taliath from the world?

      “All these years, you’ve been hiding yourself. Making yourself lesser,” she said. “Just for me.”

      “And for Ladan too.”

      “Thank you, Papa.”

      “If you have children one day, you’ll understand that a parent would do anything—gladly—to protect their child.”

      She nodded, taking another sip of the mead, her eyes falling on the magnificent sword at his hip. “May I see?”

      He drew the blade out, its soft ring like music drifting through the room. It lay heavy in her open palms when he passed it to her, a long glimmering blade of sharpened steel. The hilt had been crafted from ivory and dyed a deep midnight blue. Garnets set into the hilt glittered in the firelight, artistically placed to look like leaping flame.

      “Your mother named it Heartfire,” her father murmured. “She thought the name suited me, but I often thought it described her much better.”

      Alyx’s fingers traced reverently over the blade and hilt wishing once again she could remember Temari Egalion. Eventually she handed the sword back, clearing her throat. “I don’t want to fight with you, Papa, but I have to do this. I wish you could trust me.”

      He let out a sigh, re-sheathing his sword before sitting. “I do trust you, but at the same time I’m frantic with worry.”

      “I know exactly how that feels.” She gave him a half-smile. “Casovar told me that he’d arrested you, Astor and Sparky, and that he’d caught Dashan. He told me he was going to make me watch him kill you all,” she said. “He must have been lying, but it was effective. I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared, not even when Galien was trying to kill me at DarkSkull.”

      “He wasn’t lying, not entirely.” Garan stretched out his hands to warm them by the fire. “He never got Astor, the wily old bastard was gone when they showed up at his house.”

      She stared at him, heart thudding in sudden fear. “What do you mean? You said Dashan was okay. Tell me you weren’t lying!”

      “It’s all right. I wasn’t lying,” he soothed, his hand resting on her arm. She nodded, trying to calm her racing heart. It was too much. The past couple of days had left her emotions fragile and strung out.

      “Tell me, please.”

      He gave her arm another squeeze, brow furrowed in concern, before sitting in a chair beside hers. “Casovar came to the mansion with a unit of Mage Guard within an hour of you disappearing. Dawn was at the house—she’d come straight to me after receiving your telepathic distress call. I told her to run and warn your friends and Cayr. The arrest order was signed by the king. I was put in a cell with Sparkish and told we’d die as soon as Casovar got the king to sign an execution order.” Garan gave her a wry smile. “I was so frantic about you by that stage I barely heard what they were telling me.”

      “Oh.” Alyx processed that, then cold fear gripped her again. “What about Dashan? Are you sure he’s all right?”

      “I’m sure.” Garan frowned. “He was here earlier.”

      Her heart clenched. “He was?”

      “Yes.” Garan looked at her in growing realisation. “Of course, you wouldn’t know. I don’t suppose anyone bothered to mention it.”

      “Mention what?”

      “Cayr must have issued Dashan’s release order before Casovar got you. He was released before Casovar could stop it, and somehow some of his Bluecoat friends learned about it. Several of them closed down the area around the east gate after setting a fire in one of the markets.”

      “Then why is he still here?” Worry surged again.

      Garan sighed. “The Bluecoats helping Dashan heard about the arrest orders for Sparky and me and told him about it. Instead of fleeing the city, he went straight to Tarrick, who presumably told him you were missing and I was in the palace jail. The next thing I knew Dashan was giving himself up to the Mage Guard at the palace.”

      She shot up in her chair, heedless of aching muscles. “He what?”

      “They took him straight to the palace dungeons, which is exactly what he wanted, of course,” Garan said dryly, then paused, as if debating with himself over whether to say anything further.

      “Tell me,” she demanded.

      “When they brought him down… I’ve never seen Dashan like that before. The rage shone from his eyes, but it was cold, contained. He had a purpose, and nothing was going to stop him from achieving it. He scared even me,” Garan said. “He waited until the guards were about to open the cell beside mine and then he went berserk. He killed them all, the first with his bare hands. It was over in seconds, and then he calmly took the dead guard’s keys and let Sparky and me out.” He shook his head. “We fought our way out of the palace and came straight to this safehouse.”

      Alyx found herself perilously close to weeping. Dashan had gone straight for her father. Of course he had, he knew how much Garan meant to her. “How did you find me?”

      “Luck, in the end.” A dark shadow flashed over her father’s face, an echo of the terror he must have felt for her. “Brynn returned. He knew about the hut where you were being held. He’d followed Casovar there once before and thought that might be where he was holding you.”

      “And Dashan?”

      Garan sighed. “You heard me talk about the Bluecoat rebellion before? He’s leading it. They’re furious they’re being kept away from the palace and they know Casovar tortured you. Dashan and those loyal to him are telling every Bluecoat that will listen that Casovar is using magic on the king. They’re hampering the Mage Guard search for us and forcing Casovar to keep most of them at the palace.” He shook his head. “I had no idea Dashan had so much support in the Blue Guard.”

      “I did,” she whispered.

      “While you were sleeping earlier, he dropped by to see how you were and ensure we were still safe. I told him of your plan to face Casovar now, and he said he would help. I don’t know exactly what he’s planning, but Sparky is in on it too—he’s in the back room now talking with Finn and Tarrick.”

      She couldn’t hide the tears welling in her eyes and trickling down her cheeks, and Garan reached out to her, tortured sadness on his face. “I never wanted you to know how this feels. I am so sorry.”

      “Not your fault.” She leaned into him, allowing herself to take the comfort he offered. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      

      Brynn appeared in the late afternoon laden down with bulging saddlebags. Despite the deep shadows under his eyes, he had a bright smile for Alyx when he saw she was up and about, and happily accepted her hug of gratitude. “I just wish I’d been quicker in returning from Tregaya.”

      “Any luck with the council?” she asked.

      “I actually think I managed to convince Rothai there’s a possibility Shakar is alive,” Brynn said. “He promised to talk to Romas. I didn’t linger to see what happened, I wanted to get back here as soon as possible.”

      The door swung open. “I thought I heard voices,” Tarrick said, followed by Cario and the twins. “Did you get everything you need?”

      “I’m ready to go.” Brynn shrugged. “Why do you all look so grim?”

      At a raised eyebrow from Tarrick, Alyx filled him in on her plan. Thankfully, he merely nodded. “Dangerous, but smart. The last thing he’ll expect is you coming at him now, and if he still doesn’t know the extent of your magic... well, you can definitely use that to your advantage.”

      “Sparky just left.” Finn eased into a chair. “I think we’ve managed to come up with a workable plan.”

      She waved a hand. “Let’s hear it.”

      Once he’d finished, the room dissolved into silence. A small smile tugged at Alyx’s face. “If Sparky holds up his end, I think it could work.”

      “He wouldn’t say how, but he says he can take care of it,” Tarrick said.

      Brynn gave them a mournful look. “I can’t believe I’m going to miss out on all the fun.”

      Alyx didn’t laugh at his attempted joke. “No, you get the excitement of another trip to Tregaya alone and without any protection. Stay safe, Brynn.”

      “You too, Alyx.”
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      The wind gusted, playing with the tendrils of hair that had escaped her braid and filling her cloak so that it whipped around her ankles. They ran in single file up the hill, Alyx unerringly following the trail she’d marked out with Dashan and Cayr as children. Dawn was immediately behind, her magic soaring around them to detect threats. Tarrick, Finn and Cario brought up the rear.

      Alyx tried to focus on managing her breathing as they ran, but found it impossible to relax enough to find a rhythm. With each step closer to the palace, her chest tightened further with dread. How could she think to face Casovar and win, especially after what he’d done to her? Even thinking about what had happened in that room left her shaky and nauseated.

      At the top of the hill waited two shadowy figures, one tall and lean, the other stocky, his usual smile flashing despite the seriousness of the night. Their familiar faces calmed her for a brief, blessed moment.

      Tarrick pointed at the two bodies lying still on the ground. “Any problems?”

      “They found the wrong end of my sword.” Roland dug his boot into the Mage Guard soldier at his feet.

      “Keep your voice down,” Tijer warned, looking to Alyx. “The gate is clear. Nothing in the garden besides these two as far as we could tell.”

      As expected. Casovar didn’t know about Cayr’s secret exit from the palace. Alyx nonetheless glanced at Dawn, who confirmed Tijer’s words with a nod. She pushed open the gate and they quickly slipped through. Inside the wind was calmer, the garden protected by the palace walls, and she pointed Dawn towards a particularly tall tree near the gate.

      “It’s easy to climb and you’ll be well hidden in the foliage.”

      “Good luck.” Dawn reached out to squeeze her hand.

      Alyx squeezed back, holding Dawn’s gaze. “Together.”

      A smile ghosted over Dawn’s face, then she let go and headed for the tree.

      “Tijer, Roland, you’re with me,” Alyx spoke softly. “The rest of you, are you sure you know where to go?”

      “Your instructions were clear, we’ll be fine,” Tarrick said patiently. “See you soon.”

      Cario gave her a faint nod of reassurance, and Finn even smiled. Then they were gone, disappearing in three different directions into the darkness. She buried her fear for them and turned to the Bluecoats.

      “As I understand it, we’re going for the king?” Tijer asked in an undertone.

      “Yes. He’s the priority, is that clear? You’re to keep him safe above everything else.”

      “Not to worry, My Lady, we’ve had that particular instruction drilled into us since enlistment day.” Roland’s smile flashed again in the darkness.

      “We’ll need your magic to get us past the Mage Guard crawling all over the place, though,” Tijer added.

      “Follow me.”

      Alyx summoned enough magic to probe ahead with her telepathy, but not too far, unwilling to risk the possibility of Casovar sensing her near. In this manner, she led the Bluecoats through the dark gardens. Twice they had to stop, freezing into stillness, as patrolling soldiers passed by. Both times the Mage Guard were in groups of four—Casovar wasn’t taking any chances. Eventually they made it to Cayr’s bedroom window, Alyx swinging it open and climbing inside.

      “The prince’s bedroom?” Tijer asked as he slipped through after her.

      “Yes.” Alyx concentrated while Roland came in and quietly slid the window closed. Beyond Cayr’s front door the corridor was full of the thoughts of Mage Guard—at least six. More than she’d hoped for.

      “Do you think we could fight through?” she asked, relaying the news.

      “No need.” Roland moved quietly to edge open the bedroom door. A moment later, he opened it fully and went through. Tijer gestured for Alyx to follow. Instead of going to Cayr’s front door, though, Roland headed for a narrow corridor connecting Cayr’s lounge to another smaller room he used as a study. Halfway down the corridor, an exit led into a small private garden.

      “The prince’s garden shares a wall with that of his parents,” Tijer murmured. “Only those assigned to guard the royal family are told about it.”

      Not even Alyx had known that, and she felt a flash of relief that Dashan had sent these Bluecoats to help.

      Nothing disturbed the darkness as the three of them slid open the door into the garden and ran straight for a low wall to the left. Once they were over that, Alyx followed the Bluecoats to a window she assumed led into the king’s bedroom—their target. She and Tijer sank into the shadows on either side while Roland worked on the catch and inched it upwards slowly enough that it didn’t make a noise.

      He went in first, Alyx’s heart thudding into the silence that followed. She jumped when he reappeared suddenly, waving them in. Tijer gave her a leg up and she climbed in, cursing under her breath when her boot knocked against the window frame. Inside, it took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim light cast by the open window.

      “He’s here,” Roland breathed. “But there’s at least two Mage Guard on the other side of the bedroom door. I heard them talking.”

      Alyx pointed both Roland and Tijer to the bed, gesturing that she would guard the door. The two Bluecoats gently pulled back the bedcovers, and at the expressions that crossed their faces, her heart began pounding.

      Eyes on the door, she tip-toed over to Tijer, the closest, making a questioning gesture.

      “He doesn’t look good,” Tijer murmured in her ear. “And he’s unconscious.”

      She glanced down at the bed—it was hard to tell in the dim light, but the king’s skin was deathly pale. His chest rose and fell sluggishly. A flash of regret went through her for not bringing Finn.

      “Get him awake as quietly as you can,” she murmured before returning to her post at the door. Tijer leaned in to murmur to the sleeping king.

      Darien awoke with a start, and even though Roland’s hand immediately closed over his mouth, the king jerked backwards in fright, head banging against the backboard. A moment of tense silence followed in which the king’s eyes widened at the sight of Alyx, and he realised the man holding him down was a Bluecoat. Then shouting broke out from the other side of the door.

      “Get him out!” Alyx screamed as the door flew inwards. “Go!”

      The first soldier through the door came straight at her. She barely had time to duck before his blade swung through the air where her head had been. Drawing magic, she yanked the sword from his hand, lunged with her knife and drove it into his side. Yanking it out, she turned on the second guard, divesting him of his sword before embedding her knife in his chest.

      It was over in seconds. Breathing hard, adrenalin flooding her, Alyx stared through the door, but no one else was coming. Two dead men lay at her feet, their blood pooling on the floor. Sickened, she tore her gaze away.

      The king!

      She spun around, but Darien was gone along with both Bluecoats, curtains billowing inwards from the open window. Her shoulders relaxed fractionally.

      “Alyx!”

      “Dawn? What is it?”

      “Casovar has Tarrick.” Panic beat through Dawn’s mental voice, despite her attempt at calm. “They’re in the ballroom. Casovar caught him trying to get the doors open.”

      Alyx sheathed her knife and started running. “The others?”

      “Cario successfully unbarred the front gates before he was spotted—he’s in a fight, but all right for now. Finn too, he managed to get the kitchen entrances unlocked. Bluecoats and army soldiers are pouring in at both locations, but the palace is full of Mage Guard and they’re swarming to intercept.” Dawn paused. “I can’t see Tarrick properly because Casovar is using his magic. Do you want me to come?”

      “No, stay where you are. I’ll get to Tarrick.”

      She’d hoped they’d be able to do this—get the king out and the Mage Guard smothered—without encountering Casovar. A slim hope, but one she’d clutched hold of fiercely.

      It wasn’t to be.

      Alyx stretched her legs out into a sprint, racing through the back corridors of the residential wing of the palace. She got almost all the way to her destination without being seen, but eventually rounded a corner to see six red-cloaked soldiers running down the hall in her direction.

      Ducking back the way she’d come, she raced up a set of stairs to the first floor. Her breath was burning in her chest by the time she reached the gallery above the ballroom, but she barely noticed that or the sweat trickling down her face—her eyes were frantically searching the open space below. The ballroom seemed oddly lonely in its empty state, lit only by a few wall torches.

      There.

      Alyx skidded to a halt, her gaze catching on Casovar standing in the middle of the floor, Tarrick gasping at his feet. The lord-mage had one hand raised as Tarrick writhed, clutching at his throat.

      “Where is she?” Casovar shouted.

      Tarrick’s forearms lit up with his magic, a bright pearlescent glimmer that dispelled the shadows, but Casovar was merciless, tightening his hold until the glow flickered and died.

      With a ruthless determination, she turned her terror for Tarrick into strength feeding her magic. Then, she backed up as far as she could before breaking into a run, her momentum taking her up to the gallery railing in one leap and then she was launching herself out into open air, arms spread wide, knees drawn up to her chest. Using just enough flying magic to control her fall, she slammed into Casovar, her boots in his back, sending him crashing hard to the floor.

      His head bounced against the marble with a loud crack and Alyx rolled smoothly away. Tarrick gasped, rolled over. She scrambled over to him, but he was already staggering to his feet, one hand at his throat.

      “Go!” she yelled at him. “The Bluecoats need help. I’ll take Casovar.”

      “Alyx... ” He hesitated, glancing towards where the lord-mage’s prone form was already beginning to move.

      “Go, Tarrick, please! I can’t fight Casovar if the Mage Guard come flooding in here.”

      “Be smart, Alyx,” he said, before turning and running.

      Casovar’s mocking laughter cut through the room and Alyx spun back to face him. Blood trickled down his neck, but none of his agility seemed to have been affected as he rose to his feet. “What exactly is it you think you’re going to do?”

      Alyx forced herself to meet his eyes. This was it. Nausea surged so strongly she whimpered, unconsciously taking a step backwards.

      I have to be strong. She willed herself to live up to those words, trying to ignore her visceral fear and drawing upon more and more of her magic.

      I can be strong.

      “I’m going to kill you,” she said.

      The two concussive bursts almost appeared to move in slow motion as they sailed towards the lord-mage, lighting up the room with their silver-green glow. Shock rippled over Casovar’s face and he barely raised a shield in time to deflect them.

      She was already running as the successive booms went off, allowing the concussive force to wash over her before leaping high, bringing her staff slamming down towards his head. He ducked aside at the last moment, gesturing desperately with telekinetic magic to yank the staff from her hand.

      Alyx landed lightly, reaching out and tugging the staff back from his loose grip. The shock on his face deepened as they regarded each other, both breathing heavily.

      “I’m no second-year apprentice,” she panted. “And I’m just as powerful you.”

      “You’re stronger than I thought, to keep that hidden.” His jaw tightened, and his eyes turned dark. “But you can boast all you like. We both know you pose little threat to me.”

      Alyx swallowed, straightened her shoulders. “You tried hard to break me, but you failed.”

      Casovar threw back his head and laughed again, cold eyes coming back to rest on hers. “We both know I broke you, girl. I tore you apart.”

      She shuddered in memory, her grip on her staff suddenly slicked with sweat. Her heart was pounding too hard in her chest, and she couldn’t tear her eyes away from that implacable gaze. His magic slid into her mind, just like before, and she froze.

      “You’re pathetic,” he hissed. “And I own you.”

      Her knees hit the floor with a thud and she let out a low moan, hands reaching for her head. Her staff clattered to the floor. She tried to fight but he was too strong—he’d dominated her before and he was doing it again.

      “No.” It was only one word, one single word, but spoken with such a tightly controlled fury it broke right through Casovar’s mental hold. Dawn attacked without hesitation, ripping Casovar’s thoughts out of Alyx’s head with an icy confidence that shook the lord-mage so utterly he was slow to respond.

      “Dawn...” Alyx gasped, one hand scrabbling against the marble floor as she desperately tried to regain coherency.

      “I’ve got you, Alyx.”

      And she did. Casovar reeled back, one hand clutching at his head, mouth snarling as he battled her. Alyx closed her eyes, taking a single deep breath to centre herself. I have to do this. She was still alive. He hadn’t beaten her. Not yet.

      And she wasn’t alone.

      Forcing herself back to her feet she drew on her magic, summoning a concussive burst and flinging it at Casovar. He gave a massive roar of effort, managing to fight Dawn off in time to leap aside from Alyx’s magic.

      After the bright flash faded, she blinked rapidly, one hand reaching out to call her staff back to her hand. Casovar was running, heading for one of the doors leading out to the gardens.

      She stumbled into a run after him, shaky legs still not fully under her. He spun around before disappearing outside, sending a roaring wind at her. Not quick enough to erect her shield in time, Alyx was caught up in his wind-magic and hurled back into the ballroom. Her flying ability kicked in, controlling the free fall and allowing her to land lightly on her feet.

      She stood there for a moment, trying to catch her breath and regain her focus. The terror was still there, and it took everything she had to fight it back, to immerse herself in the magic that burned bright and hot inside.

      “You okay?” Dawn’s voice was a balm to her anxiety, and she almost smiled.

      “I’m good. Thank you. You saved my life.”

      “He knows from our thoughts about the Bluecoats storming the palace.” Exhaustion made Dawn’s mental voice faint, but she persevered. “He’s going to flee with the Mage Guard. Go... get him.”

      The link snapped out, but Dawn’s determination had given Alyx the strength she needed.

      She would show no less courage than Dawn had.

      

      Running after Casovar, Alyx burst through the door and into the chaos of battle. A full cohort of Mage Guard filled the opposite end of the garden, engaged in a bitter fight against a rapidly shrinking number of Bluecoats trying to prevent them from leaving.

      Casovar was halfway between her and the fight, making straight for his soldiers. They were clearly trying to fight through to the gate that was part of the secret route the king had used to flee during the Shiven attack on the palace. It seemed Casovar had had an escape plan in place.

      Raising her hand in the air, Alyx sent a bright concussive burst flying at Casovar’s back. The flash of light warned him and he stopped mid-run, calling upon his own magic to raise a shield.

      “Why are you running?” she taunted. “Afraid of us, are you?”

      “Foolish girl,” he sneered in contempt. “You’re all going to die. If not today, then soon.”

      He sent fire at her, bright orange balls reminiscent of Fengel. Alyx spun her staff, slammed it into the ground and pushed out as much power as she could. Jayn’s shield shimmered into the air around her. The fireballs hit the ward and flared out of existence.

      At the same moment, she dropped the shield and summoned her offensive magic. Concussion bursts thundered through the air towards Casovar. As they crashed against his shield, blue lightning forked across the sky above. Bright light flashed, and then came the sonic boom as her concussive magic spread out across the field.

      Not letting up, Alyx sent more concussion bursts flying at Casovar, simultaneously using her telekinetic power to try and yank the mage staff from his grip. Satisfaction flared briefly as she sensed how much power he had to draw upon to fend off her attack, but a moment later he seemed to find his balance. The last of her concussion bursts crashed against his shield, and a brief silence hung between them before shouting, screams and the ring of steel quickly filled it.

      Her gaze flickered behind Casovar, where too-few Bluecoats were trying to hold their own against what had become a wall of red-cloaked soldiers trying to drive through them towards the exit. More Mage Guard were arriving, clearly being pushed out of other areas of the palace. Or maybe Casovar had summoned them. She wavered, uncertain whether to go after Casovar or help the Bluecoats.

      “Cover us, Alyx!” Tarrick’s voice called from behind her, and then he was running past, Finn and Cario with him, Bluecoats streaming behind them, heading straight for the fight at the other end of the garden.

      Frantically she summoned more magic, throwing everything she had at Casovar before he could attack them. Hope surged at their appearance. If the Bluecoats could deal with the Mage Guard, and she could hold Casovar here, they could end him. End all of it now.

      But he was powerful, and he wasn’t backing down without a fight. He retaliated quickly, and for several long moments her focus narrowed entirely to feeding energy into her shield as his fire and concussive power rained down on her.

      As she hunkered down under the shield, the cries from the battle raging in the garden took on a different note, and her eyes widened. The number of Bluecoats had doubled—and she recognised some of them, Josha and Nario, and then...  there, Casta too! Not only were there more, but they were rapidly re-forming into solid units, closing ranks and taking on the Mage Guard as a disciplined group. A new fighter led them, not wearing blue or red, but wielding a sword that caught the light of every flash of magic and sent it spinning out around him.

      “On me, Bluecoats!” he roared over the fighting. “Form up on me!”

      Dashan cut through the Mage Guard lines with Tijer and Roland at his back, forcing the red cloaks around them to break and scatter. The Blue Guard responded quickly to his shouted commands and his energy, and now suddenly it was the Mage Guard looking scattered, breaking away in smaller groups.

      Then Dawn’s voice was in her head. “Alyx—Tarrick, Cario and Finn are coming back to help you now the Bluecoats have the upper hand. I’m on my way too.”

      It was a tightly shielded sending, but Casovar’s magic must have sensed something, because his magical attack on her faded and his gaze flickered away from the battle, narrowing on Finn and Cario as they re-appeared, edging around him warily. Her magic told her Tarrick was there too, staying in the shadows.

      She clutched her staff, using every shred of determination she possessed to ignore the weakness trembling through her muscles. She’d used too much magic with the shield and now she dropped it to conserve strength. She had to hold on... just a little longer.

      “You think you’re going to make a difference?” Casovar laughed at them, looking genuinely amused. “A healer and a council traitor.”

      “I am no traitor, Lord-Mage Casovar.” Cario moved as casually as if he were taking an afternoon walk, deliberately drawing Casovar’s attention away from Finn as he came up beside her and laid a hand on her arm. The balm of his healing magic swept through her, restoring some of her energy. “I am a representative of the Mage Council. They want you dead as much as Alyx here does.”

      That shocked Casovar, the emotion rippling across his face. “Lies.”

      “I am the grandson of Councillor Duneskal and a full-blooded mage warrior. Do you really think I’d be here if the council hadn’t sanctioned it?” Cario raised an eyebrow.

      Casovar smiled then. “The council’s support is of little matter. They’ll be destroyed too, soon enough.”

      “You’re talking about Shakar, I suppose?” Cario asked.

      A twisted sort of hate crumpled Casovar’s face. “You all think you’re so clever. So sanguine in the face of your certain destruction.”

      Casovar spun and flicked his hand, and fireballs shot from the end of his staff towards Alyx and Finn.

      Alyx shouted a warning, thrusting out her right hand and using her magic to pull the fireballs off course. Casovar fought her, and for a moment they pitted their strength against each other. He was the more experienced mage, and Alyx only barely managed to pull the fireballs off line. They shot past Finn’s head as he ducked, frantically scrambling away from Alyx.

      “You should give up now,” Casovar hissed. “Do that, and I might not kill you.”

      Tarrick stepped out of the darkness to Casovar’s left, forearms lighting up in a pearly glow. “We don’t give up, Lord-Mage Casovar.”

      “Then you’ll die.”

      Casovar spun his staff, sending a whirlwind spiralling outward from his body. It was a magic Alyx had never seen before, and it gained strength as it spread outwards. Her shield was useless as the air spun right through it, picking up each of them and sending them flying in all directions.

      Angry, Alyx drew on every bit of strength she had and sent her flying ability outwards, grabbing onto Tarrick, Cario and Finn and controlling their flight. Once again, her strength was pitted against Casovar’s, and she fought bitterly to hold onto them.

      Casovar let go suddenly and they dropped to the ground. Alyx fell hard as her magic failed, and she sat up, wincing, pain stabbing through her bad shoulder. Casovar watched them a moment before striding towards Alyx, the expression he wore murderous.

      “I’m afraid.” She whispered the thought, almost to herself.

      “Me too, but I’m here.” Dawn sounded stronger than she had, but still weary. “Let’s finish this.”

      “Alyx!” Tarrick shouted a warning.

      She staggered to her feet and faced the oncoming threat squarely. Cario had fallen some distance away, and was scrambling around behind Casovar, whose focus was entirely on Alyx. The sight of Dawn, standing close to her twin, bolstered her.

      Her grip on her staff tightened. She could do this. She was going to do this. And she didn’t need to do it alone.

      “Cario, this will go better if he doesn’t have his staff.”

      His blue eyes shifted to hers, and she read his acknowledgement in them. A small smile flickered at her mouth. A glance at Tarrick, then each of the twins in turn. The connection between them—the one they’d forged in adversity at DarkSkull and used to beat Galien—surged with magic.

      Alyx swung her staff and sent concussion ball after concussion ball directly at Casovar. Tarrick stepped up beside her and followed suit. Finn came to stand behind them, a hand on each shoulder, flooding them with every bit of his healing strength. Dawn unleashed her magic on Casovar’s mind, battering his mental shield with everything she had left.

      The lord-mage summoned his shield to deflect the concussion bursts, then raised his staff, gathering his magic to fight back. At that same moment, Cario threw his head back and let out a roar. He extended his right arm, body rigid with effort, mouth curling in a snarl as he pitted his strength against Casovar.

      The lord-mage fought to keep hold of his staff, but it was a losing battle. Mage of the higher order he might be, but there was no mage alive who could match Cario’s telekinetic skill. A moment longer and the staff flew from Casovar’s hand across the garden and into Cario’s. The blonde mage slumped, gasping for air, sweat streaming down his face.

      Before Casovar could turn his power on Cario, Alyx resumed her attack, forcing blast after blast to burst from her staff. Finn’s energy replaced some of her draining magic, but it took everything she had to employ the utter focus and effort required to do what she was doing.

      Casovar was close to overwhelmed, but he wasn’t beaten yet. His sheer power charged a shield that was becoming almost annihilated by a continuous blast of concussion energy while his mental shield was battered without respite.

      She stood firm, refusing to back down until his shield broke. It weakened slightly at her onslaught. Beside her, Tarrick slumped and faltered, at his utmost limit. Alyx gritted her teeth, willing herself to continue. Her concussion bursts lost some of their power, but she kept going.

      Casovar’s shield flickered before strengthening.

      Her legs trembled and sweat poured down her back, but she forced herself to keep sending her magic soaring through the night. Casovar couldn’t hold on indefinitely, not when he was being attacked from all sides, and he knew it. He let out a furious roar and Alyx felt him gather up every bit of strength he had left.

      It was terrifying to behold, the sheer power he had, and the skill with which he used it. Desperate, he attacked their minds. Tarrick was already out, and now the twins faltered, both driven back by Casovar’s mental attack. Cario swayed on his feet, nothing left in him.

      Alyx alone remained standing.

      Casovar strode across the grass towards her. He battered at her mind, a smile of triumph spreading over his face. She cried out, fighting back, pushing him away, refusing to let him beat her. The memory of him tearing through her mind distracted her, weakening her for a moment. It was all he needed, and he was inside her mind again.

      No.

      This time she didn’t have to hide.

      Alyx didn’t know how she did it, or where that final reserve of strength came from, but it was there. She screamed aloud as she tore him from her thoughts. Casovar stopped mid-stride, shock written all over his face.

      Then his shield failed spectacularly, winking out of existence. Without thought, Alyx released two more concussion bursts. They sailed straight at Casovar, hitting the mage in his chest and face. A concussion ring swept outwards as they exploded, and Alyx clasped both hands over her ears, her chest squeezing so tight she couldn’t breathe.

      Then, the light faded and Casovar was no longer standing there. The two blasts had disintegrated him completely.

      She dropped to the ground, gasping for air and suddenly feeling as if she were going to vomit up the entire contents of her stomach. Too much. Far too much magic. Blackness darkened the edge of her vision.

      “Alyx!”

      Dashan’s voice, she’d recognise it anywhere. She tried to look up, vision blurry, body not properly responding. He was moving towards her, but then Tarrick stepped into his way, holding him back.

      She slumped to the ground, unconsciousness claiming her.
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      For the second time in a week, Alyx awoke battered and exhausted in the soft bed at the safe house. Rain pattered against the window to her right. It took only a moment before memory assaulted her. She sat up, glancing down at her trembling hands. Concentrating on them only made the shaking worse. Her head ached, and her body was sore all over.

      “You’re awake.” Cayr appeared at the door, saving her from the panic that had begun creeping into the back of her mind. Relief replaced it—he was okay. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” she lied. “I... is everything under control? The king?”

      He sat beside her, taking her hand in his warm one. She clung tightly to it. “Father is weak but all right. Finn thinks that whatever Casovar was doing to him, it was draining his body’s strength. He’s thinking clearly now, though. The Bluecoats are firmly back under Lord-General Caverlock’s command and on duty at the palace.”

      “The Mage Guard?”

      “Those we’ve caught are under arrest. Dawn is helping us track down the others.”

      “Good,” she said, swallowing. “How did your father react to everything that happened?”

      “We’ve had a long talk,” he assured her. “He’s upset, and furious we went behind his back, but your father, Sparky and Astor have been his dearest friends his whole life. He trusts them, and me.”

      She relaxed a little, leaning back into the pillows, but Cayr hadn’t missed how tightly she was gripping his hand. “Your father is okay, Alyx. He’s terribly worried about you, but I convinced him my father needs him more than you right now, and Finn assured him you were going to be fine. Even so, I’m sure it won’t be long until he visits.”

      “Thanks. Are the others all right too?”

      “Tarrick and Cario are back at your home, sacked out in the spare rooms. They’ll probably sleep for hours.” He smiled faintly. “Finn is helping with the wounded and Dawn with tracking down the remnants of the Mage Guard.”

      “Then why am I here?”

      “Your father was worried about you after the battle,” he said. “There were still some Mage Guard soldiers on the loose. He thought this was the safest place for you until you woke up. It’s surrounded by Bluecoats.”

      Relief at that news brought back her weariness. “I know you must have a lot to do as well. Thank you for coming to ease my mind.”

      Cayr hesitated. “I haven’t spoken to Dash, but I know he survived the battle. One of the Bluecoats told me he’s left the city like he originally planned to do.”

      She closed her eyes, stifling the pain that thought brought her. “Do Tarrick and Finn know that he’s gone?”

      “Yes. The Bluecoat, your friend Casta, told me he’d spoken to them already. Casta wanted to see you too, but you were still sleeping at the time.”

      “Thanks.” She tried to keep the grief from her voice, but Cayr knew her too well.

      “Alyx, I’m sorry. I can see how...” he faltered, then took a breath and let go of her hand. “I know you too well not to be able to see how you feel about him.”

      His withdrawal made her sad, and for a moment she stared at their hands resting near each other on the covers. “I’m sorry too. You will never know how sorry I am.”

      “I know.” He sighed. “That doesn’t make it hurt any less.”

      “I understand. I still....” It was her turn to falter. “I care about you so much, and I’ll do whatever you need.”

      “I don’t think we should marry,” he said. “It’s not right, for either of us. Rionn will manage, especially now your father has returned to being a Taliath and Casovar is dead.”

      “I think you’re right.” She swallowed. Even though it wasn’t what she wanted anymore, there was still a sting to the knowledge that the thing she once so desperately dreamed about was gone forever. “There is a greater threat out there, and I think I’m one of the few people who can help stop it. That’s why I can’t stay here in Rionn. The threat Shakar poses is bigger than all of this.”

      He nodded sadly. “I wish you didn’t have to leave.”

      “Me too.” She smiled faintly. “One day I’ll be back to stay.”

      “I’ll leave you to sleep.” He leaned over to kiss her forehead, lingering for a long sweet moment, and then he rose and left.

      

      As soon as she was alone, it was impossible to rest. She couldn’t rid her mind of the memories of Casovar torturing her, raging through her mind unchecked. She’d hoped killing him would make all the horror go away, but it was still there, lurking in the back of her thoughts. He had broken her, if only for a short time, and she somehow had to live with that.

      Eventually she managed a fitful sleep. Not long after, the nightmare claimed her. She was still weak and exhausted, and had no strength to fight Shakar’s power as he dragged her relentlessly down the familiar dark tunnel. He was angry about Casovar’s death, and his anger tore away the veneer of civility he’d maintained in his more recent contact.

      But he was smug too. She might have defeated Casovar with the help of her friends, but she’d almost killed herself doing it. Casovar’s power was nothing compared to Shakar’s; she had no hope of destroying him. He was cruel, twisting his hooks deep into her mind, bringing back the remembered terror and pain of Casovar ransacking her thoughts and memories.

      “No more pretences, girl,” he hissed. “You’ve chosen the wrong side. My Hunters are coming for you. Best start sleeping with one eye open.”

      Alyx awoke gasping, the screams lodged in her throat and unable to escape. Sweat soaked through the nightshirt she slept in and ran in rivulets down her face. Terrified, alone, and still not fully awake, she reached for her magic, seeking Dawn, or someone who could hear her. But there wasn’t enough inside her, only a tiny spark, nowhere near strong enough to reach her friend.

      Pulling the blankets back over her, she huddled against the headboard, shivers racking her frame. Time passed, she wasn’t sure how much. The darkness closed around her so completely she was forced to get up and light the candle on the table by the bed so that she could breathe.

      The sound of the window sliding open almost made her scream in terror, her body instinctively scrabbling backwards against the headboard, her magic too weak to summon. A tall figure swung through the window, landing lightly enough not to make a noise.

      “Alyx?”

      “Dashan!” She was out of the bed in an instant, hurling herself across the room and into his arms. They wrapped fiercely around her and she shuddered, gripping his shirt and pulling herself as close to him as she could get.

      “What are you doing here?” she mumbled, so much relief flooding through her she could barely stand.

      “I came for you.” He gently tugged her back so he could look down at her; he was wearing his determined expression. “I know what he did to you, and then I saw you after the battle. I was frantic, but they wouldn’t let me see you, so I found a way.”

      Alyx swallowed. “I’m not okay, Dash. They don’t know... I couldn’t tell them, but what he did... I can’t...” she gasped, unable to get the words out, the panic creeping back.

      “Hey.” His hand cradled her cheek, his arm steadying her, calming her. “Shush, it’s all right. It’s going to be all right.”

      “I don’t know if it will.” She dropped her head into his chest, fighting back tears.

      “Let it out, sweetheart.” He rubbed her back gently. “Let it out. It’s me, I’m here.”

      So she did. She cried, long, heart-wrenching sobs, and Dashan soothed her with his voice and his arms and his hands, telling her over and over that he loved her and that it was all going to be all right.

      When the sobs finally subsided, he leaned back and used the cuff of his shirt to gently wipe the tears from her face. “Better?”

      She nodded. “A little. I thought you were leaving?”

      “I am, but I’m taking you with me.”

      “I can’t—”

      “My intention was only to come here and say goodbye before I left, to make sure you’re okay.” He framed her face with his hands. “But you’re not okay, and I’m not leaving you like this. I’m getting you out of this city tonight and nothing is going to stop me. Will you trust me?”

      Already she felt better, the warmth of his hands and presence soaking through the ice that Casovar had left in her. She met his warm brown eyes. “I’m in love with you, Dashan.”

      He stilled, the soft smile she loved so much lighting his face up. “You mentioned that.”

      “You ask me to trust you, and I do. I trust you with everything I am. But I also have responsibilities that I can’t walk away from, no matter how deeply I love you.”

      “I’m not asking you to walk away from anything.” He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “I know that you can’t come away with me forever. But before you can do anything, you need to heal. I can help you do that.”

      She hesitated only a moment longer before giving him a silent nod. He smiled and stepped back, turning away while she dressed and collected her mage staff. She tried her magic again, relief flooding her when she found enough to use telepathic power.

      “Dawn?” Alyx winced at the realisation she was waking her friend from deep sleep, but it couldn’t be helped. “I’m so sorry to wake you.”

      “Is there something wrong, is someone hurt?”

      “No, everything is fine.”

      “Are you all right? You sound strange… did you have another nightmare?”

      “I’m physically fine.” She paused. “But I’m going away for a little while. A few days.”

      “What? Where? Alyx, you’re not making any sense.” Dawn was trying to collect her sleepy thoughts.

      “There’s something I need to do, and I’ll be back soon, I promise you. Tell the others for me?”

      “Tarrick will be furious. You can’t just disappear. Shakar is out there.”

      “I have to,” Alyx whispered. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Take care of them for me, Dawn.”

      Alyx cut off her magic before Dawn could protest, and erected her mental shield. Even that small effort caused the beginnings of a headache throbbing at her temples. Guilt warred with resolve inside her. They would never understand this, and they wouldn’t forgive her for it either.

      “Ready?” Dashan asked.

      “You want me to climb out a window?” She raised an eyebrow.

      He sighed. “I thought you were a warrior mage.”

      She smiled genuinely for the first time in weeks, lifting her arms to wrap them around his neck before leaning in to kiss him. He pulled away instinctively, concern and adoration flickering in his eyes. “We can’t. The council... ”

      She took a breath, finding the resolve inside herself and reaching down to take hold of his hand. “They will want to kill us whether we’re together or not. I’m not their puppet, and I make my own choices.”

      “If you choose this... ” He hesitated. “We won’t be able to be together, not fully, I mean.”

      “Unless we can find some way to stop me absorbing your abilities?” She met his eyes. “I know. And we’ll have to keep it secret from everyone to prevent putting the others in danger. It will be difficult and frustrating, I’m under no illusions.”

      “You’re sure?” His gaze searched hers, looking for any sign of doubt. She gave him none.

      “Yes,” she said simply. “And to be clear, I won’t be marrying Cayr.”

      Before he could say anything more, she pulled him down to her and kissed him, tugging him as close as she possibly could. He returned the kiss, sending every nerve ending in her body screaming to full awareness. Oh, how she’d missed this, the way he made her feel! His touch and love flooded through her, already soothing away the sharpest edges of the memory of her torture at Casovar’s hands.

      Eventually they parted, Dashan’s forehead resting against hers as their fingers entwined. “I love you, Egalion.”

      “Good,” she said, stepping back. “Then give me a leg up to that windowsill.”
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      Alyx leaned back against the prow of the boat as it bobbed gently on the water, gazing up at the night sky above. The stars were so much brighter out on the open ocean—an immense carpet of sparkling diamonds. Did Shakar ever look at such beauty? And what did it make him feel when he did? The sudden rocking of the boat shifted her attention to Dashan as he heaved himself up out of the water and onto the deck.

      “Much better,” he said, shaking water all over the place.

      Alyx said nothing, content to simply lie there and watch him. He wore only a pair of shorts, revealing every inch of his muscular upper body and fair Shiven skin tanned by the summer sun. His chocolate hair was slicked against his skull, and water droplets trickled down his skin. Another smile crossed her face. How scandalized everyone back home would be if they knew she was alone on a boat with a half-naked man!

      “What are you grinning about?” Dashan finished wiping himself dry and came to sprawl out beside her, one arm lazily reaching out to wrap around her shoulders.

      She shifted closer to him. “Oh, nothing important. You planning on telling me where we’re going?”

      “While you were away with Tarrick I got a message from Ladan—he sent it to me on the assumption Casovar was watching you and the others closely. The message said he’d found a location for Terin.”

      Alyx scrambled up. “Where?”

      “All the message said was that it was in south Rionn. I wrote back straight away, told him I’d meet him in Ester in three weeks, but I wanted to let you know before I left, and you were away with Tarrick. Getting arrested ruined that plan.”

      “So we’re going to meet Ladan,” Alyx realised, then raised an amused eyebrow. “You told him to meet you in Ester?’

      “Well, if this guy really is Terin, he’s more likely to talk to the child of his old friend than a stranger,” Dashan said. “This way it’s even better, the both of you can go.”

      “But not you,” she said quietly.

      He took her hand, entangling their fingers. “When I first got the message, I figured I would meet Ladan in Ester and take him up on his job offer. I thought it would be best for everyone if I left Alistriem. Now... well, I have to go to ShadowFall Island, don’t I? See if anyone’s still there. See if I can be trained.”

      She nodded, accepting that, and they fell into a comfortable silence. Alyx revelled in the feel of him so close, his arm around her shoulders, his warmth at her side.

      “Not that I want to bring the mood down, but... ” Dashan hesitated. “You spoke with Cayr?”

      “Yes.” She sighed. “He initiated the conversation. He knows me well enough to realise my feelings, as much as it breaks his heart. I don’t know if I can ever forgive myself for that.”

      “I know exactly how you feel.” Genuine pain flashed across his face. “After everything he’s done for me, and I repay him like this.”

      Alyx turned towards him. “Despite everything, it feels right to be here. I’m so sick of denying how I feel, to myself, to everyone else.”

      He kissed her, capturing her lips gently with his own. She returned it happily, one hand splayed on his chest, another ruffling the hair at the base of his neck.

      “Can I ask what changed?” he said tentatively. “I never imagined in a thousand years you would ever feel like this about me.”

      She sat up, considering how to answer. “I never imagined it either, not for a second, and I’m not sure exactly when that changed. But when Cayr told me in Carhall that he hadn’t sent you with me to DarkSkull, that you’d volunteered to come...” Her voice trailed off. “It was like a lamp had been turned on in a dark room, and I was so confused. Even though I knew how I was beginning to feel, I denied it.”

      He reached out for her hand again. “When I heard you were going back to DarkSkull, I couldn’t bear for you to be on your own again. I thought at least having a familiar face with you would help.”

      “Why did you care so much?” she asked. “You didn’t even like me back then.”

      “It’s true, you were stubborn and proud and so damned caught up in your own little dream world,” he said, a teasing smile tugging at his mouth.

      “Thanks.” She scowled.

      He sobered. “Do you remember my tenth birthday?”

      “Should I?”

      “My father beat me that morning. I think I had accidentally spilled wine in his study the night before.”

      Of course! Alyx nodded as the memories came back. “I remember. Cayr and I came over to help prepare for your birthday picnic. You were limping and you had a massive bruise on your cheek. You said you fell over, but I knew you were lying.”

      “Your father was there too, he’d brought you in his carriage.” Dashan chuckled. “In front of all of us, you demanded that he ‘reprimand Dash’s father at once’ because he’d hurt me.”

      “Did I? I don’t remember that.”

      “You practically threw a tantrum. You were furious, especially when your father told you to behave and be quiet. That only made you angrier.”

      “I remember being angry,” she mused. “I didn’t remember why until now.”

      “That was my best birthday ever, until this year.”

      She looked at him in surprise. “Why? You were hurt.”

      “You were only seven years old, but on that day you made me believe that there was someone in the world that cared about me, really cared, enough to get so angry I was hurt that she even yelled at her adored father.” Dashan’s eyes were dark.

      “I didn’t realise… ” she trailed off at the implication of his words.

      “How could you?” he said. “But I loved you from that moment. I knew that I never had a chance, but I loved you. Alyx, I’ve loved you since I was ten years old.”

      Alyx stared at him, unable to speak for a long moment because her heart was so full.

      “I was a fool,” she said. “A stupid fool.”

      “A beautiful fool.” He smiled at her, then sighed. “This whole Taliath thing is the absolute worst rotten luck.”

      She grinned. “I don’t know. I am a wealthy noblewoman. If you weren’t all muscular and handsome and such a skilled fighter, I probably wouldn’t have looked twice at you.”

      His laughter rang warmly through the night air. “In that case, I am suddenly very glad that I’m a Taliath.” He paused, sobering. “How sure are you that only us sleeping together could result in you becoming invulnerable?”

      She winced. “Pretty sure. It’s a risk, us being in close proximity, but Shakar is the only one that ever managed it, so it’s impossible to know for certain.”

      His eyes fixed on hers. “And how certain are you that becoming invulnerable is really that terrible? And don’t even try to tell me it would automatically turn you into an evil monster.”

      Her own thoughts on that had become increasingly complicated, and he waited patiently while she tried to find the words to explain. “Nobody starts out as an evil monster, Dash. They become that way because of circumstances and the choices they make.” She hesitated. “I almost attacked Finn with my magic.”

      “Alyx,” he murmured. “The key word there being almost. Have some faith in yourself.”

      “It’s not just that. The council would kill us in a heartbeat if they found out. They wouldn’t hesitate for a second. And Tarrick and the twins, even Cario, they would try to protect us. Cayr too. I won’t put their lives in danger like that.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “I do understand that. And while the others are my friends, you are my entire world, mage-girl. If hiding our relationship and being apart keeps you safe, then I’ll do both willingly.”

      “We’re going to be apart anyway,” she said sadly. “I have to go back to the council, and you need to learn to be a Taliath.”

      Dashan slid down until he was lying flat out on the deck, pulling her down beside him. She curled up around his body, sighing in contentment as his warm arms came around her.

      “It won’t be forever,” he murmured, kissing her on the forehead. “It’s been a long day. Sleep, Alyx.”

      “Wait a second,” she mumbled as she relaxed against him. “If you’ve loved me since you were ten, why did you keep pulling my hair until you were fifteen?”

      He laughed, his chest vibrating pleasantly against her ear. “Because it was fun.”

      

      Alyx blinked bright sunlight from her eyes as Dashan woke her with a gentle touch. She’d slept a lot in the four days they’d been sailing, her mind and body recovering from Casovar’s torture and her overuse of magic in the battle against him. At first she hadn’t been able to sleep without waking screaming from nightmares, nor had she been able to stop the trembling in her hands whenever she thought about what had happened. At least the nightmares had been normal ones, and not instigated by Shakar.

      “You were muttering in your sleep.” He squatted beside her on the deck, worry in his dark eyes.

      “I was dreaming about Casovar,” she replied, sitting up and stretching. “Thanks for waking me. Is it time to eat?”

      “We’re only a few hours’ sail from our destination, but it’s not long till sunset, so I’d prefer to anchor here for the night.”

      “Okay.” Alyx rose to her feet and looked around them. She could just make out the hazy outline of the western Rionnan coast in the distance, but otherwise they were surrounded by the blue of the ocean.

      As the sun set over the horizon, they ate their dinner of freshly grilled fish and the stale remains of the bread Dashan had brought with him.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      “Better than I was,” she said, and it was true.

      Over the previous four days, she’d told him bits and pieces of what had happened to her—the way Casovar had ravaged her mind and tainted her memories of everything good, how she couldn’t think of that night they’d danced together at DarkSkull without feeling Casovar’s scorn as he’d rifled through that memory.

      The first time she’d spoken of it, Dashan had tensed in anger, his body literally vibrating with the desire to do something, anything, to Casovar. But the lord-mage was dead, and Dashan quickly learned that all Alyx really needed was his hand in hers, and the warmth of his love.

      But it wasn’t all about Casovar. Throughout the sunny days and into the nights they talked about everything, conversations ranging from the most inconsequential and light-hearted things, to their deepest fears and concerns.

      Dashan told Alyx of his fear that he would never be good enough, that he would fail when it mattered most. She told him of her fear that she’d never be strong enough to face down Shakar.

      The long hours of sleep and rest, combined with warm sunshine, good, simple food and Dashan’s unwavering reassurance had worked wonders. The trembling of her hands faded, and the memories caused her less pain when she thought of them. Parting from him she dreaded, but this time they’d had together she would hold onto always.

      “If you need more time—”

      “No.” She shook her head. “We have too little time as it is. I need to get back to Alistriem as soon as possible.”

      He sighed, settling back against the prow. “And I need to get to ShadowFall Island.”

      She heard the words he didn’t say. “You’re not running away,” she said firmly. “You can better protect yourself against the council if you’re trained. Besides, you’re the one who told me there might be things you can learn about Shakar on the island. He spent a year training there, after all.”

      “I know all that,” he said. “I hate the idea of leaving you alone, that’s all.”

      “I hate it too,” she said quietly.

      

      The small boat approached the town as the morning sun turned the ocean a bright turquoise, a stiff breeze filling the sails and increasing their speed. With a few deft turns of the sail, Dashan aimed them towards the smaller of two jetties jutting out from the coastline.

      Buildings clustered on the hillside leading down to the shore, and other fishing boats bobbed at anchor close to the jetties. People walked through the streets, others down by the beach. A group of children were swimming under the watchful eye of two adults not far from the larger jetty.

      “Welcome to the town of Ester.” Dashan appeared beside her at the prow. “Is he there?”

      She nodded, pointing towards the tall figure standing on the road running along the shore, only a few paces away from the beginning of the jetty.

      “Good.” But he sounded sad, echoing the melancholy she felt at their imminent parting. He squeezed her shoulder, then returned to the sails.

      In a short time, Dashan had them bumping gently up against the jetty. He jumped gracefully from the boat and onto the deck, looking around watchfully before turning back to Alyx.

      “Pass me the mooring rope.”

      Alyx picked up the heavy coil of rope, and was working out the best way of tossing it to him when she heard him sigh.

      “It’s rope, not a snake. Stop worrying about breaking a nail and throw it up here.”

      “I am not worried about breaking a nail.” She scowled.

      He grinned, deepening her irritation. “I know you. Look at you there in your perfectly tailored mage uniform. Of course you’re worried about breaking a nail.”

      Alyx threw the rope at him with more force than was necessary, but he only laughed as he caught it and wrapped it around the mooring iron.

      “Let’s go, mage-girl.” He leaned over to give her a hand off the boat, but she ignored it with a sniff and jumped by herself. Her mage powers were still a little unsteady so she didn’t try flying.

      “You are a very irritating man.”

      “But you love me anyway.” He caught her hand.

      “I was clearly experiencing a moment of madness when I told you that.” She tugged her hand from his and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You’re cute when you’re angry with me.”

      “You’re not cute in any sense of the word.”

      Dashan threw his head back and laughed, before swinging his arm around her shoulders and pulling her into his side. “I adore you, Alyx Egalion.”

      Unable to hold on to her irritation, Alyx smiled and pressed closer to him for a moment before stepping away. “You’re staying?”

      “No. I’ve got enough supplies to get me to ShadowFall.”

      She took a deep breath. “I suppose this is it, then.”

      Eyes dark, he kissed her. For a long time, there was only the feel of him, and the joy of them both together. Eventually he pulled back, his hands framing her face.

      “You go and do what you need to do. Remember always that I love you and I’m thinking about you.” He kissed her again. “As soon as I can, I’ll come to you. I promise.”

      “I’ll be waiting,” she whispered.

      “Stay safe,” he said. “For me.”

      Alyx smiled through her tears. “If you promise me the same, we have a deal, Dashan Caverlock.”
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      Ladan was watching the departing boat as Alyx reached the end of the small jetty and joined him. He was silent for a moment, then, “I was expecting Dashan.”

      She hid her amusement in a sniff. “He brought me instead. Sorry to disappoint you.”

      He considered that for a moment. “Not marrying Prince Cayr, then?”

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “Good.”

      She fought a smile. “I’m glad you think so.”

      “Not that that situation is any better.” He glanced meaningfully at the departing boat. “How do you always manage to get yourself in so much trouble when I’m not around?”

      “Maybe you should be around more.” She shrugged. “I take it you got Dashan’s message?”

      “He’s lucky I did.” Ladan was irritated. “High-handedly ordering me to leave Widow Falls while it’s under constant attack to travel to this tiny village and instead of showing up himself he leaves you here.”

      “He knew I needed you,” Alyx said simply. “What do big brothers do?”

      His entire face softened. “All right, Aly-girl. Let’s go.”

      She scrambled to keep up with his long stride as he headed towards the town. It wasn’t long before they reached an inn. Two high quality horses stood tied up out front, bulging saddlebags on their backs.

      “We can rest here tonight, if you like. Start out tomorrow.”

      She shook her head. “Let’s start out today. Which one’s mine?”

      He pointed to the chestnut on the left before crossing to the other horse and mounting in one smooth movement.

      “We need to work on your conversation skills,” she grumbled. “Where are we going?”

      “A small town called Apara. That’s as far as I could track him. It’s about

      two days’ ride from here.” He turned his horse and urged him into a canter down the street. Smiling to herself, Alyx mounted and spurred her horse after him.

      

      “Are you going to tell me what happened?” he asked that night as they camped by the ocean. The firelight flickered over his features, accentuating the hard lines of his face. Nodding, she settled back into her blankets and told him everything, succinctly and without emotion.

      “Casovar kidnapped you,” he repeated into the silence that followed the end of her tale.

      “Yes.”

      “He’s dead?”

      “Yes.”

      A beat of silence, then, “You’re okay?”

      “Not really. But I will be.”

      He made a gesture towards the ocean. “He helped you?”

      “More than I can ever say.”

      Another silence. “This trip we’re on. It’s really that important?”

      “I have no evidence for it, but instinct tells me that learning the

      circumstances of our mother’s death could be crucial. At the very least, if we can confirm she did learn that Shakar is still alive, it will help us convince the council.”

      “And how is the council going to defeat Shakar when they couldn’t the first time, and this time they’ve hunted down and killed their strongest allies—the Taliath?”

      “If you’ve got a better idea, I’d like to hear it.”

      “I do have a better idea.” A stubborn look filled his face. “I say forget the council. Their motivations are dubious at best, and they’re corrupt and impotent. In my book, they’re not a huge step above Shakar in terms of morality. Leave them. Do this yourself.”

      “Defeat Shakar myself?” Incredulity filled her voice. “Me and what army of mages?”

      “What army of mages do you have with the council? Ones you can’t trust? Ones who would kill you if they knew who you loved.” Bitterness filled his voice. For the first time Alyx realised how deep her brother’s antagonism towards the council ran.

      “I will never forgive the council for what they’ve done,” she said gently. “But this is greater than me. Shakar won’t only kill mages. He’ll kill innocents too. The council can bring all the mage warriors and expertise together in a way that I can’t. We have no choice but to work with them.”

      “I understand your logic, but one day I think you’re going to find I’m right.” He stood. “Get some sleep. I’ll take first watch.”

      

      They reached Apara the next day, and inquiries in town led them to the farm of the local named Terin. Alyx and Ladan left the horses at the farmhouse and walked through the fields. The property was characteristic for southern Rionn, set amidst rolling emerald plains under a clear sky. In the far distance, the ocean sparkled in the afternoon sun.

      A man worked alone in one of the fields, the trickle of his magic clear as day to Alyx as he hunched over a row of failing wheat. He wore scuffed breeches and shirt, his boots careworn leather. A shock of grey hair spilled out from under a green cap, and as they drew closer, she could make out a grizzled beard and large, tanned hands.

      “Are you Terin?” Ladan called out.

      He started violently, so focused on his work that their arrival was a complete surprise. A suspicious frown deepened wrinkles on a leathery face as he brushed soil from his hands and rose to his feet.

      “Who’s asking?”

      “My name is Alyx. This is my brother, Ladan.”

      It was impossible to miss the flare of recognition that flashed across the man’s face and she relaxed slightly—this was who they were looking for. He wasn’t tall, his back stooped from years of farming, and he didn’t wear a mage robe. There was no staff in sight, either.

      “What do you want?”

      “You know who we are, don’t you?” Ladan stepped forward, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword.

      “You look like her.” This was directed at Alyx, then, as he looked at Ladan, an already grumpy tone turned downright terse. “And you look like him.”

      Ladan and Alyx shared a quick look—he didn’t like their father?

      “We have some questions for you. Will you talk to us?” Alyx asked. “It’s important.”

      Terin turned around to pick up his shovel. “I’ll talk to you.”

      

      The house was as careworn as its owner, but neat and tidy. Terin waved them to chairs in the sitting room, but didn’t offer food or drink. Alyx and Ladan stayed silent as he settled into a chair opposite them, giving him time to collect his thoughts.

      “I knew your mother at DarkSkull,” he said eventually, his gaze distant, lost in memories. “It’s not much fun being a lesser mage there. Plant magic is far from lesser, in my opinion. But I always wanted to be a farmer, and that means nothing in the mage world. So lesser I was.”

      “Our mother wasn’t,” Ladan said.

      “No.” Terin’s expression cleared. “She was everything the order idolised. Not that she cared about that.”

      “You knew my stepfather, too? Hodin?”

      “I did. Those two were close. They were second year apprentices when I started, but their master—Astor, I think?—I never met him... anyway, he’d just left DarkSkull to take up a different post, and their new master was the same as mine and he sometimes combined our classes. My magic didn’t break out until the end of that first year, even though I was one of the oldest initiates ever to go to DarkSkull. Temari and Hodin had time for me, even though everyone else shunned me.”

      “You know that she died?” Alyx asked.

      Abruptly Terin’s face closed over, and he gave a casual shrug. “I heard when everyone else did. I was a council mage until I retired a couple of years ago.”

      “She met with you right before she disappeared. What did you tell her?” Ladan asked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Ladan’s face darkened. Alyx reached out to touch his arm, speaking before he could. “Terin, Shakar is alive.”

      His reaction was barely noticeable this time, but it was there. “That’s insanity. He’s long dead.”

      Ladan shook off Alyx’s hand and rose to his feet, hand returning to his sword. “He’s not, and you know it. I have no time to mess around, old man. What did you tell our mother all those years ago?”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “You’re damn right I am.” Ladan stepped forward and hauled Terin to his feet. “Start talking. Now!”

      Alyx considered protesting, but doubted she would have any effect on Ladan when he was in one of these moods. Besides, they needed to know what Terin knew.

      “I usually let your mother know when I was in the region on council business. She

      wrote to me soon after arriving at Widow Falls so I knew she was there. The last time I wrote to her I never heard back. A couple of months later I heard she’d died,” Terin said. “That’s all I know.”

      “He’s lying because he’s afraid,” Alyx said flatly, allowing her magic to seep out

      through her hands. A bright green glow lit them up, and Terin’s gaze was drawn inexorably to it. “I’m just like my mother, Terin, so you know I can take the truth from your mind if I wanted to. I’d prefer not to go that route, but I will if you don’t start telling us the truth.”

      His eyes challenged her. “We all learn to shield at DarkSkull.”

      “You want to test me?” She raised an eyebrow. “Because I am confident I can break through your shield in seconds. It will hurt.” She gentled her voice. “You have good reason to be scared, we understand. But you know as well as we do that Shakar being alive means people are going to die. Mages have already died. I want to stop that and I need your help to do it.”

      He let out a breath and dropped back into his chair, shoulders slumped in defeat. “My parents were both mages who fought in the war against Shakar. While they were away fighting, they left me in the care of friends in a temporary camp near Serrin. Shakar found the place and attacked. I was three years old. They hid me in a wine cask. I heard everything that happened. I felt the magic that was unleashed. I felt his magic. I never forgot that night. I was barely three years old, but being so utterly terrified? So completely sure you’re about to die? That’s not something you ever forget.”

      Alyx glanced at her brother, putting the pieces quickly together. “You felt his magic again, didn’t you? It was you who told our mother Shakar was still alive.”

      Terin nodded. “I was sent into northern Shivasa by the council, ostensibly to work on a failing farm for a few months, but they also wanted me to collect information on the activities of the Shiven army in the region. I made it a habit to drink of an evening in the local inn frequented by soldiers. One night I walked in the door and I felt it, the trickle of his magic. The shock was so profound it was like ice freezing over my veins. I wanted to run and never look back, but figured he would notice that. So I walked inside, ordered my drink and sat at a table in a corner of the room, pretending like I wasn’t more terrified than I’d ever been in my life.” He shuddered, eyes bleak with remembered terror. “He didn’t stay long, but they were the longest minutes I’ve ever experienced.”

      “And he never knew you were there?” Alyx murmured.

      “No. I had my shield up the whole damn time and I sat as far from him as I possibly could.”

      “Then what did you do?”

      “When my assignment was over I went to Widow Falls. By then, I’d begun to wonder if maybe I’d imagined the whole thing. I knew for sure the council would laugh me out of the room if I tried to tell them about it. But your mother... when I told her, the look on her face.” Terin shook his head slowly. “It was as if suddenly everything made complete and utter sense to her. She believed me. I tried to argue with her, point out all the reasons it couldn’t be true, but she was adamant. Temari was the most stubborn person I’ve ever met, and once she got an idea into her head...”

      “What did she do?” Ladan asked when Terin’s voice trailed off.

      “She said that Shakar must be behind the disappearing mages.” Terin took a breath. “Foolish woman. She thought that by facing him, by killing him, she could go back to her family. I tried so hard to reason with her. She listened to me at first, even wrote a letter to the new head of DarkSkull.”

      “What changed her mind?” The grim anger in Ladan’s voice had momentarily been replaced by a note of yearning, a need to know what had happened to his beloved mother.

      “She argued that Shakar was old and the fact she knew him would make it easier to get him alone. Then she would have the upper hand. Plus the advantage of surprise.” Terin shook his head. “Even then I wasn’t convinced—he’d outwitted the council and stayed alive all these years, surely that made him even more dangerous. But she was desperate to go home, she missed Garan so much... she missed you, Alyx.”

      Tears filled her eyes as emotion hit her like a punch in the gut. Beside her, Ladan had gone still.

      “She... ” Alyx cleared her throat. “He killed her, then.”

      “I assume so.” Terin’s eyes closed. “The last time I saw her, she was heading off to face him.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell anyone? The council?” Ladan demanded. “If you’ve known all this time he was alive, how could you keep that to yourself? Mages have been dying!”

      “I was terrified. If he killed Temari, and he knew I knew? He would come for me too.”

      “You’re a coward.”

      “Ladan, be kind,” Alyx said sharply. “You think the council would have listened to him if he went to them with a story of feeling Shakar’s magic? When he was three when it first happened?”

      “They would have listened if he told them our mother went after him and ended up dead,” Ladan said. “Who else could kill a mage of the higher order?”

      He was right, but it was too late now to assign blame. They needed to focus on how this information helped them. Alyx sat back in her chair, thinking. “What made my mother think she could track down Shakar? How did she know where to look?”

      Terin’s gaze darted between them, the fear in it unmistakable.

      “Tell us.” Ladan’s voice was granite.

      “She made me show her the memories of what I’d seen and heard in Shivasa.” Terin let out a long breath, as if letting go of something he’d been holding in a long time. “She recognised something about the man I’d seen. Not his face, I never saw that, but a mannerism, I think.”

      Alyx sucked in a breath. “Are you telling us she recognised him?”

      A sharp nod. “She wouldn’t tell me who. Didn’t want to put me in more danger. But she said it was someone she knew, someone from the mage world. She said he must have been hiding himself, changed his appearance, maybe even used magic to do it.”

      Alyx and her brother looked at each other. Now they had something. A real lead. Shakar wasn’t a man who’d been hiding for decades, no, he’d walked amongst the mage council. People would know him.

      “We have to go.” Ladan stood. “Thank you for answering our questions.”

      “We all know I should have come forward earlier.” Terin was looking at his feet. “Good luck with what you have to do next.”

      Alyx paused at the doorway, looking back. Terin had sagged into his chair, looking old and beaten. “Terin?”

      “Yes?”

      “She really wanted to go home?”

      Terin gave them a sad smile. “More than anything else in the world. Being apart from Garan was killing her.”

      “Did you know the reason she left us, why she went to Widow Falls?”

      Something flickered in his eyes, a spark of bitterness that brought life back to his features. “The damned Mage Council and their terror of the Taliath. Yeah, I knew.”

      “Killing Shakar wouldn’t have solved her problem with the council.”

      “She thought it would. She figured if she could destroy Shakar for good this time, save all those lives, the council would have to leave her and Garan alone.”

      “Is that why you don’t like him? Because he could have made her invulnerable and put her at risk?”

      Terin barked out a laugh, genuine mirth in it. “He did make her invulnerable. She had Taliath ability from the first moment they became lovers, only the council was too stupid to figure out she was hiding it from them.”

      Alyx froze, shock spearing through her. “What?”

      “That’s the real reason she left you,” he sobered. “She knew they’d figure it out eventually, and then they’d come for her and Garan both. Running and hiding was the only chance she had to keep you all alive.”

      She swallowed back tears as Ladan’s hand landed reassuringly on her shoulder. “So the council was right about how Shakar became invulnerable?”

      “Temari thought they were. She absorbed nothing from your father before they became lovers.” Terin’s gaze turned distant. “Garan Egalion was everything I wasn’t. Tall, handsome, confident. The finest Taliath of his generation. The last Taliath, now.”

      “Not the last.” Ladan said quietly.
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      Ladan left reluctantly, a day’s travel from Alistriem, to return to Widow Falls. They fought about it, a fight Alyx won after she pointed out that first, she could look after herself, and second, nobody knew where she was and therefore the chances of being attacked were low. She didn’t tell him about Shakar’s threat of sending his Hunters after her.

      “You need to make sure Widow Falls is secure,” she added. “The border crossing near Tregaya could become critical.”

      He left in a huff after extracting a promise that she would send a message as soon as she returned safely home. She went to an inn for the night, almost enjoying being alone as she sat at the bar eating dinner. The separation from Dashan was already painful, but she pushed that away. He would come back to her in time, and until then she needed to concentrate on Shakar, and learning how to defeat him.

      

      Alyx approached Alistriem just after midday the following day, turning Ladan’s horse away from the city and up the road towards the palace. The Bluecoats on the front gates of her home were clearly taken-aback at the sight of her, and she smiled a greeting but didn’t linger to chat.

      Safia was nowhere to be seen as Alyx stepped into the empty foyer. There she paused—the house was silent, indicating nobody was home, and she debated whether to go straight to the palace and see if her father was there or wash and change first.

      Just as she’d decided to go and get Tingo to ride over to the palace, a door slammed down the hall and moments later her father appeared, moving with quick strides into the foyer. He was so deep in thought he didn’t notice her until he was halfway to the door.

      “Hello, Papa.” She smiled at the surprise on his face. “Did you miss me?”

      “Aly-girl,” he said in astonishment, jogging towards her. “You’re back.”

      “I am.” She threw her arms around him with a laugh, and he hugged her back tightly.

      “Where have you been? How have you been? What on earth possessed you to disappear like that?”

      “I’ve been travelling, looking for information.” She answered his questions one by one. “But I wasn’t well when I left and I needed the time away to heal.”

      A shadow flickered across his face. “And now?”

      “Now I’m on the mend,” she assured him.

      He hugged her again, the fierceness of it betraying the depth of his worry. “I’m glad.”

      When he finally let her go, she stepped back and arched an eyebrow, trying to lighten the mood. “Even though I must have caused a huge scandal before I left? Surely I’ve totally humiliated the family name?”

      “Yes, well, your killing of Lord-Mage Casovar did cause some mutterings, though the people on the streets are singing our praises for getting rid of the Mage Guard.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      Garan eyed her, then let out a resigned breath. “Right. You mean the fact that you broke your betrothal to Cayr and vanished from the city? Well, for a start, we haven’t made any official announcements, so nobody is sure what happened. Including your dear father.”

      “Are you asking me what happened?”

      “I think I can probably guess. The happiness shining out of your eyes is unmistakable to a father, and I’m supposing I can attribute that to a certain young Taliath?”

      “I know you don’t approve,” she said. “I am sorry for that. What if I just say that I haven’t done anything irresponsible, and that I was also with Ladan, and leave it at that?”

      He turned grave. “The truth is, I like Dashan. He has more than proven himself a capable, honourable young man, and I would like him only for that look of happiness he’s put on your face. But I’ve been through the same thing with your mother, and I know the danger you’re putting yourself in. I fear for you both. Still, I trust you to do the right thing.”

      “I knew I loved you for a reason,” she said cheekily. “How have things been here?”

      “Slowly improving. Sparky and Caverlock have regained full control of the army and Blue Guard and the king has formally disbanded the Mage Guard. Only just in time, too, because the disputed area has essentially turned into a battleground. Shakar is a formidable commander, and Shivasa isn’t even pretending to respect the old rules anymore. I fear our northern border will soon be under real threat.”

      Alyx hesitated. “And Tarrick and the others?”

      “You’ll probably find them at the A’ndreas home,” Garan said. “They’ve been assisting Sparky and the king. That Tarrick of yours has a sharp military mind, and Cario is quite the diplomat.”

      “I’d best go and speak to them,” she said. “But first, are you heading over to the palace?”

      “I was.”

      “There’s something we should talk about before you go. Casovar inadvertently told me something interesting while he was...” Garan’s face darkened, and she hurried on before he could start dwelling on her capture. His pain would only re-awaken hers. “Anyway, I have an idea of how to use the information, but I’ll need your help.”

      “I’m intrigued.” He smiled. “Let’s get you something to eat in the kitchens and you can tell me all about it.”

      

      Tingo was excited to see Alyx and almost wrenched her arms out of their sockets trying to run away with her down the road. It took several minutes and the firmest tone she could manage to calm him so that he stopped fighting the reins.

      The twins’ mother answered the door, smiling at Alyx’s question as to whether the twins were home. “They are, Lady Egalion. Please come in and I’ll show you through.”

      All the way down the hall, Alyx wrestled with her anxiousness. This wasn’t going to be pleasant. At a gesture from the twins’ mother, Alyx stepped through into the large front room, projecting calm confidence. Tarrick and Finn sat on the single sofa, their attention on papers lying on the table before them. Dawn sat opposite them, looking equally focused on whatever was being discussed. Cario was absent.

      “Hello,” she spoke into the room.

      “Alyx!” Finn was the first to speak, his expression mingling surprise and something else she couldn’t name. He glanced over at his sister.

      Dawn looked weary, and there was an inflection of sadness in her words when she spoke. “We’ve been worried about you. I’m glad to see you well.”

      Tarrick rose to his feet, features settled firmly in a scowl. “What were you thinking to walk away like that? Where have you been?”

      “I was with Ladan. He found Terin, and we went to talk to him.”

      Eager interest flashed over Finn’s face, but Tarrick spoke first, anger filling his voice. “You’ve been gone for over a week, leaving the rest of us here to worry about you without even knowing when you’d be back. Did you consider us at all?”

      “I had to go.” She couldn’t keep the edge from her voice as some of her recently buried pain trickled out. “I promised Dawn I’d be back soon and I meant it. And I didn’t leave on a jaunt. Ladan and I talked to Terin, and what he told us is enough to convince the council about Shakar.”

      This time Finn got in first. “What did you find?”

      She gave them a full run down. “We have to assume my mother found Shakar and he killed her.”

      Tarrick sighed. “You should have spoken to us before leaving, allowed me at least to come with you.”

      “You cut me off,” Dawn added, fire flashing in her blue eyes. “You could have reached out at any time to let us know you were okay and you didn’t. That’s not how friends treat each other.”

      Alyx winced as the words hit home. Her only excuse—that Dawn would have known she was with Dashan if she’d reached out—certainly wouldn’t help the situation.

      “I know,” she said as gracefully as she could manage. “What I did was poor behaviour, and I apologise.”

      A moment’s silence, then Dawn’s searching gaze. “Are you all right?”

      “I wasn’t.” The most honest words she’d spoken to them yet. “What he did to me... I needed to go, just for a short time, and I needed my brother.”

      A short silence, then Dawn spoke, her voice aching with resignation. “There was a time we could have helped you. And I know that finding out about the council murdering Taliath has come between us, and the revelation that Dash is a Taliath made things even worse. But if we don’t find a way to work past this, how can we hope to defeat Shakar?”

      “It’s not up to us to defeat Shakar,” Tarrick said bluntly. “That’s the council’s job.”

      “He’s right,” Alyx agreed. “And we need to help them do that, so first we have to finish our training.”

      “Back to DarkSkull?” Finn asked.

      Tarrick gave a short nod. “Warning the council and finishing our training are our first priorities. We can work on the other stuff later.”

      “Agreed,” Finn said, relief evident in his voice.

      Alyx glanced at Dawn, reaching out with her magic “I know you’re right, but I don’t know what to do about it. We just have to take it one step at a time.”

      Dawn gave a little nod, then forced a smile to her face. “When do we leave? I’m hankering for dawn breakfasts already.”

      Alyx matched her smile. “Give me a day to reassure myself things are steady here, and then we leave.”

      They would be fine. In time.

      

      Cario found Alyx later that night as she sat in her father’s study. A warm fire crackled in the grate, and she sipped at a glass of his finest spirits.

      “I just came from the twins’ home. They told me you were back.” His voice came from the doorway. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Please. We should talk.”

      Cario nodded and poured himself a glass before crossing to lean idly against the stone fireplace. He turned the glass over in his hand, gaze far away as he studied its contents.

      “We’re going back to DarkSkull,” she said. “Leaving tomorrow. What will you do?”

      He smiled faintly. “Come with you. Once Romas learns what happened, how you defeated Casovar, none of you will be apprentices anymore. Whatever happens next, I’ll follow.”

      She relaxed. She’d been more worried than she’d realised that Cario would want to leave again.

      “They were terribly worried for you,” he said after a moment.

      “I know.”

      “The thought crossed my mind that you might have run off with Dashan.” Cario’s expression gave away nothing of what he felt about that.

      She frowned, injecting confusion into her voice. “Why would you think I would do that?”

      “Because you’re in love with him.”

      For a moment she debated denying it, pretending she had no idea what he was talking about. Instead, she raised her eyebrows, challenging him. “And if I had run off with Dashan?”

      He shrugged slightly. “You told me that you accepted me for who I am, even the bits you don’t like.”

      “I meant it.”

      “In that case, I can accept you for who you are, including the bit where you are a mage of the higher order in a relationship with a Taliath.”

      Alyx stilled, meeting his intense blue gaze, wanting so badly to believe him. “Cario, I’m going to need someone to trust, someone who knows everything and can accept it. Someone who can trust me in return.”

      He pushed away from the fireplace and sat down in the chair beside hers. Carefully, he reached out to place his glass down on the table nearby. Then, he met her eyes.

      “Tell me everything, Alyx. You do that, and I am your man.”

      

      Alyx sighed in resignation when Cario left for bed only to have her father appear in the doorway.

      “I saw the light on and hoped you were still up,” he said, coming in. “I did what we talked about earlier, including speaking discreetly with Casta and Tijer. The guards are waiting on your word now.”

      Alyx gave a little smile. “I think I might leave it until tomorrow.”

      Garan gave her a knowing look, but didn’t say anything. She stifled a yawn. Her conversation with Cario hadn’t done anything to lessen her weariness. “Have a seat, Papa. There’s something you need to know.”

      He took a seat in the chair Cario had vacated, stretching his long legs out towards the fire. Her eyes travelled the handsome planes of his face, the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth, the grey in his temples. Then she thought about spending twenty years without Dashan, thinking he didn’t love her as much as she did him, and her heart broke a little.

      “I’m going back to DarkSkull tomorrow.”

      He said nothing for a moment, then gave a little nod. “I’d hoped it wouldn’t be so soon, but I accept that you’re going back. I want you to know that I understand now who and what you’ve become, and I’m prouder of you than I can ever say. I’m sorry it took me so long.”

      She reached out to squeeze his hand, another weight falling from her shoulders. “There’s something else I have to tell you, Papa. My mother left us and went to Lord Hodin Mirren because he was her best friend. They were together at DarkSkull, an odd pair that didn’t quite fit in. DarkSkull, it forges friendships like that,” she said. “That’s what I have with Tarrick and the twins. Cario too.”

      “I see that now,” he said, eyes intent on her face. “And I’m sorry I didn’t before.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t understand... my mother went to Hodin because he was the one person in the world she trusted apart from you. And he took her in and protected her at Widow Falls for the same reason. But they weren’t in love. They were friends.”

      “Aly-girl, I—”

      “Let me finish.” She raised a hand. “She wanted to come home to us, to you. That’s what I learned while I was away. She had another friend, Terin. He learned that Shakar might still be alive, and when he told her... she knew instantly. She knew he was behind the mages disappearing, knew he was the threat to us.”

      “She went to face him.” Garan’s voice was hoarse, emotion darkening his eyes.

      “Terin said he tried to stop her, tried to tell her she was being foolish. But she wouldn’t listen. He said it was killing her being apart from you, that she was desperate to come home. She wanted her family back so badly it clouded her judgement.”

      Tears streamed down Alyx’s face as she spoke. She wished so badly she could remember her mother, a mother who’d loved her, who’d died because she loved her so much.

      Her father lifted a hand to cover his face, his shoulders beginning to shake. “Could you give me a moment alone, Aly-girl?”

      “Of course.” She leaned over to kiss him on the top of his head. “I love you, Papa. She did too.”

      As Alyx walked out of the room and down the hall, her father’s whispered words followed her.

      “Oh Temari, I should never have let you go.”
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      Alyx awoke suddenly, the murmur of her father’s voice in her ear. Her eyes flashed open to see him hovering in the dimness by her bed.

      “Several unidentified armed men coming over the south wall,” he murmured.

      Instantly she reached out with telepathic magic, scanning the surroundings of her home but finding only familiar minds. “How do you—”

      “Taliath ability, no time to explain,” he cut her off. “Can you warn your friends?”

      Alyx rolled out of bed, pulled on boots and robe and called her staff to her hand. It glimmered faintly in the darkness as some of her power leaked into it. “Dawn, I think we’re under attack. I can’t sense anyone but my father is certain.”

      Her friend had been asleep, but it didn’t take her groggy mind long to assimilate Alyx’s words. “I’m waking Finn now. Tarrick’s sleeping here tonight. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

      “No, stay where you are, but pack your things. If this is what I think it is, we need to leave the city tonight. I’ll come for you soon.”

      To her credit, Dawn merely acknowledged her instructions and broke away.

      “Cario!” Alyx prodded his sleeping mind next. “My room. Now!”

      “You reached them?” Garan asked as Alyx’s eyes flew open.

      “Yes. Cario’s coming to us. How many of them are there? I can’t sense anything with my magic.”

      “Hard to tell, the sense I get isn’t precise.” Garan spun, sword flashing, as Alyx’s door opened, but it was only Cario, fully dressed and holding his staff.

      “What’s going on?”

      “An attack,” Alyx said tersely. “I can’t sense them but Papa can.”

      “We’re sitting targets here, let’s go,” Garan said, making for the door.

      They’d just about made it to the door when the glass of all three bedroom windows exploded inwards simultaneously. Alyx reacted instinctively. Swinging her body around in front of her father, she held out her staff and erected her mage shield just in time. Deadly shards of flying glass hit the shield and dissolved into dust.

      A cold night breeze blew into the room, bringing with it several warriors swinging through the broken windows. Moonlight glinted from their naked blades.

      “Papa, run!” Alyx shoved him away, her first instinct to protect her father.

      By the time she swung back around, the first attacker was on her, his blade swinging at her head. Alyx brought her staff up, countered the blow, and sent the sword swinging from the man’s hand. Before the next one could come at her, she raised her hand and summoned the power to send a blast of concussive energy at them.

      Nothing happened.

      Cursing, she tried again. Nothing. Her mind flew back to the hut where Casovar had held her, the sinking panic of not being able to reach her magic. By then her moment of reprieve was over and the closest warrior lunged. She backed up rapidly, studying her opponents. They were dressed head to toe in black, with a single silver medallion hanging from their necks. One of them swung right by her face as she ducked desperately to avoid another swiping blade.

      Alyx swore again. She was competent with her staff, but not enough to take down a room of clearly-skilled swordsman. That realisation ran through her head in the seconds it took for another one to come at her. She lifted her staff to block but was beaten to it as her father’s sword slid into the space. He stepped up beside her, flicked his wrist, and the enemy’s blade went flying.

      “I am a Taliath, remember?”

      “Right.” She smiled, despite the circumstances. “Back to back?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Alyx?” Cario hovered by the door. “My magic isn’t working!”

      “I know. Go and see if the servants’ stairwell and side exit down to the stables is clear,” she called back as she ducked under a flashing blade and came up swinging.

      Never in her life had Alyx been so glad of Master Howell and DarkSkull’s insistence that each student learn how to fight with a staff and no magic. It was disconcerting, being in a fight without access to her mage power. The warriors attacking them were extremely good. She weaved, ducked and twisted, lashing out with her staff when she had an opportunity, but finding it hard against so many opponents at once. During one brief flash of respite, Alyx looked up and noticed more coming through the windows.

      “It’s clear!” Cario’s voice cut over the sound of clashing steel.

      “Good—get down to the stables and ready the horses! We’ll fight our way clear and meet you there.”

      Several moments of desperate fighting followed, weariness beginning to tug at her in the burning muscles of her arms and breath rasping in her chest. Then Garan managed to briefly clear a path to the door.

      “You first,” he said, stepping forward to take the brunt of the attack. “I’ll be right behind you!”

      Alyx swept her staff outwards, lunging forward at the nearest warrior and giving herself space to run for the door. A glance backwards showed her father swiftly dispatching the two swordsmen nearest him before following her into the hall.

      They sprinted through an open door at the opposite end of the floor, and Alyx paused on the other side, gaze searching the dimness around them. This far from the warriors, she could access her magic, and used it to slam the door shut behind them before dragging a nearby wooden chest over to block it. Just as it fell into place, her magic vanished. Loud thumping came from the other side of the door.

      “Come on,” she panted. “We have to get to the stables.”

      “Any reason you didn’t use magic back there?” Garan asked, breathing fast but still easy.

      “Something is blocking it. I think it’s the medallions they’re all wearing,” Alyx panted. “The range on them isn’t far, but close enough, they completely stifled my magic.”

      “That’s reassuring,” Garan said mildly.

      They pounded down the servants’ stairwell and burst out into the cold night air. Pebbles from the drive crunched under their boots as they ran for the stables, Garan’s long strides quickly outdistancing Alyx.

      The stable door flew open, almost collecting Garan, and Cario appeared leading Tingo. The stallion was yanking hard on the reins, clearly picking up on Cario’s urgency.

      “I’ve got him!” Alyx shouted, grabbing Tingo’s bridle and leading him away from the door. The stallion snorted unhappily, but stopped fighting her hold. By the time she’d swung into the saddle, Cario had led Garan’s horse out and was heading back in for his own.

      The moment Cario reappeared she turned Tingo’s head and urged him into a gallop for the gates. Black-clad warriors came spilling out of the front doors, but the three horses were already disappearing through the gates.

      

      Dawn, Finn and Tarrick were mounted and waiting in the street outside the twins’ home when Alyx, Garan and Cario came racing up. The street was otherwise empty, most of the houses dark as their occupants slept.

      “What the hell happened?” Tarrick demanded.

      “An attack,” Alyx explained as quickly as she could, then added what Shakar had threatened in her last nightmare. “I’m pretty sure they were sent by Shakar to assassinate me.”

      “That explains it!” Cario suddenly sat up straighter in the saddle.

      “What?” They all turned to him.

      “The secret behind all the mage disappearances. Nobody could ever figure out how so many mages were caught unawares, or unable to fight off whoever came for them. Shakar found himself the perfect attackers, skilled Shiven warriors with the ability to block mage power by the medallions they wear. Those poor mages wouldn’t have even known they were coming.”

      “That makes a certain awful sense,” Tarrick said.

      “But that begs the question of how Alyx knew?” Dawn turned to her.

      “I knew about the metal because Casovar used manacles made of it when he was holding me captive. He told me how it worked.”

      “Better question, how were you able to warn us tonight?” Cario asked.

      “My father,” she said, giving them all a pointed look. “The Taliath.”

      “It’s a Taliath ability,” Garan said into the ensuing silence. “We can sense approaching danger.”

      “If Shakar is hunting you, you can’t go home,” Dawn said. “Neither can you, Lord Egalion.”

      “If I leave, Papa can stay in the palace,” Alyx said. “He’ll be better protected, and if I’m gone, they won’t go after him.”

      “I don’t think so.” Garan shook his head, glancing at his sword. “I’m not afraid, but Shakar will know that I’m a Taliath once again, as will the Mage Council. I won’t be safe here much longer.”

      “We were planning to go back to DarkSkull anyway.” Finn turned to Alyx.

      “Exactly, and leaving tonight will make no difference.” She regarded her father thoughtfully for a moment. “You’ll come with us. I know somewhere you can go where you’ll be safe and where you can do some good.”

      “Widow Falls?” Dawn picked up what she was thinking. “Riding fast, it won’t take too long to travel via Lord Mirren’s home.”

      “I agree.” Tarrick picked up his reins, turning his horse. “Let’s get moving. We should put as much distance between us and the city as we can before dawn. Who knows if the Hunters will follow us?”

      “Papa, will you take Tingo for me?” Alyx swung down from the saddle. “There’s something I need to do before I leave. I’ll catch up to you all soon.”

      Tarrick scowled. “If you have some foolish idea in your head to go back and face those medallion-wearing—”

      “Nothing like that.” She laughed at how vehement he was. “I want to say goodbye to Cayr.”

      “Oh.” An almost visible fission of relief went through all of them. “Don’t be long.”

      “I won’t.”

      

      Alyx alighted outside Cayr’s bedroom window without a sound. Never in all her years climbing in to see Cayr had she ever thought that one day she would simply be able to fly in.

      How things had changed.

      He was sitting on his bed, fully clothed and studying a piece of parchment by lamplight. A rush of gladness went through her at seeing him—he would always be her dear friend, the one who used to know her best, and she was going to miss him terribly.

      Surprise, and a touch of pain, flashed over his face at the sight of her, but his smile was warm and welcoming. “Alyx!”

      She met him halfway across the room, going easily into his hug. “Hi.”

      “I’ve been worried about you. You’re okay?”

      “Getting there,” she said. “How about you?”

      “I’ve been busy,” he said. “If you’re asking beyond that, well, you broke my heart.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I know you are.” He offered a sad smile and sat on the bed. Alyx joined him, searching for the right thing to say. She would never, ever regret giving herself to Dashan, but she deeply regretted hurting Cayr the way she had.

      “I love you.” She took his hand. “I truly do.”

      “Me too, Alyx. I’m going to miss having you around.” His mouth quirked in a smile. “The late hour and look on your face tells me you’re here to say goodbye again.”

      “It’s necessary, I’m afraid. I was attacked earlier,” she said, and then explained everything to him. “Shakar knows I’m here, so it’s not safe to stay. I need to go back to DarkSkull Hall and help gather the mages to fight back.”

      Cayr processed that for a moment. “Where’s Dash in all of this? Is he with you?”

      “He’s gone to ShadowFall Island in the hopes there might still be teachers there to train him as a Taliath. You and I are the only two people alive who know that,” she said. “If the council finds him... ”

      “I’m aware,” he said quietly. “And you know I’ll protect him as best I can.”

      “We’ll all protect each other.” She squeezed his hand. “That’s what we do.”

      Cayr took a breath. “My father... he’s well again, but I think he lost something with what Casovar did to him. He’s not the same. And we’re in such danger from the Shiven, let alone Shakar.”

      Alyx gave him a contemplative look. He had that serious air about him again, the one she’d feared he would never have. “It was you, wasn’t it, that used the City Guard to stop the Mage Guard raids?”

      “I promised you I would take a serious look at their activities, and when I found the truth... ” His blue eyes darkened, and she felt a sliver of sympathy—knowing all too well what it was like to have long-held illusions shattered. “But then my father sent me away so abruptly. I didn’t have time to do much more than assign a trusted unit of City Guard to intercept any raids as discreetly as they could.”

      “You chose well,” she told him. “They did a remarkable job.”

      “You were right to challenge me,” he said, quiet dignity ringing through his words. “I won’t ever forget what you said. I will be king of all Rionn.”

      Alyx reached up, turning his face to hers and forcing him to meet her eyes. “You don’t need me or Dashan to be a great leader for Rionn. Cayr, this is your time to shine. Keep Rionn safe for me. I want a home to come back to.”

      His back straightened at her words, and acceptance turned his face into a sober reflection of what innocent light had once shone there. “I will.”

      She hugged him tightly. “Goodbye, Cayr.”

      “Goodbye, Alyx.”

      

      From Cayr’s room she made her way through the palace to a far less ornate corridor and a plainer doorway. A single Bluecoat stood outside the door.

      “Lady Egalion.” Tijer’s narrow face creased into a relieved smile. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you, Tijer. My father says he spoke with you and Casta?”

      “He did. We’ll do our best, My Lady.”

      Alyx paused, her hand on the doorknob. “I’m leaving tonight, and I don’t know when I’ll be back. Thank you, Tijer, for your protection and your friendship. I won’t ever forget it.”

      He gave her a low, graceful bow before straightening, his hand on his heart.

      “We’ll miss you, Lady Egalion.”

      

      Jenna sat by the fire, attention on the book in her lap. At Alyx’s entrance, she looked up, fear flashing over her beautiful face.

      “Lady Egalion.”

      Alyx pulled a chair over to sit opposite, then settled herself in it. “Here’s my first piece of advice, Jenna. Never show your fear.”

      Jenna frowned slightly, and she put down the book. “Why are you here? To gloat?”

      “No. I’m actually here for a favour.”

      “You expect me to believe that?” Jenna showed a flash of her old hauteur, huffing out a laugh.

      “Your adopted father became quite chatty when he was holding me prisoner,” Alyx said. “Amidst all the torture, he told me something very interesting.”

      “Whatever it is you want, I’m not interested.” Jenna shook her head. “Arrest me, kill me, do whatever you like. I’m not stupid, I know my life here is over.”

      Alyx waited a beat after Jenna had finished talking, then looked her straight in her stunning blue eyes. “I think one or both your parents were Taliath, Jenna, and I think Casovar murdered them on the orders of the Mage Council.”

      The young woman swallowed, a bright sheen of tears glistening in her eyes, but instead of letting them fall, she held her chin high. “If that’s true, why did he keep me? Why not kill me too?”

      “He kept you in the hopes that if he raised you, one day you’d form a close enough bond that he could absorb your invulnerability,” Alyx said bluntly. “He wanted power, and he wanted to be invincible. Shakar played on those ambitions quite successfully.”

      “Did it work?” Her voice was raspy, as if speaking around a lump in her throat.

      Alyx shook her head. “No. So far, only one way has proven to allow a mage to absorb Taliath ability, and that’s through being lovers.”

      There was a long silence. Apart from the tears that still glistened in Jenna’s eyes, it was hard to tell what she was thinking or feeling. Eventually she spoke again. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Casovar wouldn’t have kept you unless he thought you were a Taliath potential too.”

      A spark of interest flashed on her face, quickly hidden. “What do you think?”

      “I’m trying to read your thoughts right now and I can’t. We could try proving it by me throwing a concussion ball at you and seeing if you were invulnerable.” Alyx gave a little smile. “It’s tempting.”

      Jenna huffed out a laugh of genuine amusement.

      “My friend Dawn was able to read your jealousy of me once, but then she’s a particularly powerful telepath with the ability to pick up on emotion, not only thought.” Alyx paused. “I have little doubt you’re a Taliath potential.”

      “So what’s this favour you want, Lady Egalion?”

      Alyx rose to her feet. “I’m leaving Alistriem tonight, but I’m loathe to leave Cayr unprotected. The Bluecoats are good, but a trained Taliath is better. My father has given orders for you to be released on my say so. You’ll be given a stipend to remain at court.”

      Confusion swam in her eyes. “You want me to protect Prince Cayr?”

      “Two Bluecoats named Tijer and Casta have agreed to teach you to fight in secret. Tijer is on guard outside the door now. You can trust them with your life, but outside that, only you and I can know about this. If the council ever learns what you are, they’ll kill you.” Alyx paused. “My father will return to court eventually, and then he can explain what I don’t have time to about the Taliath. Until then, you’ll have to trust me.”

      Jenna shook her head, gesturing to her fine dress and silken slippers. “You think I can become a fighter?”

      “Better than a fighter, Jenna Casovar. A Taliath.” Alyx cocked her head. “He murdered your parents and used you for years, hiding your real worth from you and turning you into a perfect little lady. Are you going to continue to allow him to do that to you?”

      Jenna thought about that for a moment, and then she stood up. “Actually, it’s Jenna Aridlen. That was my parents’ name.”

      Alyx stepped closer, allowing her magic to fill the air around them. “You betray me, Jenna Aridlen, and I’ll kill you before the council can.”

      Jenna smiled, eyes turning sharp as diamonds. “First lesson understood, Alyx Egalion. Never show your fear.”
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      Crossing the border into the disputed area undetected was easy enough with both Alyx and Dawn able to steer them clear of any Shiven patrols. In a small group, they made quick time, stopping only for brief periods to rest and water the horses. In a week they reached Widow Falls, escorted over the final distance by Romney and his warriors.

      Ladan was waiting for them, a small smile crossing his face when he saw Alyx. She went straight into his arms. “Hello, big brother.”

      “Little sister. I am glad to see you well.”

      “We actually can’t stay, we’re on our way to DarkSkull,” Alyx said. “But Papa and I need to talk to you.”

      He nodded. “Come through. Tarrick, Finn, Dawn—Romney will take you to the kitchens. We’ve a meal prepared for you.”

      It wasn’t long before Alyx and Garan were settled by the fire in Ladan’s study. A servant appeared with a tray of food and drink, but disappeared quickly at a sharp gesture from Ladan.

      “What did you want to discuss?” he asked once the door had closed.

      Alyx gave him a quick rundown of what had happened in Alistriem, including explaining about Shakar’s medal-wearing Hunters. “Ladan…” She paused, meeting his eyes. “I want you to go to ShadowFall Island.”

      He frowned. “I can’t do that. I’m needed here.”

      “Even so, you are a Taliath and you should be trained. Rionn is going to need you. I’m going to need you,” she said. “That is why I bought Papa here. It’s isolated enough that he should be safe, from the council and Shakar, but he can also protect Widow Falls while you are gone.”

      “What makes you think anyone is even on the island anymore?”

      “There is no guarantee of course,” Garan spoke. “But there were always non-Taliath teachers there, part of the community that formed the school. Some of them may still be alive. At the very least there may be records of training, maybe even something specific to Shakar.”

      “This is my home, I am responsible for it,” Ladan insisted, rising to his feet in agitation. “I can’t leave.”

      “Son.” The word rippled through the room, and Ladan stilled. Garan rose to his feet. “Trust me with your home. I can see how much you love it, and I will protect it with everything I have. Allow me to do this for you.”

      Ladan turned slowly, his expressionless mask gone as he looked at his father. Alyx held her breath, expelling it in a rush when Ladan gave a slow nod. Garan’s shoulders relaxed fractionally. “Thank you, Ladan.”

      “I wasn’t just asking for me,” Alyx spoke into the silence. “Dashan is on ShadowFall Island. If there is anyone left... he faces a long time of training there, and he doesn’t always do well when he is alone. It would be good for him to have a friend. Rionn needs both of you as fully trained Taliath.”

      Ladan stepped towards her and reached out to touch her arm. “I will do as you ask.”

      “Thank you.” She hugged him.

      “When will you leave?”

      “First thing in the morning,” she said. “Come on, let’s go join the others and spend some time together before we have to part again.”

      

      Three weeks after leaving Alistriem, it was almost like old times as they found themselves travelling along the road from Weeping Stead to DarkSkull Hall.

      “Do you think they’ll be pleased to see us?” Finn broke the silence that had been lying heavy over them all morning.

      “They’ll be pleased to see Alyx,” Cario noted. “She’s their coveted mage of the higher order. They’ll be less pleased with the news we’re bringing.”

      “What do you think would be the best way to handle it?” Finn asked.

      Tarrick shrugged. “We ask to speak to Master Romas, and Alyx tells him everything.”

      “And if he doesn’t believe her?” Dawn wondered.

      “Brynn has already spoken to them,” Alyx said grimly. “In fact, he should be here waiting for us. And if Romas won’t listen... well, then I’ll let him into my mind to prove it. Whatever it takes, we have to convince the council.”

      Tarrick looked back at them. “We’re just about at the gates to the bridge.”

      A cold wind whipped up, blowing Alyx’s cloak back from her shoulders. The cloak had become necessary as they set out that morning—the air was icy cold, and the scudding clouds overhead warned of snow later.

      “A roaring fire would be nice right about now.” Finn sighed. “I miss Rionn’s warm weather already.”

      “And the sunshine,” Alyx said softly. “I miss the sunshine.”

      At the sight of the bridge, they glanced at each other and spurred their horses forward in tacit agreement. The wind whipped up again as the horses moved into a canter. Leaves and other debris scattered under their hooves, the sound echoing loudly down into the gorge.

      Foremost in Alyx’s mind was a hot fire and hearty meal. They’d been riding almost non-stop for three weeks dodging Shiven patrols, and the trip hadn’t been big on creature comforts.

      The gate opened with a loud screeching at their arrival. Urging their horses back into a canter, Tarrick was the first to reach the end of the narrow gorge and emerge onto the valley floor. He reined in so suddenly that Finn’s horse ran into him before he could pull up. Immediately behind, Alyx desperately yanked Tingo to the right and he jumped sideways, barely missing them.

      “Tarrick, what are you doing?” she snapped, focused on getting Tingo back under control.

      He didn’t reply. He was staring, ashen-faced, down into the valley. She’d never seen that look on Tarrick’s face before, and dread began creeping through her veins even before she turned to look in the same direction. An instant later her mind was deluged with Tarrick’s and Finn’s unshielded thoughts as both their shields crumpled under the weight of emotion, so potent she almost fell from the saddle.

      “Stop!” Dawn screamed, her hand flying to cradle her head. “Shield! Please, stop!”

      The flow of distressed thoughts slowed a little, enough to allow Alyx to think. But she didn’t want to think... didn’t want to see what was before her.

      DarkSkull Hall was a charred mess.

      Two huge chunks had been gouged in the thick stone walls of the female dormitory, and smoke curled out from inside, ribbons of it torn apart by the wind as it drifted higher. The fields had been reduced to ashes. The stone block holding the majority of classrooms was gone completely, leaving only a few foundation stones where it used to stand. One half of the stables was a charred ruin. The main hall and male dormitory building looked to be the only ones untouched by destruction.

      Their friends. Howell. Grief leapt in her chest, bright and hot, and without thought Alyx kicked Tingo into a gallop towards the hall. There had to be something she could do. Help in some way... something. Surely they couldn’t be...

      The first body came into sight before the steps leading up into the main hall.  Tingo caught the scent and reared spectacularly. Alyx half slid, half fell out of the saddle, leaving Tingo to back away, snorting in distress.

      Her stomach heaved as she dropped by the body. It was one of the masters, Dirrion, she thought, though it was hard to tell. The lower half of his body was charred black, and the look of the rest indicated he’d been dead at least a couple of days. Her stomach heaved again and she vomited onto the grass beside him. The wind kicked up, carrying with it the scent of ashes and death. Alyx struggled to her feet and drew her staff.

      Any hope she had dying inside her, smothered by the rising tide of grief, she ran up the steps and through the shattered front doors. Lingering smoke clogged her nostrils, and she coughed. Over and over she scanned the area with her telepathic magic, but found nothing. No thoughts. Just deafening silence.

      More bodies lay across the hall entrance, most charred beyond recognition. Alyx heard boot steps behind her. Cario, his staff raised helplessly, the same grief on his face.

      “Tarrick?” she managed.

      “He’s gone to check around the other buildings. Finn’s searching the bodies for any survivors.”

      “I can’t hear any thoughts,” Dawn appeared, half-sobbing with distress. “There’s nobody alive, I can’t hear anything.”

      Bracing herself, Alyx stepped into the hall. The last time she’d been in there, the hall had been alive with lights and music for the dance. She’d danced with Dashan, then kissed him out in the garden.

      Oh Dash, I need you.

      The hall was full of bodies, the intermingled scent of burning and decay sickly sweet. It looked as if the attackers had dragged most of the dead inside and left them to rot. Alyx gagged again, the contents of her stomach threatening to come up.

      Ruthlessly she pushed away the nausea and continued walking through, magic attuned for anyone that might still be alive. At the sight of Mika’s lifeless blue eyes, his young body impossibly small at her feet, she broke into a run out of the hall. No.

      Her boots pounded on the stone steps, breath rasping in her chest. The scent of smoke told her what she would find, but she kept going anyway, stumbling through the burnt doors of DarkSkull’s library.

      Howell lay in the middle of the floor. A sword thrust had killed him, not magic—blood had pooled and dried around the wound in his chest. Behind him, the books he’d loved had been destroyed, most burned to ashes. She could taste the ash on her tongue, breathed in the particles with each tortured gasp.

      She knelt by his body, ignoring the blood, and reached out to close his clouded brown eyes. They were cold to the touch and she shuddered, trying desperately not to fall apart.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

      A wave of Dawn’s thoughts hit her then, both their minds unshielded with grief and horror. She’d found Rickin’s body. Alyx swayed with the force of her friend’s emotion, and scrambled away from Howell’s body, unable to look at it anymore.

      In a daze, she went back downstairs, almost falling twice from not paying attention to where she was going. Tarrick and Cario stood at the entrance to the hall, Finn not far off, cradling his sister to his chest.

      “This is it,” Tarrick whispered. “The future of the mage order, it’s lying dead in this room.”

      “Did anyone see Brynn?” Cario asked. “Or Jayn?”

      Silence met his question.

      “We need to get out of here,” Alyx muttered. “I need to get out.”

      A blast of cold air hit her as she emerged outside, cooling the sweat on her skin. She continued down the steps and over to Tingo, where she rested her head against his warm neck and tried to get herself under control. He snorted, but stayed still. Breathing was difficult around the lump in her throat, and silent tears streamed down her cheeks. She wanted Dashan’s arms around her so badly it hurt.

      “Someone’s coming.” Cario’s voice, sharp enough to break her daze.

      Alyx spun around. Dawn was pointing towards the eastern valley wall, where one of the paths led through the tree-covered slope to the south-eastern watchtower.

      “Best we go meet them.” Scrubbing at her wet cheeks, Alyx hefted her staff and took a step away from Tingo.

      “Wait!” Tarrick’s voice stopped her. “Do you think that’s smart? What if it’s whoever did all this?”

      “Then I’ll kill them all.” Her voice came out caught between a snarl and a sob, but she’d never meant anything more in her life.

      Halfway across the burnt fields, Alyx stopped and waited for the distant group of people to approach. As they came closer, she sent magic flowing through her staff. It lit up with a pearly green shimmer. Tarrick came to a stop at her right shoulder, Cario at her left. The twins hovered behind.

      “Approach slowly,” she called out. “Any quick moves, and I’ll kill you where you stand.”

      They did as she asked, slowing their pace and holding their empty hands out to show they were unarmed. Alyx recognised the lead figure as soon as he came into view, despite his sooty, haggard appearance.

      “Rothai!”

      He stopped before her, utter relief filling his face at the sight of her. “You’re alive. We saw you coming... I hoped it was you.”

      She swallowed, found the strength to talk at the sight of Jayn amongst the mages hovering behind Rothai. Jayn lived! “What happened?”

      “DarkSkull was attacked two days ago.” He paused. “By Shakar.”

      “Are you sure?” Tarrick spoke.

      “Certain.” Rothai’s eyes were terrible as they met hers. “Those of us that survived have been hiding up on the valley wall in case he came back.”

      “Dawn?” Alyx asked.

      “He’s telling the truth,” she replied.

      Alyx allowed her magic to fade from her staff. “They’re all dead.”

      Rothai’s shoulders sagged. “I know.”

      “What now?” Finn wondered aloud.

      “Come with us,” Rothai said. “We have food and shelter up at the watchtower, and can talk more there.”

      

      As dusk settled over the valley that evening, Alyx stood looking down at the horror and destruction that had once been a thriving mage school. She didn’t know what to do, how to comprehend the sheer magnitude of it all.

      “He did that by himself.”

      She started as Rothai came up beside her. He still had the same grave face, sharp blue eyes and black hair. Before, she’d disliked him intensely. Now it seemed he’d barely survived as he fought for DarkSkull Hall. Jayn had told her earlier that without him, nobody would have survived.

      “Which part?” she asked.

      “See those gouges in the wall the size of a field?” Rothai pointed. “They weren’t done by siege engines, they were caused by a single blast of Shakar’s magic. I watched him do it.”

      A shiver ran down her spine at the thought of such power. Those walls had been several feet thick, and Shakar had crushed them with a single blast?

      “What about the Mage Council? And Galien?”

      “Galien is alive as far as I know. Romas is dead, but the rest of the council is still alive.”

      “We came to warn the council, to help them defeat Shakar. But they couldn’t stop this.” Alyx stumbled to a halt. Ladan had been right. Those old men who’d sat around an ornate table in Carhall talking about how far they’d go to hold onto their power, they weren’t going to stop Shakar.

      “You can.”

      She spun to look at Rothai, shocked. “I don’t have anything that approaches that sort of power.”

      “On the contrary. We all felt it, when you first came here. Your entire aura leaks powerful magic.” A strange intensity flickered in Rothai’s pale eyes, a stark brightness against the encroaching darkness. “You have more potential than all of us put together, Magor-lier.”

      Magor-lier. She’d heard the word before—something Tarrick had said in their first year at DarkSkull. The oddness of the word had stuck with her. It was an old mage title, used by the most powerful warrior mage that led the mage order in battle.

      Alyx shook her head. “Why did you call me that?”

      “Magor-lier?” He looked at her with a grim smile. “Because you are the most powerful mage alive, and you are now our only hope.”

      “You’re asking me to lead you?”

      He gave a little shrug. “I’m not asking, Magor-lier. There is nobody else.”

      Rothai turned to walk away, but Alyx stopped him with a touch. “You almost let me die, that day on the practice yard.”

      “You needed to be tested.” He paused. “Needless to say you passed even more spectacularly than expected. Rest, you’re going to need it.”

      Alyx remained where she was after he’d walked away, studying her hand as it glimmered with a pearly sheen. The magic was easy to summon now, and for the first time since her confrontation with Finn, the beginnings of fear trickled through her.

      What will I become?
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      A distant thud permeated her dream. Then a second louder thud, followed by the sharp crack of splintering wood.

      “Alyx, get up!”

      Deeply asleep, she struggled to rise to consciousness. Someone grabbed her arm, shaking fiercely. Another voice cursed. Then came a series of shouts, followed by the distant ring of metal crashing on metal.

      “Magor-lier!”

      Rothai’s cold voice in her ear finally broke the hold of sleep. Blinking, she shoved at the arm grabbing her—Tarrick—and scrambled to her feet. A thread of magic and her staff was flying to her hand, the touch of its smooth wood instantly reassuring. It took a moment to orient herself—she was in the guest wing of King Mastaran’s palace just outside of Carhall.

      “Hunters,” Tarrick said tersely before she could ask.

      “How close?” She struggled to gather her sleepy thoughts. Sleeping in a proper bed after months on the move had meant a deeper sleep than usual. Still, after being on the run for so long, she’d become well-practiced at moving quickly from sleep to battle readiness. Her magic sparked.

      “Heading our way. Finn and Tari have gone to hold them off. We need to get you out via the escape route we practiced.”

      The distant crash of breaking glass emphasised his words. She moved to the door, readying her magic to fight, despite knowing Hunters would be impervious to it. “We have to make sure Cayr and his father are all right. Mastaran too. It might not be me they’re after this time—we only arrived yesterday.”

      The summit had been low key, discussions between the two kings on how to deal with the increasing Shiven incursions. Alyx and her mages had deliberately arrived late to reduce the risk of exactly this happening. And it had happened anyway. Frustration burned through her.

      Tarrick took her arm again. “No. We need to get you out. I’ll go first.”

      Frustration flared to anger. “I’m not—”

      “Both kings’ guards will be doing the same thing, Magor-lier,” Rothai said before she could protest. “Trust them to do their jobs.”

      As soon as Tarrick cracked open the door, the sounds of fighting drifted in. A long corridor loomed to their left, the entrance to the guest wing only a few steps around the corner to the right. A scream of pain was so close it made her stomach twist. “How many are there? Surely I can help,” she argued.

      “Getting you out is the priority,” Rothai snapped. “Quickly now!”

      “Come on!” Tarrick urged, turning right into the corridor, away from the sound of fighting.

      It was no use arguing with them. She’d tried it before, each time they’d been found by Shakar’s Hunters and had to flee for their lives. They hadn’t backed down before and they wouldn’t now. The Magor-lier’s life was the ultimate priority. And each time she had to abandon her comrades and run, it left more of a scar.

      Her mind kept flashing to Cayr in the opposite wing of the palace, stomach churning with worry so potent her hands were trembling.

      Neither man spoke as they shepherded her down a narrow servant staircase and into a tiny storage room at the back of the guest wing’s kitchens. Rothai strode forward to shove several crates of potatoes aside, revealing a trapdoor in the floor.

      Mastaran’s personal militia guard had shown them this exit only the day before. Just like the palace in Alistriem, Mastaran’s home was riddled with escape routes in the case of attack. Particularly necessary given his home sat outside the protective walls of Carhall City.

      Tarrick urged her onto the ladder leading downwards after Rothai, then brought up the rear. Darkness closed around them when he shut the trapdoor, as heavy as her distress. It didn’t take long before they reached the bottom. Flint scraped, and then there was a bright flicker as Rothai lit a small lamp.

      “Quickly.” Rothai’s voice snapped out of the darkness.

      She bit down on a sharp retort and pushed past him, determined to take the lead in something. Sometimes it felt as if the last year of her life had been nothing but listening to either Rothai or Tarrick telling her she needed to keep hiding, that she needed to learn more before she could face Shakar and destroy him.

      And now they were running. Again.

      

      The flicker of flamelight ahead had Rothai trying to push past her, but she thrust an arm out to stop him. Her pace quickened in relief as she recognised the cluster of figures in the tunnel. A matching expression crossed Cayr’s face as he caught sight of her. He was surrounded by three Bluecoats.

      “Your father?” she asked.

      He gestured up to where an older man was climbing down a swaying rope ladder. Cayr’s father. The king was pale, sweat beading his forehead despite the cool air of the tunnel. Above him, watching his king protectively, were two more Bluecoats—one of them Tijer’s familiar face.

      “Do you know what’s happening?” Cayr asked Alyx.

      “Hunters in the palace, that’s all I know,” she said. “They rushed me out before we could learn more. Did it seem like they were coming for you?”

      “Unclear. Captain Tijer moved us out too quickly.” Cayr looked grim but unafraid.

      A flicker in Alyx’s peripheral vision had her turning to see Jenna Aridlen, dressed in a beautiful gown, hovering just outside the light cast by the lantern one of the Bluecoats was holding. All three were casting her strange glances, as if wondering what she was doing with them.

      “The rest of my father’s attendants were staying in a different block of rooms,” Cayr murmured, anticipating her question about Jenna. “They were taken out another way. Jenna insisted she come with us.”

      Bootsteps thudded as Cayr’s father reached the ground, Tijer dropping lithely after him. The Bluecoat captain gave Alyx a nod of acknowledgement. “We should move. We can’t be sure how long the rendezvous point will remain clear.”

      “I’ll lead.” Rothai pushed forward. “Tarrick, you bring up the rear.”

      “King Mastaran?” Alyx asked Tijer.

      “Stayed in Carhall for the night, fortunately,” he said, then rapped out a quick series of orders to the Bluecoats. They began moving along the tunnel. Alyx ran just behind Rothai with two Bluecoats close behind. Cayr, his father and Jenna followed, surrounded by Tijer and the remaining Bluecoats.

      Her magic was still functioning which meant there weren’t any Hunters close by. She wondered what their target had been, and hoped Finn and her other mage guards were okay. They knew where the rendezvous point was. At least Cayr and his father were out and safe. And Mastaran was still in Carhall…so either this was a poorly-planned attack, or the Hunters hadn’t been after the Tregayan king.

      Adrenalin thudded through her, making her heart race even though they were moving at a slow jog. The tunnel wasn’t overly long—it would emerge into a thickly wooded area a good mile east of the palace. If Finn and her guard had fought clear, they would have gathered the horses and be waiting. King Darien’s Bluecoats would be doing the same. If they hadn’t…Alyx dismissed that thought. Fearing for her friends only skewed her focus. There was time for fear and worry once they were clear.

      A shout from behind had them all stopping. Her heart thudded at the note of panic in Tijer’s voice and she pushed through the two Bluecoats behind her to reach him. He had his arm around Cayr’s father, who was staggering, head lolling back.

      “What’s wrong?” Cayr’s voice was sharp with worry.

      “I don’t know.” Tijer placed the king gently against the wall, and immediately he slumped to the ground. He was lathered in sweat, and he clutched at his chest, a rictus of pain etched into his features.

      “Magor-lier, we should keep moving.” Rothai’s insistent voice sounded.

      She ignored him, dropping to her knees beside the king. His breath was raspy, his skin turned the colour of milk. Short gasps escaped his mouth, which was moving, trying to form words but failing.

      “It’s his heart.” Cayr stood over them, stricken. “He’s been having problems. Ever since Casovar weakened him…”

      “Lady Egalion, can you do anything?” Tijer looked as stricken as Cayr—she’d never, not once in her life, seen his serious face so scared.

      She reached out, placed her palm on the king’s clammy neck. His pulse jumped erratically, stopping and then starting. Her chest tightened in sympathy. “We need Finn. Dammit.”

      “Alyx, you can—”

      “I haven’t absorbed Finn’s talent, Tarrick!” she almost shouted, utterly failing to rein in her mixed frustration and terror. “You know that healing ability is close to impossible to absorb.”

      She could give Darien strength, but that was the limit of her ability. It wasn’t helping—that was obvious. No matter what she fed him with her magic, it made no difference to the struggling man. Pain rippled across his features, eyes rolling back in his head. He’d stopped trying to talk. She glanced up at Cayr. Tears made his blue eyes brighter than usual.

      A shocked silence descended as realisation sunk in of what was happening. The king of Rionn was going to die here in this tunnel and Alyx couldn’t do anything about it. Her best friend’s father, and she was useless.

      “Your Highness!” Tijer leaned over him, gripping his shoulders. “I’m going to carry you out of here. There’s a mage healer, he’ll be at the rendezvous point.”

      Darien shook his head. He wasn’t going to make it that far. He managed to lift a shaking hand, covering Tijer’s. His eyes flickered closed momentarily, as if he were summoning whatever strength he had left to speak. “My son…keep him safe.”

      “I will. I…dammit!” Tijer’s voice mixed pain and helpless anger.

      “Father!” Cayr was there then, pushing Alyx out of the way and pulling Darien into his arms. The king’s eyes slid closed. When she touched his arm, his pulse had gone. Cayr’s hand reached for hers, his eyes glassy. She squeezed back tightly.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

      He swallowed, head bowed, muscles rigid. She didn’t know what to do. What to say. It was all so unreal. So sudden. The king of Rionn had just died in a dark tunnel fleeing from a Hunter attack. Guilt sucked at her and her grip on Cayr’s hand tightened.

      For a long moment heavy silence filled the tunnel. Rothai and Tarrick hovered in the background. It was Tijer who spoke first, standing and stepping away from Darien Llancarvan’s body.

      “We must get the king to safety,” he said.

      As one, every glance shifted to Cayr, still kneeling over his father’s body. Now the king of Rionn.

      A rustling sound broke the silence. Alyx looked over to where Jenna was stripping off the skirts of her dress, revealing breeches underneath. Next went her bodice. Under that was a thin shirt. Alyx leapt to her feet, pushing Jenna back into the shadows before she could draw the sword she’d been concealing in a rolled-up cloak.

      “What are you doing?” Alyx hissed. “If you reveal yourself as a Taliath—”

      “My prince is now my king. His life is worth more than mine. It is my duty to keep him safe, and I cannot do that while pretending to be other than I am.” Jenna gave Alyx a hard shove and walked back into the light, striding up to Tijer. “I will stay with the king and Lady Egalion. Your men will take point. We need to keep moving.”

      Cayr blinked, looking up helplessly at Alyx. Grief and guilt and regret all threatened to overwhelm her but she fought it back, managing to hold the emotions at bay long enough to reach out and rest her hand against his tear-streaked cheek. “You are king now, Cayr. I am so sorry, but we have to go.” She fixed her gaze on his blue eyes. “You have to be strong. Mourning can come later.”

      He squeezed her hand again, so tightly it hurt, but then he gave her a nod. Her heart bled for her best friend, for the raw pain that spilled out of him, for the way he had to push his grief away and become a king.

      

      It was a grim party that emerged into thick woods just after dawn. It had been raining, and water dripped from the leaves around them with a steady tapping sound. Hoofbeats thudded in the distance. Alyx threw out her telepathic magic.

      “It’s all right,” she reported. “It’s Finn, plus Tari and the rest of the Bluecoats.”

      Soon the clearing was a chaotic mess of milling horses and soldiers. Tijer shouted for some order. Finn and Tari came straight to Alyx, leading their horses. The sight of Finn made her heart twist in her chest. If only he’d been with them…if only he hadn’t been off protecting her, Cayr’s father might still be alive.

      An odd silence fell over the clearing when the Bluecoats began to realise who Tijer was carrying in his arms. One by one they dismounted, taking their hats off and kneeling in the mud before Cayr.

      The new king of Rionn sent a helpless glance Alyx’s way, as if to ask what he was supposed to do now. She couldn’t help him, not with this. Tarrick was already tugging at her arm, telling her they needed to move.

      “Our priority is getting my father home to be buried,” Cayr said eventually. There was a slight tremor to his voice, but she was proud of how straight he stood, how strong his words were. “There will be time for mourning then.”

      “Aye, Your Highness,” Tijer spoke. At his words, the Bluecoats scrambled to their feet and returned to their horses. A disciplined, efficient unit, they were surrounding Cayr and ready to go in moments.

      “Alyx, come on!” Tarrick urged. “We have to go.”

      Walking away from Cayr during what had to be the toughest moment of his life tore her apart. She met his gaze—he was mounted now with Tijer on one side and Jenna on the other—and tried to convey her regret and sorrow. He bit his lip, looking lost and unsure. There was nothing more she wanted in that moment than to go to him.

      “We have to go too, Lady Egalion.” Tijer’s voice was rough. “They could discover us at any moment.”

      She nodded, heart in her throat as she met Cayr’s eyes. “Be safe.”

      He tried to smile for her but failed. “You too.”

      She couldn’t even promise that she would see them again soon. Tears fought to fall and she ruthlessly held them back. “Goodbye, Cayr. I love you.”

      Once the Bluecoats were gone, they mounted in silence, Rothai leading the way, heading northeast at a fast gallop.

      But no matter how far away they got, her thoughts lingered with Cayr. She was his best friend and he’d just lost his father. He was now king of Rionn. And she had to leave him.

      She would never forgive herself for it.
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      They hadn’t entirely worked out how the Hunters kept finding them, no matter where they hid, but the general assumption was that Shakar was using his telepathic magic—or that of one of the mages that followed him—to track them. In their urgent departure from Carhall, nobody had time for thinking about it any further.

      The plan had always been to remain in Carhall only a handful of days before travelling on to a safehouse in an abandoned underground copper mine in the isolated countryside of eastern Tregaya. And after ensuring they hadn’t been followed, this was where Rothai led them.

      It had been Finn who’d worked out that telepathic magic couldn’t penetrate underground, and the mine had become a base of sorts for the ragged group of mages that had survived the attack on DarkSkull and chosen not to return to the Mage Council.

      No mage who lacked a disciplined mental shield even knew about the place, let alone was ever brought there. Rothai kept Alyx’s visits there short and infrequent. Still, it was the only central safe location they had.

      They arrived just over a week after fleeing Carhall, weary to the bone. Rothai had pushed them hard and Alyx hadn’t fought him on it. The exhaustion had helped keep her bitterness and grief at bay. As had her determination to do something, anything to make this better. The time in the saddle had allowed her to think, to come to a decision that at least would allay some of the terrible guilt she’d been feeling.

      “I’m sorry about Cayr’s father.” Tarrick looked uncomfortable as they dismounted and saw to the horses.

      “So am I,” she said shortly. “I’ve been thinking about it ever since we left Carhall, and I want to talk about what happens next. I think we need to go to Sandira.”

      “Magor-lier, we talked about—”

      “I know it’s dangerous, and I know we just walked away from another Hunter attack, but the king of Rionn is dead!” Anger filled her voice. “What if Shakar sees that as a vulnerability and attacks? We need allies and we need Zandia’s army.”

      “Cayr might be young, but he’s not weak,” Tarrick said.

      “We know that, but Shakar doesn’t. What is it you think comes next—more running from place to place? When does it stop? I need to do something.”

      “Tomorrow.” Finn stepped between them, voice calm. “We’re exhausted and upset. We can discuss this first thing tomorrow after rest.”

      She stared at him, chest heaving, wanting to keep shouting, wanting to force their agreement now. She wasn’t sure she could sleep without feeling like she was doing something to help Cayr.

      “Please, Alyx. None of us are thinking straight,” Finn pleaded. “We’ll talk tomorrow, I promise.”

      “Fine.” She pushed past them both, stalking into the mine entrance without another word.

      

      They occupied only a small section of the mine—the remainder of it too unstable after so long in disuse. Even so, Alyx managed to avoid running into any of the mages living there on her way to her private room, a tiny space carved into the rock which branched off a long, winding tunnel. Someone had left a fresh lamp burning, illuminating the narrow pallet and her few possessions scattered across the top of an old crate.

      She pulled the curtain across the entrance and tugged her boots off before changing into an old, baggy sleeping shirt. Her stormy emotions were quickly fading in the face of physical exhaustion. Now all she felt was heartsick.

      Once settled, she reached under her pillow and pulled out the small silver bracelet she kept hidden there. Tears welled in her eyes and she blew out the lamp before curling up on the pallet, hugging the blanket to her and finally allowing herself to think about Dashan.

      Alyx hadn’t seen him since that bright, sunny morning they’d said goodbye on the dock at Ester. His features had faded in her mind, but she still remembered those expressive dark Shiven eyes as if she’d seen them only yesterday. She’d never imagined they’d be apart so long; she missed him badly, and that feeling had only intensified in the time since she’d last seen him.

      He’d only completed a half year of training on ShadowFall Island before her father had sent for him. Unrest in Shivasa had steadily worsened until much of the south of the country was in open revolt. With his Shiven blood and Taliath skill, Dashan was the perfect man to send into Shivasa to help the rebels in undermining the Shiven government. Her father had written to her about it, noting he hoped to cause enough problems in Shivasa that the military had to be diverted away from the Rionnan border to help quell the unrest.

      Ladan too had left ShadowFall Island. He fought in the disputed area, helping to hold back the encroaching Shiven army, his life in danger every day. And when he wasn’t there he was back at Widow Falls, helping to ensure the movement of supplies and weapons from Tregaya kept moving through safely.

      Despite their best efforts, the Shiven gained inches more territory each month. Darien Llancarvan's death placed Rionn in a more precarious state than ever. The court had little choice but to accept such a young king, but Cayr might have to spend so much time and effort bringing them to his will that he had little left over for dealing with the Shiven pushing at their borders. And all amidst grieving his lost father.

      She worried about all of them constantly. It wasn’t only Dashan she ached at being apart from—those she loved most in the world were all fighting in one way or another. What if something happened to one of them and she wasn’t there to help?

      It would break her.

      

      Unable to manage more than an hour or two of sleep, she was up early. A rusted iron ladder took her down to a large space they used to prepare food and drink. Over plain oats and hot tea she mused on what it was going to take to convince the others that a trip to Zandia was necessary.

      The emperor commanded the most powerful armed forces on the continent aside from Shivasa, and his support would be crucial to any successful alliance. Alyx hoped that together they could first deal with the Shiven threat, which would then leave them free to focus all their resources on defeating Shakar. A much better strategy than relying on Alyx’s magical abilities, no matter how strong they were.

      When she’d first raised the idea a few months earlier, Rothai, Tarrick and Finn had all decided against it. A public trip would place Alyx in too much danger, they believed, leaving her vulnerable to a Hunter attack. But Darien’s death had changed the balance. Rionn was in trouble, Cayr was in trouble, and she needed to do something to help.

      “You mind some company?” Finn’s head of messy curls appeared at the top of the ladder.

      Alyx waved him in, her gaze searching him from head to toe for signs of injury. She’d been so upset in their escape from Carhall she hadn’t properly checked if any of them were hurt. “You’re okay?”

      “Not a scratch,” he assured her.

      “This time,” she muttered, anger surging despite her best efforts.

      “Alyx, I know the king’s death was upsetting, and that you wish you could be there for your friend.” His understanding gaze met hers. “But at least, right now in this moment, we’re safe. Appreciate that.”

      She scowled at him. “Not anymore, Finn. I can’t appreciate being forcibly cooped up in here. Something has to change.”

      “We’ve talked about this.” Finn’s patience didn’t help her irritation.

      “Running away isn’t going to help us defeat him. And now things are worse. You know as well as I do how vulnerable Rionn will be until Cayr can establish his rule.”

      “I get that, but it’s also not going to do anybody any good if you get killed because you face Shakar when you aren’t yet capable of defeating him,” he pointed out. “Training and time will increase your chances of defeating Shakar.”

      Alyx shook her head. “Shakar is a mage of the higher order who has been alive far longer than I have. He has undoubtedly absorbed many more abilities and has had a lot of time to hone them. I can’t ever catch up. And even if I could, he’s invulnerable.”

      Silence filled the room, her words echoing around them with the inevitable ring of finality. It was the elephant in the room. The thing none of them had spoken aloud, but all knew in the backs of their minds. Mage of the higher order she might be. More powerful than any other mage, maybe. But Shakar was invulnerable to magic.

      After a moment, Finn shook his head in obvious frustration. “It’s not as simple as you keep making it sound. Yes, he’s invulnerable, which means you can’t touch him directly with your magic. It doesn’t mean you couldn’t use telekinetic power to pick up the chair you’re sitting on and throw it at his head.”

      Around and around this argument always went. She bit down on her usual response: that invulnerable or not, Shakar was still stronger and more skilled, and forever would be. “I’m not talking about facing down Shakar tomorrow. I’m talking about travelling to Sandira to seek a military alliance with the emperor of Zandia. Cayr can’t leave Alistriem now to do it, and I doubt Mastaran will be willing to venture outside the walls of Carhall anytime soon.”

      Finn sighed. “We just need to—”

      “Magor-lier?”

      Both turned to the narrow opening in the rocky wall opposite where they sat. The young warrior mage standing there lifted his eyebrows in surprise at the looks directed his way. Finn’s patience with her had finally snapped, and irritation was written all over his face. Her disgruntlement came from a different source—she detested the title everyone insisted on giving her. Rothai had started it, but only because she was the strongest mage fighting against Shakar. She held no real power, evidenced by her confinement to whichever hiding place they’d found for the moment.

      “What is it, Nordan?” Finn asked.

      Tall and slim, the ice-mage’s demeanour matched his mage ability perfectly. Slicked back dark hair framed a narrow, pale-skinned face and grey eyes. Beyond his faint indication of surprise, he was utterly unmoved by their bad moods. “Sorry to interrupt. Master Rothai is awake—he asked me to fetch you. He said you’d planned to meet this morning?”

      Alyx stood and shoved her chair back against the table with more force than was necessary and stalked from the room. Finn followed silently.

      

      The constant waves of Hunters coming at her made it nigh impossible for Alyx’s group to gain strength or plan strategically. It was beyond frustrating that Shakar’s assassins were able to find them no matter where they went outside of the mine, and despite Tarrick, Finn and Rothai’s reasoned arguments, Alyx was beginning to suspect there was more than just Shakar’s telepathy at play.

      While she didn’t claim to be a master at that aspect of her magic, she was not convinced she’d be able to track down a single group of minds over an entire continent so consistently. Particularly given how disciplined their mental shielding was. He’d have to be watching at one of the infrequent instances where one of them lost concentration and dropped their shield momentarily.

      She would talk to Dawn about it next time they spoke. Whenever that was. A pang tugged at her. She missed her friend, currently in Alistriem with Cario. At least Cayr would have them at his side—the thought made her gladder than ever she'd left them behind to help fight back the Shiven in her absence.

      Tarrick stood as she and Finn ducked under a low entrance way to enter the room they used to hold meetings. It had once been a storage area for sacks of food, judging from some mouldering supplies they’d found on first arriving. Rothai leaned against a half-cracked beam holding the roof upright. She gave it a dubious look, glad she wasn’t claustrophobic.

      “Magor-lier!” Tarrick greeted her brightly.

      Oh for...! “Damn it, Tarrick, how many times do I have to tell you to stop calling me that!”

      “It’s your title.”

      “No, it’s the title that you insist on giving me.” She tried for calm. “I’m not anybody’s leader, not hiding in here wrapped up in twenty layers of protection.”

      He cleared his throat, clearly struggling for patience. “Magor-lier, there are good reasons for—”

      “Stop calling me that!”

      A stack of rolled up maps on the table went flying in all directions, one smacking Finn’s shoulder as it flew past. Another landed precariously close to one of the few lanterns providing light. Rothai gave Alyx a look of reproach at the evidence of her lack of control over her magic. Nobody said anything. She abruptly felt like a child all the adults were disapproving of.

      She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for shouting. Tarrick, you’re one of my best friends. Please can you just call me by my name?”

      Finn smiled slightly, then jerked a finger at Rothai. “I enjoy how you don’t have a problem with him calling you by your title.”

      Tarrick chuckled, and even Rothai’s severe expression softened, breaking the tension in the room. Alyx smiled too.

      “I know you wish to talk to us, Magor-lier, but before we start, a message from Lord-Mage Astor arrived while we were away.” Rothai held up a small piece of curling parchment.

      Her heart thudded. Astor. He wouldn’t know about Darien’s death yet, but he would grieve the king’s loss deeply. “What did he have to say?”

      “That he was leaving Alistriem on a trip to meet with the Mage Council—apparently they requested it. He asked that we meet him in Racc if we get this message in time and are close enough to travel there.”

      “That’s good,” she said firmly. “Racc is not far out of the way if we’re heading north to Zandia.”

      A moment’s silence. She tried not to be furious at the glances the three men threw each other. Tarrick let out a breath. "I concede that the situation has changed. Rionn’s new vulnerability could be dangerous—if Shakar’s Shiven pressed harder now…an alliance with Zandia might make Shakar more cautious. But the danger to you hasn’t changed. I propose that Finn and I travel to Sandira to speak with the emperor.”

      Alyx lifted an eyebrow. “And what will I do while you’re off enjoying the emperor’s hospitality?”

      “Continue your training,” Rothai said smoothly.

      Spending weeks cooped up in the mine doing nothing but practicing magic was an unbearable thought. Not with how helpless she felt, how desperate she was to do something, anything. “No, I’m coming with you.”

      Finn cleared his throat. “This is a very public trip to Sandira, or at least it will be once we’ve arrived. If Shakar gets wind of where you are, he’ll send his Hunters after you.”

      “Have you considered that the Zandian emperor will be much more likely to listen to our request if I’m there in person?” she countered, arching an eyebrow. “Tarrick, you’re the one that told me the Zandians have a great deal of respect for mages of the higher order, that they remember the days of the Magor-lier. What makes you think he’s even going to grant an audience to a motley collection of non-council mages, no matter your family connections?”

      Tarrick’s jaw clenched and he looked away.

      Rothai opened his mouth. “Magor-lier—”

      She summoned as much granite into her voice as she could muster. “I’m going, and that’s final.”

      “Please, think it through,” Finn urged. “There’s a good chance Shakar will find out that you’re in Sandira. If he does, we can’t protect you.”

      “I think we can mitigate the risk.” Reason was all that would convince them. “If we limit our time there, say to a week or two, no more, Shakar won’t have enough time to get his Hunters so far north even if he learns of our presence as soon as we arrive in Sandira.”

      “He might have Hunters already there,” Finn pointed out.

      She raised a hand to forestall the inevitable agreement with Finn. “I’m going. You won’t change my mind.”

      Rothai straightened from the wall and shrugged. “Then I’m coming too.”

      Relief flooded through her, leaving her almost lightheaded. Finally, she was going to be able to do something, and maybe even make a real difference to this war.
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      Tarrick took the lead as they left the mine and headed east and slightly north, Rothai bringing up the rear. It was hard to tell which of the two was more focused. Alyx’s gaze drifted over the rest of the party—it was a small group, but Rothai preferred that. It helped them avoid attention.

      Apart from Tarrick, Finn, and Rothai, there were three other warrior mages, all handpicked and well-drilled in erecting their mental shields anytime they were outside the caves, and most particularly when they were near Alyx.

      Of the three, she was most familiar with Jayn. The small, dark-haired mage was skilled with her staff and wielded a powerful magical shield. Perennially good-tempered, Jayn had been a member of Third Patrol when they were apprentices together back at DarkSkull Hall.

      Adahn was another mage Alyx had met at DarkSkull, though she didn’t know him as well. He’d passed his trials after her first year. Tari was an older mage, close to Rothai’s age, with black hair always pulled back in a long plait that fell down her back. She was a quiet woman, and Alyx wasn’t quite sure what to make of her yet.

      Finn rode up beside her. “You look more relaxed already.”

      She smiled, giving another firm tug on the reins to hold in a restive Tingo. “Is it that obvious?”

      He gave her a wry look, dark green eyes glinting with humour.

      “I’m sorry I’m not better at this.” She sighed, hands fiddling with her reins.

      “Better at what?”

      “Being the Magor-lier. Doing what you all need me to do.”

      He was quiet for a moment, thinking that over. She thought she’d surprised him, as if he hadn’t realised that was the source of her discontent. “There’s no manual on how to be the perfect Magor-lier,” he said eventually. “Just like there’s no manual on how to follow one. We’re all doing our best.”

      “I know.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “Maybe remember that before you snap at Tarrick or me next time?”

      She huffed a breath. “I’ll try.”

      “Don’t bother about Rothai, though. Snap at him all you like.”

      Alyx chuckled and returned Finn’s grin, abruptly feeling better. She hated fighting with her friends, and despite their frequent disagreements, Finn was one of her oldest and dearest.

      “We’ll be okay,” he said as if he could read her thoughts. “We just have to keep muddling through, and we’ll get there in the end.”

      “It’s not me that I’m worried about,” she said, trying to keep the tears from her eyes. “It’s Cayr, my best friend who has to become king in the middle of war, and everyone else I love who is in danger every moment and I can’t help.” Her hands tightened painfully on the reins.

      He said nothing for a long moment, then he reached out to lightly touch her hand. “Me too,” he whispered.

      

      Two days later, Tarrick, Rothai, and Alyx left the others encamped on the outskirts of the bustling town of Racc. Clothed as travellers, they made straight for a specific inn on a secluded side street. Rothai spoke briefly to the innkeeper before directing them upstairs to a room on the top floor. A delighted smile spread over Alyx’s face as the door opened to reveal her godfather. “Astor!”

      Beaming himself, he stood back to let them in. “I must admit I’m surprised you managed to make it, though I am delighted you could. I was sure you’d have not long left Carhall.”

      Alyx’s heart plummeted. “You haven’t heard.”

      “Haven’t heard what, Aly-girl?” His gaze sharpened on hers, penetrating and insistent.

      Tarrick cleared his throat. “We’ll leave you both a moment to catch up. Rothai and I should keep an eye outside anyway, just in case.”

      Alyx’s gaze tracked the door closing, then fell to the floor. Astor said nothing, waiting for her to straighten her shoulders and meet his eyes. “There was a Hunter attack while we were in Carhall. The king…the stress of the escape…his heart was…” She stumbled, angry at herself for not being able to say the words. “He died. Cayr is now king.”

      Astor was still, unblinking, hands resting lightly in his lap. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking or feeling. After a long moment he gave himself a little shake. “Oh, Darien,” he murmured.

      “I’m sorry, Astor.” She reached out to lay a hand over his. “I know you’ve been friends for many years.”

      He nodded absently, pale eyes settling on hers. “I suppose this news explains why you look so pale and drawn. Was anyone else hurt?”

      “I’m not certain, but I don’t think so. We had to leave so quickly.” She swallowed. “I had to walk away and leave Cayr when his father had just died. He has to be king now, and I want to be there to help him, support him, but I can’t. It’s hard, running away all the time.” Bitterness leaked into her voice despite her best efforts. “I hate every second of it.”

      “I know,” he said softly, almost as if talking to himself. “And your news pales in comparison to the reason I asked to meet, though I’m glad I did. Darien’s loss...I’m glad to know sooner rather than later.”

      She straightened, unable to dwell on their loss any longer. “I’m going to Zandia to ask the emperor for an alliance. I’d like your help. I want you to come with us. A representative of the Rionnan crown will only help our cause.”

      Astor sat back in his chair, letting her rush of words wash over him. “I hope you’re not doing something reckless merely because you feel like you have to do something.”

      “It’s risky,” she admitted. “But necessary. You know as well as I do how vulnerable Cayr is going to be until he can assert his authority.”

      “I do.” His eyes narrowed in thought. “And for what it’s worth, I agree that an alliance with Zandia will forestall any perceived weakness in Rionn on Shivasa’s part. But I can’t come.” He raised a hand to forestall her protests. “The council has officially requested my presence, and to flout such a direct request would only add to Rionn’s precarious position. I’ll send a bird to King Cayr today recommending he send someone immediately via ship to Sandira. If you’re travelling overland, the timing should match up well enough.”

      She frowned at his mention of the Mage Council. While for all intents and purposes the council functioned as it always had, the masters hadn’t ventured out of Carhall since the attack on DarkSkull. In the first days after the attack, Rothai had urged her to go north and join them in the formidable walled city. She’d flatly refused.

      Over time, as Rothai learned through old contacts that the council’s reach had diminished, along with their activities, he’d stopped trying to convince her. It wasn’t only Alyx and those who followed her that Shakar’s Hunters went after. Council mages were dying too.

      Part of Alyx yearned to do more, to show leadership where the council hadn’t, but all she could promise mages following her was the high chance of death. “What does the council want to see you about?”

      He lifted his hands, giving her a little shrug.

      She sighed. “I don’t trust them, Astor. They murdered innocent children. Besides, it’s not like they’re doing much beyond hiding behind the walls of Carhall.”

      “Even so, is there anything else you need from me in Carhall?”

      She hesitated, fighting through her gut-level hatred of the council. “Yes. I intended to speak with them while in Carhall, but the unexpected attack meant I couldn’t. Would you please tell them of my trip, and offer that they send a representative to join us? The emperor is likely to respond more favourably to a request for alliance if the council and I appear unified.”

      “I agree.” Astor smiled at her sympathetically. “I will pass on your offer and let them know that a representative from Rionn will attend.”

      “Can you also find out about Galien? Despite his murderous hatred of me, he’s always claimed loyalty to the council. I want to know if that’s still the case, and if so, what they have him doing.”

      Astor’s gaze narrowed thoughtfully, though she got the distinct impression his mind was far away. “Yes of course, the other mage of the higher order.” He blinked, eyes settling on hers. “I’ll deal with that for you.”

      “And another thing. You know that before I fled Alistriem, Ladan and I found out that Shakar is probably a mage my mother knew personally?” She shook her head in frustration. “Tarrick and Finn and I have discussed it endlessly ever since, but we can’t think of any good candidates. Could you do some sniffing around for us?”

      “Of course I’ll do anything I can to help. But you know I’m dubious about your theory. Even if Shakar could disguise himself so well that he could re-enter the mage world after them all thinking him dead...it would be arrogance in the extreme. And I’m not sure what he’d be hoping to achieve by it.”

      “Thank you.” She sighed, leaned over to hug him. “I wish we had more time. It’s so nice to see a familiar face from home.”

      “Maybe after you meet with the emperor you should consider going back to Alistriem, even if only for a few days,” Astor suggested. “It might help if you could go home and see your family again. I know your father and brother miss you very much, and Cayr especially so after what’s happened.”

      “I miss them too. I’d really like to do that,” she said wistfully.

      “Then give it some serious thought.” He stood, beginning to usher her out. “Now, we both know you shouldn’t linger. Keep safe in Sandira, Alyx.”

      She hugged him tightly. “You too. I hope to see you soon.”

      

      Alyx and her escort were well-accustomed to travelling light and fast, and in just over a week they approached Tregaya’s northern border with Zandia. The Tregayan countryside had become more rugged as they moved north, less forested and green, but she saw no immediate difference when they crossed the border.

      “Don’t worry.” Tarrick brought his horse up alongside Tingo, white teeth flashing against his dark skin. “You’ll see desert soon enough.”

      “You must be happy to be going home.” After all, he’d been away from his home far longer than she had hers. A good reminder she wasn’t the only one affected by Shakar’s existence.

      His smile widened. “I can’t wait to show it to you.”

      She returned his smile, touched by his uncharacteristic show of feeling. “Thanks, Tarrick. I suppose it’s only fair, after you’ve spent so much time in my home city.”

      “I like Alistriem,” Tarrick said. “It’s got nothing on Sandira, though. You’ll see.”

      “Is it really that different?”

      “You remember the first time you saw Carhall? You and Dawn spoke about how much grander it seemed than your home.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, you’ll find the same with Sandira, only in a whole different way.”

      A little frisson of excitement tingled through her as he kicked his horse ahead. For the first time in a long time, she was excited by what lay ahead of her.

      

      Later that night, Alyx lay staring up at the stars, wide-awake and unable to sleep. Finn snored softly beside her. Tarrick stood some distance from the dying embers of the fire, his back to the camp as he kept watch. Rothai slept soundly on Finn’s other side. Alyx shifted in her blankets so that she could see the sleeping forms of the other mages with them.

      Adahn was the closest. He slept sprawled out, one arm tucked under his head, his too-long chestnut hair covering half his face. He’d been a cocky, handsome apprentice during Alyx’s first year at DarkSkull, well-liked and a member of the pure mage-blooded popular students.

      Tari slept on Adahn’s other side. A retired council warrior mage who’d been in Rothai’s study group at DarkSkull, he had actively sought her out several months earlier.  Alyx wished she knew how Rothai had convinced Tari to join them—an old friendship surely couldn’t be all there was to it. And she got the distinct sense Tari continued to reserve her judgment on Alyx’s worth. Jayn, lying barely a handspan from her, muttered in her sleep and turned over. Alyx smiled. She’d been with them since the destruction of DarkSkull.

      Tarrick shifted his stance and then relaxed. Alyx turned back to her other side, trying to get comfortable. Sleep remained frustratingly elusive for her. Her thoughts shifted to her recent fight with Finn and what seemed like her constant irritation with him, Tarrick, and Rothai.

      She didn’t want to be angry with them all the time, didn’t want to be bitter and sharp. But managing the misery and frustration that had been building inside her for months was proving more and more difficult. The death of Cayr’s father had been too much—Cayr was hurting and she couldn’t help. Worse, she didn’t know what to do about the situation. She missed home. She hated being so magically powerful yet so useless at the same time. She was terrified for those she loved.

      And underlying all of that was a heavy dose of guilt. Her friends would be horrified to learn that she hadn’t ended her relationship with a Taliath, that she and Dashan loved each other fiercely despite the distance between them. The fact they hadn’t become lovers wouldn’t matter—just the possibility of her absorbing his invulnerability was too great a threat. One Shakar in the world was bad enough. Two would wreak utter destruction. There was no doubt the Mage Council would turn all their resources to killing her and Dashan if they found out.

      Her thoughts turned to Cario and Dawn in Alistriem. She’d sent them there because she couldn’t go herself and they were the next best thing. Dawn’s ability to read the thoughts of those around her had made Cayr’s father far more effective at dealing with the Shiven incursions than he would otherwise have been. Cario’s skill with diplomacy only added to that.

      She missed them terribly, missed the way Cario would simply raise his eyebrow at her when she snapped at him, then wait patiently until she calmed down enough to talk rationally. More, she missed Dawn’s quiet friendship and support. At least they would be there now to support Cayr. That gave her some comfort.

      “You can’t sleep either?”

      Alyx shifted again as Finn’s voice whispered in the darkness. “No. I was just lying here wishing Cario and Dawn were with us.”

      Finn let out a soft sigh. “You can’t miss Dawn as much as I do. Part of me hopes King Cayr will send her to Sandira, but it would be almost as good if Cario came.”

      “What’s keeping you from sleep?”

      A hesitation, then, “I was thinking about Brynn, actually.”

      “Oh.” Another pang of aching sadness shot through her, and she bit her lip. Sometimes it felt like she was never going to stop missing those she loved. Brynn was alive, or at least he had been eight months earlier when they’d received a message containing only greetings and an indication he was well, but none of them knew where he was or what he was doing.

      Rothai told them Brynn had been and gone right before the attack on DarkSkull, sent on Mage Council business he wasn’t aware of, just like Galien. She often wondered if the two absences had been connected, and each time the thought made her shiver.

      “Why didn’t he say more in his message?” Finn sounded frustrated, but underlying that was the same worry Alyx felt. Brynn was one of them, one of the original group that had bonded so fiercely during their first year at DarkSkull when they’d had nothing but each other to survive.

      “I don’t know. Maybe he couldn’t.” She sighed. “Brynn always has a reason for what he does.”

      “If he had enough time to write that he was alive and well, surely he had enough time to tell us what he was doing and explain why he hasn’t come to us.”

      “I wish he had,” Alyx admitted softly.

      “Yeah, me too. He always makes me feel cheerful, you know? It’s that smile of his, like nothing can bring him down.” Rustling sounded as Finn settled into a different position. “I guess there’s no point dwelling on it. We should try and get at least a little bit of sleep.”

      Soon after, his breathing evened. Alyx stared at Finn’s back, thinking. The trip to Zandia was so important. If she could take an alliance back to Cayr, surely that would help him establish his rule and avert Shivasa taking advantage of a new king. Maybe it would even make her mages more open to letting her do something other than run and hide.

      She hoped so. One thing had become a certainty—she couldn’t keep running. Enough was enough.

      

      As the days passed, the landscape gradually changed from dry, scrubby terrain with a few trees, to desert tundra. On the afternoon of the third day since crossing the border, Alyx realised with a start she hadn’t seen a tree or bush since the previous afternoon.

      “Have you ever been to Zandia?” Jayn spoke up. They’d been riding together in comfortable silence for a while.

      Alyx shook her head. “You?”

      “I’ve never been further north than Carhall, where I was born.” The young woman laughed, her dark hair glinting in the bright sun. “This should be interesting.”

      “And hot,” Tarrick called back to them.

      “How long until we reach Sandira?” Jayn asked.

      “If we travelled through the sands, it would take weeks. But since the stoneways were built, crossing Zandia is much easier. It shouldn’t take us longer than a week. There are waystations along the stoneways, so we’ll be able to get provisions at those.”

      “What are stoneways?” Alyx asked.

      Tarrick was silent for a few seconds, then pointed out in front of him. “See for yourself.”

      They’d come to the top of a shallow rise. Below them, a long, wide road curved through the golden desert. As they rode closer, horses slipping slightly in the sand, the road became clearer. Constructed entirely of smoothly paved stone, it was swept free of sand and completely flat.

      “That goes all the way to Sandira?” Adahn asked in interest, raising a hand to sweep chestnut hair from his eyes and peer ahead. Alyx glanced at him. He’d joined them months earlier, walking away from the council to do it. Outwardly, his lively and overly self-assured personality hadn’t changed from what she remembered as an initiate at DarkSkull. She wondered what it hid. If anything.

      “It certainly does,” Tarrick answered. “And work crews travel through on a steady rotation every few months keeping them swept clean of debris.”

      “That’s amazing!” Finn and Adahn said together.

      Jayn chuckled and shared an amused glance with Tari. Alyx was equally impressed. Rothai was still watching their back-trail, wondrous sights paling in comparison to his obsession with keeping Alyx safe.

      “Is this the only one?” Tari asked.

      “No. Several of them crisscross Zandia, linking all the major cities. My father told me they took almost fifty years to complete,” Tarrick said.

      “They would allow the emperor to move his army south quickly if needed,” Finn noted.

      “Indeed,” Alyx murmured, her gaze half on the stoneway, half on a future where Zandia helped them defeat Shivasa and they were free to face an isolated Shakar and finish this once and for all.

      “What are you thinking that has you frowning like that?” Adahn asked. He’d ridden his horse up without her realising. As always, there was an amused glint in his eyes, robbing any real seriousness from his words.

      “Why are you with us?” The words came out without thinking, and he lifted his eyebrows in surprise.

      “I already told you that. The council wasn’t doing anything to hunt Shakar. They sit in Carhall and do nothing more than increase the numbers of mage warriors sent out on assignment.” Frustration edged his voice. “When I asked what their plan was to defeat Shakar, they told me to mind my business and follow orders like a good little warrior mage.”

      She considered him. “It’s not like we’re actively hunting Shakar either. All we do is run.”

      “Which you hate,” he murmured. “I see you, Magor-lier. One day you’re going to go at him, and I want to be there when that happens. Of any mage alive, you’re the only one with any hope of beating him.”

      His words were low, intense, taking her by surprise. As if equally uncomfortable, he cleared his throat and then gave her a little nod before kicking his horse forward. Her eyes lingered on his back.

      One more person to let down if she couldn’t do what they all desperately hoped she could. The weight of that made it hard to breathe.
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      Mage robes were packed away one by one as they travelled deeper into the seemingly endless desert. Even the horses felt the oppressive heat; Tingo was much less eager to run than usual, and the insects that buzzed around at night made the horses, and people, extremely irritable.

      Alyx’s initial excitement about the new landscape faded as days passed with no change to the unending sand around them. The stoneways and the occasional waystation were all that broke up the monotony of the flat, waterless landscape. When they finally reached Sandira, however, her first sight of the wondrous city was worth all the long days of heat and monotony.

      Built along the turquoise northern ocean, the capital city of Zandia sprawled out for miles into the desert. While Alistriem was all stately homes and bustling markets, and Carhall wide, tree-lined avenues and marble halls, this city was an exotic riot of coloured tents and sandstone buildings. She couldn’t do anything but gape in wonder, Tingo shifting restlessly under her as they sat on their horses staring down at the city laid out below them.

      “How is there enough drinking water to support such a massive city?” Finn asked.

      “Really? That’s your first question after seeing all…that!” Jayn lifted her eyebrows at him.

      Finn gave a sheepish shrug. “I’m curious.”

      Tarrick barely smothered a smile. “Underground lakes,” he said. “They’re scattered around the coastline of Zandia. Most of our towns were built along the coast for that reason, and of course for the ease of access to shipping.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Alyx said in awe. He’d left all this to come with her to Alistriem? The thought humbled her.

      “There’s the emperor’s palace.” Tarrick pointed.

      In the middle of all the bright chaos, situated on a section of raised ground, was a building surrounded on all four sides by high sandstone walls mounted with steel spikes. Her mind boggled at the sheer size of it. At least three miles long, and two wide, the palace looked like a small city unto itself.

      Green gardens—astonishing for a desert city—littered the interior of the palace grounds, interspersed between tall buildings, the lowest of which had to be at least seven stories high.

      “What does he need all that space for?” Tari asked.

      “It looks like they have an entire barracks in there,” Adahn said thoughtfully. “Look, where the soldiers are drilling? But that only takes up a small part of the overall size.”

      Tarrick grinned at their astonished faces. “See that whole eastern third, the buildings separated by a garden running the length of the walls? That’s the emperor’s harem. No man is allowed inside those walls except for the emperor himself. That wing is heavily guarded by the Leopards.”

      “How many wives does he have?” Jayn asked incredulously.

      “Last I knew, he had twenty wives and at least double that number of concubines.”

      “Busy man,” Adahn said, straight-faced. Finn snorted, then the rest of them burst into laughter.

      “We should keep moving,” Rothai interrupted the chuckles. Reluctantly, they tore their eyes from the wonderful sight below them and urged their horses on.

      “Where in the city does your family live?” Alyx asked Tarrick.

      He looked pleased she’d asked. “The Tylender home is in the sea quarter—you might have seen the cluster of bigger houses down by the water? Both of my brothers live in the Leopards’ barracks inside the palace though.”

      “Your brothers are Leopards?” Jayn asked.

      “Yes, they’re both mage-trained and Leopard trained,” Tarrick said. “They used to serve as bodyguards to the eldest prince, who was a mage of the higher order. When he disappeared, they became the strongest warrior mages serving the emperor.”

      “How many warrior mages does the emperor have at his disposal?” Alyx asked in interest.

      “Only about twenty or so. Most Zandian mages join the council after graduating DarkSkull. The emperor likes having a ceremonial mage guard, but the Leopards are so well-trained and skilful, there’s really no need for so many mage warriors.”

      The city was as bustling and crowded as Alistriem, but on a much grander scale. Vendors shouted their wares over and above each other, their cries blending with dogs barking, chickens squawking, and the general chatter of the populace. Overlaying all of it was the enticing scent of strange spices Alyx had never encountered before.

      Their group got a few curious glances. They stood out with their fair skin and lighter hair, and the black robes rolled up behind their saddles marked them instantly as mages.

      A wide square sat before the main gates to the palace, a beautifully carved stone statue of a leaping leopard at its centre. Water fountained from the top of the statue and splashed into a pool surrounding it. People crowded around the sparkling water, resting in the shade from the hot glare of the sun.

      Market stalls lined the edges of the square, their awnings reflecting all the colours of the rainbow, selling goods ranging from caged ferrets to fresh fruit. Birds fluttered amongst the bustle, picking up fallen crumbs of food and screeching loudly whenever they encountered competition for the scraps. Alyx drank it in with delight—she’d never been anywhere so vibrant before.

      “Those are the Leopards,” Tarrick murmured, pointing to six guards standing in a perfectly straight line before the palace gates. “Let’s hope my messages to my brothers were received and they have warned the palace of our arrival.”

      She eyed them curiously. All men, they wore a black wrap around their waists that hung to their knees, trimmed in gold thread, and that was all. Curved sabres hung at their belts, and their black hair was long, plaited neatly and falling almost to their hips. Their gazes were hard, steady and unblinking. In the full minute she watched them, none visibly moved, although she got the distinct impression those sharp gazes missed nothing.

      “It’s against the law for any Zandian male but the Leopards to wear their hair long and braided in such a way,” Tarrick explained. “It’s a mark of honour.”

      “So no female Leopards then?” Alyx lifted an eyebrow.

      Tarrick cleared his throat, glancing away sheepishly. “No. There’s a law against that, too.”

      “What if your brothers didn’t receive your messages?” Jayn asked.

      “Then we won’t be getting anywhere near the inside of that palace.”

      One of the Leopards stepped forward to intercept them once it became obvious Alyx’s party was making for the gates. He moved with an easy grace that brought to mind her Taliath brother and father. She refused to let herself think about Dashan.

      “I am Mage Warrior Tarrick Tylender.” Tarrick bowed his head politely. “I travel with Magor-lier Alyx Egalion. We are here to see the emperor.”

      The soldier’s hard expression softened marginally. “Mage Tylender, we have been informed of your arrival. Come through, and I will send a runner to alert the emperor’s aide.”

      Tarrick’s shoulders relaxed at their words. Two Leopards moved gracefully to open the gates. The last horse was barely through before they were swung shut, immediately cutting out most of the noise of the city.

      A circular courtyard faced them—it was easily three times the size of the one at the palace back in Alistriem. A tranquil pond sat in its centre, white lilies floating on the surface. Most of the yard was walled in, but greenery was visible beyond.

      For a moment they sat there in the sudden quiet, alone in the massive space. But then, as if timed to perfection, several young boys came padding through a nearby gate, surrounding them and offering to take the horses. Despite their youth, they handled the highly-strung mage mounts with casual skill.

      A servant wearing flowing white robes appeared to greet them, speaking flawlessly in the language shared by Tregaya and Rionn. “Welcome to Sandira. Please, follow me.”

      Tarrick didn’t hesitate, and the rest fell in behind him. Alyx relished the coolness as they followed the servant into a high-ceilinged reception hall. A long walk followed, during which she caught glimpses of gardens, open-aired hallways and other sprawling buildings. The sandstone walls gleamed in the afternoon sun, the dry heat of the day tangible in the sluggish breeze that flowed through the halls. By the time they reached their destination, she was thoroughly disoriented.

      Their servant guide came to a halt in a wide hallway with closed doors to the left and right. The hall ended in thick sandstone. “This wing has been set aside for your stay, Magor-lier, Mage Tylender. The servants who have access to the area have been thoroughly vetted by the Leopards and there will be a guard set at every possible entrance throughout your stay. The emperor wishes you to feel safe here.”

      “Your hospitality is appreciated. Nevertheless, we would appreciate the chance to speak with the Leopard captain in charge of the guard rotation,” Tarrick said politely, speaking slowly enough Alyx could follow his fluent Zandian.

      A smooth nod. “I will arrange it. If there is anything else you require, please use the bell by your doors and a servant will come immediately. My name is Iman. I ask that you call for me at once if you encounter any problems. The emperor has set aside some time in his schedule later today to receive you.”

      “Thank you, Iman,” Alyx said before either Tarrick or Rothai could make any more potentially offensive remarks about her protection. Her Zandian was only a little stilted, and for the first time ever she was grateful for Master Prajana’s excruciating language classes. “You have clearly made an effort on our behalf, and we truly appreciate it.”

      She caught Tarrick’s look of approval from the corner of her eye, and Iman’s mask of politeness softened discernibly at her use of Zandian. He gave her a little bow. “Magor-lier, this room is yours.” He pointed each of them to a room, his gaze shifting to Tarrick once he was done. “I will organise for the Leopard captain to be here to speak with you shortly.”

      She arched an eyebrow at Tarrick as Iman left. “I take it your message to your brothers made it sound like I’m being hunted by a veritable army of assassins?”

      “You are,” he replied bluntly.

      She fought against rolling her eyes. “Can we assume it’s a good sign the emperor has taken such pains with our safety?”

      “Yes and no.” Tarrick cocked his head. “Honour is crucial in Zandian culture, and to have a guest harmed under your roof is a great personal dishonour. But the fact the emperor was willing to host you is a sign he at least intends to listen to what we have to say.”

      “So we should all be on our best behaviour and match our Magor-lier’s exemplary use of Zandian?” A grin tugged at Adahn’s mouth. “Noted. Good ol’ Prajana, never thought I’d be grateful for those classes at DarkSkull.”

      She laughed at his exact echoing of her thoughts, and the others chuckled too.

      “We should discuss how to arrange the Magor-lier’s guard.” Rothai was the only one not to laugh. Of course.

      Alyx left them to it, curious to see the room assigned to her. She stopped only a few paces inside the door, delighted. It was a stunning space, reminiscent of the luxury she’d enjoyed growing up in Alistriem. Across from her, a wide balcony looked out over the city to the ocean. A bed shrouded in filmy white curtains sat in one corner near the balcony, with a green bathing pool opposite it. A plush lounge sat before an open window.

      She clicked the door closed, shutting off Tarrick’s and Rothai’s voices as they discussed a guard rotation. Finally, a moment to herself!

      Shoulders relaxing, she wandered out onto the balcony and took a deep breath of the hot Zandian air. It was sweeter than back home, smelling of spices and something else she couldn’t name. Below the balcony was a small garden. She quickly picked out the two Leopard guards at opposite ends of the greenery watching her room with the same fixed gaze those guarding the palace gates had worn.

      After a while, the heat grew oppressive, and she returned inside. The quiet was soothing, and she stripped her dusty, sweaty travel clothes off and spent a luxurious period bathing in the fragrant pool. Once she was clean and scrubbed dry, she dug through her saddlebag and drew out her mage robe with a heavy sigh—meeting the emperor without looking the part of Magor-lier wasn’t a good idea, but she was going to swelter.

      She was just brushing out her drying hair when there came a soft knock at the door. Tarrick stood there, black hair still damp from his own wash, mage robe stretched across his broad shoulders. He didn’t even look a little bit hot, and she made a face at him. “How are you not stifling in that?”

      His grin flashed bright against his dark skin. “This is nothing. We’re technically in the middle of winter. You haven’t experienced heat until you’ve lived through a Zandian summer.”

      “This is not winter,” she grumbled good-naturedly. “Did you come by to check my room for hidden assassins?”

      “Better, the emperor has called for us,” he explained. “It’s best not to keep him waiting.”

      

      The emperor’s audience chamber was on the top floor of a circular building in the centre of the palace compound. It was surrounded by floor-to-ceiling glass windows, most of which were open to let in a faint breeze coming off the ocean. The view over the city was stunning, and Alyx had to fight not to let her attention be caught by it.

      Iman led them into the room, bowing low before a man lounging on a plush divan. Four Leopards stood still and silent behind him. “Your Imperial Majesty, may I present Magor-lier Alyx Egalion and her retinue.”

      Dismissing Iman with a sharp gesture, the emperor stood to greet them, displaying a leonine grace, and a tall, muscular body. Tarrick had told Alyx the man was in his late forties, but he looked ten years younger, with a face too hard to be handsome and sharp eyes that took them in in a single, searching glance. “Magor-lier,” he spoke in a deep, gravelly voice. “It is an honour to host you in my country.”

      “Your Majesty.” Alyx bowed low, dropping to her knees as she’d been instructed. The other mages followed suit with varying degrees of grace. She winced inwardly when Finn almost rolled forward onto his face, but it didn’t appear as if the emperor noticed.

      “Please stand.” He waved a hand. “I trust your accommodations are comfortable?”

      Alyx rose, allowing her years of training in court etiquette to take over and make it easier to concentrate on speaking correctly in Zandian. “They are lovely, thank you. You have a beautiful home, and Sandira is a vibrant city. We are honoured to be here, Your Majesty, and I thank you for receiving us at such short notice.”

      He accepted that with a nod. “I have taken the liberty of increasing the Leopard guard surrounding the guest wing where you are staying. I mean no disrespect to your mage guards, but I know of the Hunters that Shakar sends after you. While learning of their existence was…disturbing…I am nonetheless grateful to you for uncovering the likely truth behind my son’s death. For that alone I would receive you in my city at any time, Magor-lier.”

      “Your Leopards impress me as powerful warriors, Your Majesty.” Alyx chose her words carefully; she had to win this man’s support. “I appreciate your concern. The extra guard is welcome.”

      “My Leopards are unparalleled.” He smiled, but there was nothing warm or soft in it. “They are modelled on the Taliath of old, did you know? Of course, my men have no Taliath ability, but they are fearsome all the same.”

      Alyx nodded, inwardly debating whether to raise Darien Llancarvan’s death. It was impossible to know whether the emperor yet knew, and normally these things were better handled through formal diplomatic channels. Yet, she didn’t want the emperor to find out later and think she and her retinue had been keeping something important from him.

      “Your Majesty, I also have some grave news to share with you.”

      “Ah, yes.” Surprisingly the tall, fierce man bowed his head. “I received the message from Alistriem yesterday. King Darien was a good man. I only met him on a handful of occasions, but he had my respect. You have my condolences, and those of my court, Magor-lier.”

      “Thank you.”

      “A young and untested king is not ideal in these times,” he said bluntly.

      “I have known King Cayr all my life, Your Majesty, and I believe he will make a strong king,” she said firmly. “But I agree that there are those who may see Rionn as more vulnerable now. That is a large part of the reason I am here.”

      They all turned as a man entered. He wore a deep red sleeveless tunic, beautifully tooled belt and light sandals over matching breeches. From the body language of the servants in the room, Alyx judged this man as important, despite his simple clothing. An advisor, perhaps? The cropped hair ruled him out as a Leopard despite his muscular arms. He bowed low and waited for the emperor to acknowledge him.

      “What is it, Hennan?”

      “A ship bearing the flag of Rionn has entered the harbour, Your Majesty. They have been cleared and are docking as we speak.”

      “King Cayr’s representative, I take it?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Very good. Send a unit of Leopards to escort the king’s representative here.” The emperor turned back to Alyx while Hennan crossed the room to speak with the servants by the door. “I will have refreshments brought in while you wait if that suits?”

      “That sounds lovely. Thank you,” Alyx said graciously.

      “Then please relax.” With no further preamble, he strode to the opposite end of the chamber to speak in a sharp undertone with Hennan. Alyx and her mages were left to sit on the couches and be served cold drinks.

      Despite her best efforts, she kept glancing towards the door, as if she could summon the Rionnan representative with sheer willpower. Anticipation filled her at the thought it might be Dawn or Cario. Even if not them, it would be someone from home. A familiar face that might ease some of her longing.

      “You’re doing well,” Tarrick said in a murmur. “He was impressed by your use of Zandian.”

      She made a face. “I wish you or Finn had to do the talking. I fear I sound stilted, I keep having to search for the limited number of words I know.”

      “It’s an expression of respect that you even try.” Tarrick’s mouth quirked. “And you’re actually not bad.”

      Finn joined them. “It’s a good sign that Cayr received Astor’s message and was able to send someone. Things can’t be too unstable in Alistriem.”

      “A united front from the beginning will be useful,” Alyx agreed, ignoring the stab of worry at Finn’s reference to what Cayr was facing. “And if this goes well, I’m sure we’ll be able to convince King Mastaran to attend a summit.”

      “These sherbets are delicious,” Jayn said brightly, offering one to Alyx.

      “I’m more partial to these sweets, myself.” Adahn spoke with a mouth full of some bright orange-coloured candy.

      They weren’t left waiting too long before a servant announced the arrival of the Rionnan representative.

      “Should we get up?” Alyx asked Tarrick in an undertone.

      “Yes. If you’re eating, swallow quickly,” Tarrick murmured back.

      Alyx placed her glass down and rose to her feet. The emperor left Hennan to greet the man being escorted through the door by two Leopards. For a long moment the room fell silent. For the emperor and other Zandians, the sight of a revered Taliath in the flesh stunned them all. For Alyx, the sight of Dashan so unexpectedly here rendered her frozen, and then suddenly unable to breathe.

      He was a head taller than any of them as he strode forward to bow low to the emperor, not seeming to have noticed there were others in the room. Her eyes drank him in—he wore his dark hair cut severely short, and his face looked even harder than she remembered, his expression guarded and watchful. Something was wrong. She knew it instantly, and it took everything she had not to run across the room and launch herself into his arms. Her heart pounded.

      Dashan straightened. “Your Majesty. I am Dashan Caverlock, Taliath and formal representative of King Cayr of Rionn.”

      “Welcome, Lord-Taliath,” the emperor said graciously, using a term Alyx had never heard before and switching easily to speak in Rionnan. “Your presence in Sandira is more welcome than I can express. And your timing is good. The Magor-lier and her retinue arrived earlier today. Perhaps you’d like to take a moment to greet them?”

      Dashan froze for a moment at his words, and then he turned, brown eyes going straight to Alyx. The flash of pure joy in his gaze was quickly masked, but it sent her heart thundering even harder. The urge to run to him was close to overwhelming and she had to tear her eyes from his in order to hold back.

      In the few steps it took to reach them, the watchful guardedness had returned to his features. “Alyx, it’s been a while.” His voice was warm with delight—if nothing else they were old friends greeting each other after a long time. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her head and smiled.

      “Too long. I didn’t expect to see you here, Dash.”

      “Me either.” His smile widened a little, then he turned his attention to the others. “Tarrick, Finn. I was hoping you’d both be here. It’s good to see you.”

      It was hard to gauge Tarrick’s and Finn’s true reaction to seeing Dashan. Neither of them had spoken to him since learning he was a Taliath, but in the presence of the emperor, they seemed genuinely pleased to see him. As they greeted each other, Alyx turned her gaze to the other mages. Rothai’s expression was rigid. Adahn and Jayn seemed awkward, then stiltedly polite when Finn introduced them. Tari’s face was a blank mask, impossible to read.

      Greetings over, Dashan came to stand beside Alyx. His arms hung loosely at his side, his hand just barely brushing her arm. The closeness was bittersweet torture.

      “I must ask a boon, Lord-Taliath.” The emperor spoke. “As you might know; we Zandians hold a great fascination for those of your blood. I would love to see a demonstration while you stay with us in Sandira.”

      Dashan gave his typical rakish grin, and for a moment all traces of the reserved man faded. “I’d love nothing better, Your Majesty.”

      “Thank you, Lord-Taliath, I will look forward to it.” He clapped his hands. “Once again, I welcome you all to my city. Tonight you will dine with me, and you may be assured I will make time soon to discuss the issues which bring you here.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Alyx spoke politely. “We appreciate your hospitality.”

      He nodded and was gone, striding out of the room with Hennan and six Leopards flanking him. Iman appeared, offering to direct them back to their rooms. Alyx accepted this offer with alacrity, having no idea how they’d make it back without assistance.

      “Dash, we had no idea King Cayr would send you,” Tarrick said as they followed Iman. “Lord-Mage Astor thought it would most likely be Cario.”

      Dashan nodded. “I’d just come across the border from Shivasa when Cayr received Astor’s message. He thought I needed a break, and so he sent me.”

      Iman brought them back to the guest wing and pointed Dashan to a room in the same corridor. Alyx had followed approximately the first third of the journey before becoming utterly lost again. She hoped Tarrick had a better sense of direction or they would never be able to leave this wing on their own.

      The moment they came to a halt, a thick tension descended over the group. Dashan spoke into it, determinedly oblivious. “If you all don’t mind, I’m going to take the opportunity for a change of clothes and sleep. Proper rest has been hard to come by recently.”

      “Of course.” Tarrick spoke when nobody else did. “I hope we can catch up at dinner this evening.”

      “I look forward to it.” Dashan nodded and raised a hand in farewell before disappearing into his room. Her gaze lingered on the door and she tore her eyes away before it became obvious.

      Jayn cleared her throat. “Adahn and I are on duty, so I think we might go and check on the Leopards stationed outside.”

      Adahn followed with alacrity.

      “Tari and I have an appointment with the Leopard commander,” Rothai said. “He offered us a tour of their barracks. We’ll see you at dinner.”

      That left the three of them alone in the hall. Alyx scrambled for something to say that would head off their inevitable lecture about her being too close to a Taliath, but surprisingly Finn spoke before she could.

      “Shall we spend the afternoon investigating Sandira’s inns? I know you’re dying to show us around your city, Tarrick,” he said. “Rothai can’t complain if Tarrick and I are with you, Alyx, surely.”

      Alyx bit her lip. Finn was making a gesture—Rothai most definitely wouldn’t approve of her wandering the city without a full mage guard. But she couldn’t go out, not now. “Uh, actually, I should spend some time practicing this afternoon. It’s probably a good idea to take advantage of the free time.”

      Tarrick looked surprised at her willingness to train. “Would you like me to practice with you?”

      “No. Rothai set me some meditation exercises to help improve my focus, so I’ll work on those.” She gave a little laugh, ignoring the guilt that curled in her gut as she lied to them. “Find the best spots for me, will you? And try to remember I’m a noblewoman—no pungent dives, please.”

      Both young men laughed. “We’ll do our best.” Finn winked.

      “No promises,” Tarrick added before they disappeared around a corner.

      Alyx opened the door to her room, closed it behind her, and went straight over to draw the filmy curtains across the balcony window to ensure the Leopards in the garden couldn’t see into the room. Then she began pacing, her stomach twisting into knots. Sweat had begun beading on her forehead when a discreet knock came at the door. The moment she opened it, Dashan slipped inside.

      “Did anyone see you?” she asked.

      “Not a soul, ma’am,” he promised, hand on heart.

      They stared at each other for a long moment. She could scarcely believe that after thinking of him and wanting him for so long he was standing right before her.

      “Alyx.” He took a step towards her.

      She let out a sob and moved, running straight to him. He pulled her into his arms, holding her so fiercely her ribs ached. She buried her face in his neck, sinking into his embrace as the loneliness and desperation of the past year finally began to drain out of her.

      “You’re really here,” she whispered.

      “Too long, Alyx,” he murmured into her hair. “Too long.”

      They stood there for a long time, holding tightly to each other, neither wanting to let go until they were both certain the other was there.

      Eventually Alyx mumbled into his chest, “Was it difficult to get in here?”

      “They’ve got at least four Leopards in that garden outside, so I couldn’t come in through the balcony, at least not in broad daylight,” Dashan murmured. “Oh, Alyx, I’ve missed you.” He crushed her more tightly in his arms and she pressed herself against his warm body. After so long without him, it was intoxicating to be so close again.

      After a moment, she forced herself to step back, her gaze searching his face. “How’s Cayr? I’ve been so worried about him, about both of you.”

      He smiled a little. “You’d be so proud of him. He’s hurting, you know how much he loved his father, but he’s strong. He’s working hard to bring the lords into line, and he’s picked up where his father left off in terms of managing the kingdom. Rionn is stable.”

      “And Papa?”

      “I didn’t see much of him, but I think he was hit hard by the king’s death. You know your father, though. He’s standing firm at Cayr’s side, invaluable in influencing the other lords.”

      Her eyes slipped closed in pain. “I hated leaving Cayr. I had to watch his father die and then walk away from him.” She swallowed. “And as desperately happy as I am to see you here, part of me wishes you hadn’t come, that you were in Alistriem with Cayr so he at least has one of us with him.”

      “I would have stayed.” Dashan tugged her back into his arms. “He insisted I come. He knows how much the emperor reveres the Taliath, and…well, he refused to let me stay.”

      Nodding, she allowed herself to sink into the happiness of having him so close again, and began dropping small kisses along his collarbone. He smiled against her forehead before he picked her up and in two strides carried her to the bed. He dropped her onto the soft mattress, then leaned down to kiss her. Instantly it was as if every nerve ending in her body was on fire, her world narrowing to the feel of Dashan’s mouth on hers.

      She freed her hands so she could pull him closer. When she was almost completely lost in pure sensation, he pulled back, his forehead touching hers. They were both breathing hard, and she’d be groaning in frustration if she wasn’t so glad to have him there with her.

      “So that’s how much you missed me?” she teased.

      “Even more.” He kissed her again, a long slow kiss that turned the world to warmth and joy and a rising tide of wanting. When it ended, he shifted, lying down at her side and tugging her against him. “Talk to me, Alyx. Tell me everything I’ve missed.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” she mumbled, closing her eyes and snuggling into his chest.

      His fingers reached out to trace the fine bracelet on her wrist, and she glanced up to see his dark eyes molten with affection. “You kept it.”

      “I touch it every night before I go to sleep, it’s the only time I allow myself to think about you. It’s too hard otherwise,” she admitted.

      He swallowed, the misery returning to his face. She curled further into him, trying to get as close as possible. “What’s wrong, Dash?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it either.”

      She nodded against his chest, allowing her eyes to fall closed again and taking in a deep breath of his warmth and scent. “Let’s just lie here for a while.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      “The Taliath seems different from the few times I saw him back at DarkSkull. Older. Harder, somehow, but not at all imposing,” Jayn mused later, as she and Alyx prepared for the dinner.

      Alyx tensed. While the council policy of hunting Taliath potentials remained a well-kept secret, all students at DarkSkull were taught the same thing she had been—that Taliath were a serious threat if allowed too close to a mage of the higher order. Their invulnerability was the reason Shakar, an uncommonly powerful mage of the higher order, had been impossible to stop the first time. Hundreds of mages dead. Thousands more innocents.

      With Taliath all but gone—the only publicly declared Taliath were Alyx’s father and brother and Dashan, as Jenna remained a secret—it was difficult to judge how most mages truly felt about them, though there were definitely those who aligned strongly with the council’s view.

      “You’re not uncomfortable in the presence of a Taliath?” she asked eventually.

      Jayn raised an eyebrow. “You mean because at DarkSkull we’re basically indoctrinated with the view that Taliath are to be avoided like an infectious rash on the off chance one of them could contribute to creating another Shakar?”

      Alyx steeled herself. “Yes.”

      “Well, the logic behind why they teach us that is clear enough.” Jayn gave her a look. “But like with most of the council’s teaching, it’s too black and white. Personally, I don’t think we should behave as if every mage of the higher order is a budding psychopath just waiting to inherit a Taliath’s invulnerability so they can take over the world.”

      Alyx nodded, relaxing slightly. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “There’s far more going on here than you’ve told any of us. Rothai looked like he was about to have an apoplexy at the sight of Dashan. Adahn and Tari weren’t happy about it either.” She lifted a hand when Alyx opened her mouth. “And that’s fine. I’m perfectly happy not having to grapple with complicated issues like that. It’s why I’m not Magor-lier.”

      A spark of Alyx’s anger returned at Jayn’s words, though it wasn’t directed at her fellow mage. “I’m no Magor-lier, Jayn.”

      “Of course you are.” Jayn sounded puzzled.

      In name only. But Alyx didn’t want to sound petulant, so she just smiled and nodded.

      

      Once dressed, Alyx was escorted to dinner by Jayn, Tari, and Adahn, with Iman leading the way. The latter two mages were dressed in their robes, dragooned by Rothai into protection detail for the evening.

      “Where’s Rothai?” Alyx asked as they walked.

      Tari smiled faintly. “Patrolling. I don’t think he trusts the Leopards, despite the fact we were assured there would be at least twenty of them guarding this dinner tonight, and that’s not including those in the gardens outside.”

      “Alyx?” Tarrick waited at the entrance to a large room, dressed in formal Zandian attire of a silken maroon hip wrap with gold thread edging it, sandals, and nothing else. He looked handsome and exotic, and Alyx stared a little; she’d never seen him dressed traditionally before. Tarrick Tylender had grown into an impressive man.

      “You look very…good,” she said, unable to find an appropriate word.

      “You look good also.” He smiled, offering his arm.

      She took it, and they strolled inside together. The room was easily as big as Cayr’s formal dining room in Alistriem, but airy and bright. Multi-coloured rugs covered the floor, a chaotic riot of colour that somehow worked.

      The sun was setting outside, and its orange glow slanted through the windows, alighting on the deep red tablecloths and glittering silverware. A row of opened glass doorways let in a cool evening breeze that was rich with the scent of spices and flowers.

      Abruptly, Tarrick straightened and began leading Alyx towards two young men wearing the Leopard black and gold wrap; both wore swords at their hips and a mage’s staff hanging down their muscular backs.

      “Hinga, Loren!” Tarrick called eagerly.

      “Tarrick!” Both men spoke at the same time, delighted grins crossing their faces. Tarrick let go of Alyx’s arm to embrace them warmly. All three closely resembled each other, with only slight differences in height and build to set them apart.

      “Alyx, these are my brothers. Hinga, Loren, this is Magor-lier Alyx Egalion.”

      Both men bowed low, and she shifted uncomfortably. She’d once loved bearing the title of Lady Alyx Egalion until she’d realised how empty the title was. This new one she carried was just as empty, despite Rothai and Tarrick’s arguments otherwise.

      “Tarrick has told me a lot about you,” she said. “It’s an honour to meet you both.”

      “All good things, I hope?” Loren winked at Tarrick.

      “Mostly.” She nodded. “Apart for some childhood incident involving a toy carriage?”

      All three brothers laughed heartily at that. Tarrick’s eyes shone—he’d always spoken of his brothers with an equal mix of adoration and awe, and she was pleased this trip meant he could see his family again.

      “Don’t tell me I’ve missed a good joke!” Dashan’s cheerful voice sounded. He wore a fitted silken shirt in deep violet above loose black pants and polished boots. His hair was cropped far too short to be as messy as Alyx remembered. The sword at his hip was unfamiliar but beautiful, its bone hilt and grip intricately carved and dyed the colour of Bluecoat royal blue, the sheath tooled from expensive leather.

      “A gift from Cayr,” Dashan murmured, catching her looking at it.

      “Brothers, this is Dashan Caverlock. He is the Taliath representative of King Cayr Llancarvan.” Tarrick introduced them.

      There was a slight hesitation before both brothers bowed. Alyx inadvertently picked up a surface thought from Hinga indicating he was torn between his Zandian reverence for the Taliath, and the mage unease around one.

      “It is an honour to meet you, Taliath Caverlock,” Loren said politely.

      Dashan smiled, his guarded expression showing that he had picked up on their hesitation. “Thank you. I’m glad to finally meet Tarrick’s brothers. He speaks about you often.”

      “Only good things, or so the Magor-lier tells us.” Hinga smiled.

      “And the Magor-lier speaks only the truth, of course.” Warmth lit her up from the inside out at the teasing sparkle in Dashan’s eyes.

      “Tarrick, these are your brothers?” Finn asked eagerly as he joined them. He wore similar attire to Dashan, and though he was shorter and leaner, there was no mistaking the strong young man Finn had become. Alyx struggled to remember the skinny youth with untameable hair she’d once known.

      “Our brother has indeed been talking about us.” Hinga laughed, Loren joining in. “I am Hinga, this is Loren. Judging from Tarrick’s descriptions in his letters home from DarkSkull, you must be Finn, the clever one?”

      “That’s me.” Chuckling, Finn offered his hand to Hinga, then Loren. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Loren shook Finn’s hand warmly. “We have too few healers in the mage order. Welcome to Sandira, Finn.”

      A gong sounded. Servants appeared from all directions, silently ushering the guests to their seats. There was a flurry at the doorway that heralded the emperor’s arrival, flanked by Hennan and two Leopards. Alyx and Dashan were seated directly across from the emperor, with Tarrick, Jayn, and Finn arrayed on either side. Hennan sat at the emperor’s right, and his other senior advisors filled the remaining seats. Hinga and Loren remained on guard at the main entrance.

      “How are you finding my beautiful country?” the emperor asked, glancing between Alyx and Dashan. Servants were already placing steaming platters of food on the table. Her stomach grumbled.

      “It’s hot, and dry.” Alyx smiled. “But beautiful in its own way.”

      “I haven’t seen much of Zandia yet, but I look forward to exploring more while I’m here,” Dashan added.

      “You’ll have to tell me more about Alistriem,” the emperor said graciously. “I have not had a chance to visit since childhood.”

      “Rionn’s beauty is very different from the open desert, Your Majesty,” Tarrick said.

      “You must see the waterfall that cascades down from the palace on a sunny day,” Alyx said. “The water glitters in the sunlight like a rainbow. It’s one of the most beautiful sights I’ve ever seen.”

      Dashan agreed with a nod. “Our harbor area is full of life and colour, too. You can buy freshly caught and buttered fish from the street stalls at any time of day. There is nothing more delicious.”

      Conversation fell silent for a little while as they began to eat. The meat dish had been treated with spices completely unfamiliar to Alyx—nor could she have said with certainty which animal the meat had come from—but it was rich with flavour and the meat moist and succulent. Large glasses of chilled wine helped diffuse the hot spices.

      Her gaze darted between Tarrick and Finn, trying to get a read on how they felt about Dashan’s presence. They’d seemed happy to see him earlier, but the last time they’d all been together both men had advocated for Dashan to flee Alistriem for his—and Alyx’s—safety.

      While she had confessed to her friends that she and Dashan had been in a brief relationship, she was confident she’d convinced them it had been nothing more than a casual fling. Even so, the mere presence of a Taliath so close to her was undoubtedly going to make them uneasy.

      Her hand curled tightly around her fork at the surge of anger that caused. The metal began cutting into her skin, and she forced herself to relax. Both Tarrick and Finn seemed fine, talking as happily with Dashan as they did with all those around them. Maybe the fact they were only here for a short time discouraged any concerns they held. She hoped so.

      Once the main courses were over, Alyx and Tarrick made several attempts to turn the conversation to more serious matters, but were politely rebuffed each time by either Hennan or the emperor. It was clear the emperor wasn’t going to engage in more than light small talk this evening. Accepting that, she fell back on her court training and talked and laughed easily with those around her over dessert and then glasses of sweet wine.

      As soon as was polite, she made her farewells to the emperor and left. Jayn and Tari accompanied her back to her rooms, but said goodbye at the door. Tarrick and Finn had remained behind to spend time with Hinga and Loren.

      “Rothai will be on guard at the end of the corridor if you require anything, Magor-lier.” Tari pointed. “Adahn will relieve him in a few hours.”

      “Thank you.” Alyx injected warmth into her voice, trying to break down some of Tari’s reserve with her. “You should get some rest. I think the Leopards have us well protected.”

      “Yes, Magor-lier.” Tari bowed her head and walked away. Alyx sighed. She got the distinct sense there was something about her that Tari didn’t like. It was frustrating. Shrugging it off, she stepped into her room and closed the door firmly behind her.

      A cool night breeze was blowing in through the open balcony doorway. Breathing deeply of the delightfully scented Sandiran air, she tried to let the beautiful view relax the seemingly constant tension that built inside her. It worked, the sharp knock at her door startling her from a pleasant daze.

      Her heart leapt as it always did at the sight of Dashan, and after closing the curtains she went straight into his arms.

      “Let me light a lamp,” she said, pulling back eventually. He touched her cheek with a gentle smile before heading over to the sofa. She busied herself lighting two of the room’s many lamps before joining him, sitting as close to him as she could get. The memory of his face when she’d first seen him earlier floated into her mind, and she reached out for his hand.

      “Things haven’t been easy for you,” she murmured. “Did something happen?”

      His face closed over, a classic sign he was retreating into himself. “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not.” She shifted to face him.

      “You aren’t either,” he said stubbornly.

      She smiled a little. “I asked first. Come on, talk to me. I know you’re not talking to anyone else.”

      His jaw clenched. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      Her heart dropped—it was worse than she’d thought. He was wary and guarded, like he would run if she made the slightest wrong move. He’d never been this closed off, not even before they’d fallen for each other.

      She took a deep breath, entangling their fingers. “I’ve been snapping at everyone constantly. I can’t even control my magic properly when I’m training with Rothai. I feel so helpless, because everyone is off fighting and I’m being kept safe, and that frustration turns to anger and it just keeps getting worse. I don’t know what to do.”

      At the utter misery in her voice, Dashan turned. In a second his arms were around her and he was pulling her tightly against him. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there.”

      “That’s how I feel.” She pushed him gently away so she could meet his eyes. “My worry and fear for you only compounds my helplessness. And now you won’t even talk to me. How can I believe you really love me if you won’t let me help you?”

      His eyes darkened. “Alyx, I love you. I love you more than anything else in this world. You’re the most beautiful thing in my life.”

      “Then let me in,” she whispered.

      He let go of her, shifting away slightly and running a hand over his short hair. “I told you I wanted to stay in Alistriem, to be there for Cayr, to help him. But he insisted I come here, and not just because I’m a Taliath. He said he was doing it for my sanity. He thought the only thing that could help me was you.”

      Her chest tightened unbearably at the thought of Cayr sacrificing the support of his best friend in the world for her. It made it worse that she’d had to abandon him too. And Dashan…he looked in so much pain now that he wasn’t trying to hide it from her. Her eyes searched his face. “It’s that bad?”

      “I’ve been living and fighting with a group of the Shiven rebels; it’s a rabble really, but their leader—Tarian Astohar—he’s a good man, and he truly wants a better life for the poorer Shiven. No matter that they look different, that their army is trying to invade Rionn, they’re just people like us, you know? Trying to make a living and look after their families.”

      “I know,” she murmured, letting him tell the story at his own pace.

      “I’m doing what I can to help them. A month ago we came across a small Shiven village close to the southeast coast.” His voice dropped until it was barely audible. “The whole thing was a charred ruin—every home, every building, everything had been burnt to the ground.”

      Shock flared, followed quickly by deeper concern. Whatever had happened, Dashan was clearly blaming himself, and he never coped well when he did that. “By who?”

      He shook his head. “The Shiven army. We found most of the villagers a half mile out of town, bodies that had been tortured then left in a pile to burn. The Shiven soldiers thought they’d been helping the rebels.”

      “Oh, Dash.” Her eyes filled with tears at his pain. Knowing him so well, she understood how badly something like this would tear at him.

      “The children too.” His voice hitched. “They’d been butchered…they did that to their own people. We were too late.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He swallowed. “The villagers had sent a message asking for our help. We were supposed to get them onto boats to sail over to Rionn—to safety. It was something we started doing soon after I went to join the rebels, and word had gotten around. I was too late, and because I was too late, they all died the most horrible death imaginable.”

      She kept her voice gentle, but firm, taking his hand again. “Dash, you did your best. It was the Shiven soldiers who killed them, not you.”

      “That doesn’t matter. They needed my help, and I failed them.”

      “It’s not your fault,” she said fiercely, reaching up to frame his cheek with her hand. “I went back to DarkSkull Hall a year ago and they were all dead, my friends, my master, the cream of the next mage generation.” It was a grief that still hadn’t left her, that still woke her some nights in tears, her heart breaking all over again. “I could have saved them, maybe, if I’d been there. But Shakar killed them, not me.”

      “I hate him.” Dashan’s face crumpled, tears running down his cheeks. “I hate him.”

      “Shush.” Alyx reached for him, cradling him in her arms as tightly as she could. “I’m here, and I love you.”

      His tears soaked into her dress as he cried silent, heaving sobs, his whole body shaking with the force of his emotion. Alyx held on as tightly as she could, projecting all the love and reassurance she could muster.

      Eventually he reached for her hand, grabbing it and holding on tightly. “Your turn, Alyx. Tell me.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. “I’m no Magor-lier, no matter what they claim. They make me hide and run, and I understand why, but I feel so trapped and alone. I can’t help anyone, not even myself.”

      He bought her hand to his mouth and kissed it gently, murmuring for her to continue.

      “I feel like I’ll never be ready to face Shakar, like I’m never going to get to go home again.” She turned her face into his neck. “And the worst thing is my fear that I’ll never have the chance to just be with you and not have to always miss you so badly it physically hurts.”

      “We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?” he murmured.

      She chuckled at his attempt at levity, sitting back and scrubbing at her eyes. We certainly are.

      He looked at her, eyes dark and still wet with tears. “I love you more than anything else in this world, Alyx.”

      Feeling so much she thought she might burst with it, she kissed him. His mouth was warm on hers, and the emotion they were both feeling sparked powerfully. He pushed her backwards, lips trailing along her jaw and then down her neck as he moved over her. His hand blazed a trail of burning sweetness as it slid over the silk of her dress. Her fingers fumbled at the buttons of his shirt.

      “Dash...” She arched into him, delighting in the feel of his warm skin under her touch. Wanting more, she pulled him closer. His mouth returned to hers, harder, more urgently, and his hands roamed her body with abandon. Her mind and body were a haze of sensation and she knew nothing but the intoxicating sweetness of his mouth and his touch, the scent and feel of him all around her.

      “Alyx...” He stilled above her, his eyes darker than she’d ever seen them. They were pressed close together, his shirt was gone completely, and her dress covered much less than it had moments earlier. “What are we doing?”

      Her eyes slid shut as his forehead rested against hers. “We have to stop.”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “I really don’t want to.”

      He laughed, and with a groan of reluctance, moved off her to sit on the opposite side of the sofa. “Just stay where you are for a minute.”

      She nodded, sitting up and trying to rearrange her dress back into position. Her skin still buzzed from his touch, her heartbeat reluctant to slow while he was still so near.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, voice husky.

      “Other than being extremely frustrated?” She flushed hotly at her own words, then cleared her throat, offering a smile. “Maybe your skills aren’t so overrated after all.”

      He laughed aloud, and some of the tension faded. “Come here.”

      Grinning, she crawled over to lean against his side. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. She tried to ignore the desire still humming through her and focus on just how good it felt to be close to him again. Her gaze fell on his sword where he’d propped it against the side of the couch.

      “Did you name it?”

      Dashan made a face. “Cayr insisted. He said your father named his, and that all Taliath swords should have names.”

      “And?” she asked eagerly.

      He reached out to run his fingers over the hilt, gaze turning distant. “Kingsbrother.”

      “You named it for Cayr.” She swallowed around the sudden lump in her throat. “It’s perfect.”

      “Alyx?” He shifted away a little so he could see her. “We need to talk about telling Tarrick and the other mages about us. I also want to discuss the possibility of us becoming lovers.”

      She swallowed, trying not to let the hope leap in her chest. “Dash, I want you, please don’t ever think I don’t. You have no idea how much I…but this fear the council has, of you, of me? It’s powerful.”

      “I know,” he murmured. “And I’m not saying it’s going to be possible. But let’s at least start with telling our friends. Finn’s a genius—maybe he’ll be able to come up with something.”

      “They’ll be furious with us, and…they’ll be scared too. Finn especially.”

      “They’re our friends. You trust them with your life,” Dashan said gently. “As angry as they’ll be, they’d never do anything to hurt you. I think we should both trust that.”

      Alyx nodded slowly. “Astor suggested a trip home after this. There, with Dawn and Cario, we could talk to them?”

      He smiled gently. “Sounds like a plan.”
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      “Where’s the emperor?” Alyx entered an audience chamber that was empty apart from Tarrick, Finn, and Rothai. A hastily written message from Tarrick—passed by Iman—had dragged her from the most restful sleep she’d had in a long time.

      “He’ll be here. The meeting isn’t for a little while,” Tarrick said.

      She stared at him. “Your note said I should hurry.”

      “We wanted to talk to you about Dash beforehand,” Finn said.

      Her mouth tightened. Damn. It seemed her worry during dinner the previous night hadn’t been unwarranted after all. “You really think that’s necessary?” she asked, a pleading note to her voice.

      “You know that if we’d been aware King Cayr was sending Dashan, you wouldn’t have been able to come on this trip.” Tarrick kept his voice gentle, and that was probably the only reason she was able to hold her temper at his words.

      “What I know is that we’ve had this conversation before.” She fought to keep her voice even, eyes landing on Finn. “Dashan and I are not lovers, and I am not invulnerable.” It was technically true, but she couldn’t help her twinge of guilt at what she and Dashan had been discussing only the night before.

      “That’s not the point,” Tarrick said. “You’re aware of what the Mage Council would do to both you and Dashan if they knew you were near each other. He’s lucky to have survived this long after Casovar outed him as a Taliath.”

      “He’s still alive because there are now three declared Taliath in Alistriem, and the council doesn’t dare risk losing a potential ally against Shakar by attempting to assassinate men so close to Rionn’s king,” Alyx retorted.

      “They would throw the entire mage order at you if they thought there was a chance you could become another Shakar.” Tarrick’s voice took on a pleading quality. It checked her anger briefly, the realisation that his true concern was her safety, not fear of another Shakar. “You know how paranoid they are. You’re not under their control, and we all know how much that scares them. There’s nothing they wouldn’t do to prevent you from becoming a threat instead of an ally.”

      “And how am I supposed to absorb his invulnerability, Tarrick?”

      “We don’t know the fine details of how it works.” Rothai weighed into the discussion. “Perhaps close proximity—”

      “We do know how it worked in the two instances it ever has happened. Shakar and my mother both became invulnerable only after taking a Taliath lover,” she snapped, rounding on him. “And don’t remind me of what you’ve done. You hunted and murdered young children.”

      “That was at the order of the Mage Council, and for good reason.”

      “They were children!” she snapped. “Tarrick, do you really think what he did was right?”

      “Tarrick’s point remains,” Finn said calmly into the tension. “Perception can be more important than reality. Whether you are invulnerable or not is immaterial. If the council knew you were together, then—”

      “Fine,” Alyx cut him off, utterly sick of the conversation. She had been lying to them long enough, she could keep it up for a while longer. She would simply pretend to avoid Dashan. Then, once they were in Alistriem, and it was just them, no Rothai, she and Dashan would tell them the truth.

      “Really?” Finn frowned at her sudden capitulation.

      She nodded. “Is there anything else? Because if not, I’d like to get some breakfast before this meeting.”

      

      Alyx managed a sweet pastry and half a cup of steaming tea before Iman appeared to summon her and Tarrick through to the emperor’s private meeting chamber. He was there already, seated at a table with Dashan, Hennan and three other men, all of whom looked older. As usual, four Leopards stood guard behind the Emperor’s chair.

      “There is no need for further pleasantries or preamble,” the emperor said once they seated themselves, his tone brisk and direct. “I know why you have come to me, Magor-lier, Lord-Taliath. Your country is under threat from the Shiven, even more so now that a new king sits the throne, and you need help to defend your borders.”

      “Your Majesty, while I was born in Rionn and am deeply concerned about its welfare, I am also here on behalf of the mage order,” Alyx politely corrected him. “The threat we all face is more serious than Shivasa’s territorial ambitions.”

      “You’re speaking of Shakar?” Hennan asked.

      “Yes.”

      The emperor leaned back in his chair. “You must see things from my perspective, Magor-lier. Zandia’s army is large and powerful. Our deserts are a significant obstacle for any army intending to invade. We are protected here. I am not willing to risk my country’s sovereign integrity by involving myself in matters that do not concern us.”

      Dashan sat forward. “Your Majesty, Shakar is a mage of the higher order with Taliath invulnerability. Everybody here knows what happened last time he challenged the Mage Council. He will not find your deserts an insurmountable burden. If you help us to nullify the threat he poses now, it will benefit you in the long term.”

      The emperor glanced at Hennan, then back at Alyx. But it was another man who spoke. He was much older, with grey at his temples and a lined face. He’d been introduced earlier as the overall commander of the Zandian army. “What is it exactly that you are asking of us, Magor-lier?”

      “General Yurin,” she acknowledged politely. “I ask that you attend a summit meeting with King Cayr of Rionn and King Mastaran of Tregaya to form an alliance against Shivasa and Shakar. The mage order wants to destroy him, but we can’t do that alone.”

      “You speak of the mage order, yet you are not here on behalf of the Mage Council,” Yurin challenged.

      “That is true,” Alyx acknowledged. “I will not swear loyalty to the council, but they are not my enemy. All mages will have to work together if we are to defeat Shakar. The council will of course be invited to the summit I am proposing.”

      The emperor and Yurin shared a glance before Yurin spoke. “We will consider your request. You understand we need some time to discuss this privately?”

      “I do,” Alyx said.

      “Then we will end our meeting here for now.” The emperor rose to his feet, dismissal in his face and voice. “I will send Iman to you once we are ready to continue discussions.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Alyx said. “We appreciate your time.”

      They rose to their feet, filing out of the room slowly. Her heart sank as Tarrick gave her a little shake of his head. The emperor was brushing them off. Resolutely, she took firm hold of her optimism. This was just the first meeting. They had more time.

      

      Concentrating carefully, Alyx reached for her magic and summoned a ball of green flame, carefully using it to light the candles placed before her on the table. The wicks on the candles caught alight, but nothing else was touched by the flame.

      “Well done, Magor-lier.” Rothai looked surprised.

      She shrugged and smiled. “I suppose all those hours of practice paid off.”

      Finn wandered in, eating a piece of fruit. “Maybe next you could come up with a way to persuade the emperor to agree to the summit?”

      She sobered. Three days had passed since their first meeting without him agreeing to another one. Hinga had privately told Tarrick that while the emperor acknowledged it was important to destroy Shakar, he didn’t believe the threat to Zandia was sufficient to risk bringing war to their doorstep. The emperor also felt that Zandia’s army, its mages, and its Leopards could handle Shakar’s forces on their own.

      He’s probably right. Zandian military prowess and capability far outstripped that of large but under-resourced Tregaya, and capable but tiny Rionn. The optimism she’d been clinging to was eroding rapidly.

      “You need to speak to him again,” Rothai said.

      “I can’t force him to meet with us.” Alyx sighed. “Whenever I speak to Iman about talking to the Emperor again, he puts me off.”

      “I’ll try again today,” Tarrick offered. “Maybe I can get my brothers to help.”

      “What we need is for Dash to talk to the emperor,” Alyx said. “He seems obsessed with everything Taliath related.”

      “He spoke to Dash after the demonstration fight yesterday,” Tarrick pointed out. “But apparently the emperor kept turning the conversation back to his Taliath training.”

      Tarrick and Finn had shared dinner with Dashan the previous night. In the spirit of their agreement, Alyx had excused herself, content with the knowledge Dashan would come to her rooms afterward.

      Finn echoed Alyx’s earlier sigh. “Dashan can’t do it alone. We need something to convince the emperor that if he doesn’t ally with Rionn and Tregaya, Zandia will be at risk.”

      “Did I hear my name?” Dashan entered the room with a characteristic burst of energy, raising his eyebrows at them all. Like Alyx, over the past few days his grim demeanour had lightened considerably, and he almost seemed back to his old self. Amazing none of them have figured things out.

      “You did.” Alyx smiled. “But you probably don’t want to know what we were saying about you.”

      He cocked his head in amusement. “Oh, we’re being funny this morning, are we?”

      “I’m always witty, Dashan.”

      “Ha! You don’t compare to my sparkling wit, Egalion.”

      “Magor-lier!” Rothai’s sharp voice broke through their banter. “Perhaps he shouldn’t be here.”

      Alyx’s smile died as she registered agreement on Tarrick and Finn’s faces. Dashan’s expression darkened as he glanced between them, picking up on Alyx’s change in mood as always. Before he could say anything, she gave him a little shake of her head. It wasn’t worth the argument, and she would see him later anyway.

      “I was getting some practice in, Dash. Do you mind leaving Rothai and me to it for a while?”

      His eyes rested on Rothai for a long moment, hard and almost challenging, but eventually he nodded and gave them all a flash of his easy smile. “Not at all.”

      “We thought we might take a walk through the city while Alyx trains if you want to come with us, Dashan?” Finn offered cheerfully.

      “Oh, I think I’ve had enough of foolish stupidity for the day, actually.” Dashan shrugged. “You enjoy yourselves though.”

      He walked out without another word, leaving a stunned room behind. Well, Rothai didn’t seem to have noticed the pointed ice in Dashan’s voice, but poor Tarrick and Finn looked completely shocked.

      “You should leave us to it,” Alyx broke the silence. “It seems like I’m making progress today.”

      “Alyx, I—"

      “Leave it, Tarrick. We’re never going to agree, and I don’t want another argument with you,” she said.

      “I suppose there’s no doubt on which side of the argument Dashan sits,” Finn remarked bleakly.

      The door closed behind them and Alyx turned back to Rothai, putting Finn and Tarrick to the back of her mind. She just needed to wait until Alistriem—she could fix everything with them then.
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      “What do you think our chances are of the emperor ever agreeing to a summit?” Finn asked, swallowing the last of his spiced wine. They were in one of Sandira’s bars, a delightful place with opened windows, strong drinks and a permanent scent of grilled meat drifting from the spit behind the bar.

      Alyx suspected Finn and Tarrick had talked after the previous morning’s incident with Dashan, because he’d been included in the invitation to come out for drinks, and in Rothai’s absence, they seemed happy enough with Alyx and Dashan seated on opposite sides of the table. The relief was intense, and she desperately hoped it was an indication they would be willing to talk once they reached Alistriem.

      Tarrick considered Finn’s question. A second meeting with the emperor had finally been granted earlier in the day, but hadn’t lasted long before an urgent matter had taken his attention. “Small. For the moment Zandia is safe, especially this far to the north. He’s just not convinced enough of the threat Shakar poses.”

      “Then we need to find a way to convince him,” Dashan said.

      “How?” Finn asked.

      “It may just be a matter of time,” Dashan said. “Shakar’s influence will continue to grow, and the emperor isn’t a fool—even if he was, his advisors aren’t. He’ll eventually understand that Zandia is under threat too.”

      “Time is a luxury we can’t afford,” Tarrick said. “I’m uncomfortable with the length of time we’ve stayed already. Shakar could know we’re here by now.”

      “Obtaining the emperor’s agreement to this summit is important,” Alyx said. “I think it’s worth the risk to stay.”

      “Only if there’s a chance he’ll agree, and I don’t honestly think there is,” Finn said. “Particularly after what just happened in Carhall. If he’s not convinced of the utility of having talks, then we’ll never convince him to risk his safety by travelling out of Zandia to attend a summit.”

      Alyx sighed. As much as she didn’t want to, she agreed with Finn. “I’ll speak with Iman tomorrow morning and let him know we plan to leave soon. Hopefully the emperor will agree to meet with us before we leave. That will give us a final opportunity to convince him.”

      Dashan nodded. “Cayr will be disappointed, but I agree with your assessment of the emperor’s thinking.”

      “Do you need assistance booking passage on a ship home, Dash?” Tarrick asked. “I’m sure my brothers could help.”

      Alyx and Dashan shared a quick look—she hadn’t discussed her intentions yet, but they really couldn’t leave it any longer.

      “Actually, I think the three of us should go with Dashan back to Alistriem,” she suggested.

      “Why?” Tarrick frowned.

      “I want to go home,” she said honestly. “I want to see how Cayr is, and I want to see my father and my brother, as well as Dawn and Cario. Finn, surely you want to see your sister too?”

      “It’s not safe—” Tarrick began, but she cut him off.

      “I’m not being foolhardy, I promise you. I’ll only stay in Alistriem for a couple of days, no more, and then we’ll leave. If we go with Dash via ship, Rothai can leave along the stoneways with Tari, Adahn, and Jayn. If there are spies watching us, they won’t be certain which way I went.”

      Finn glanced at Tarrick. “I really would like to see my sister.”

      Tarrick stared down at his ale for a long moment. “Two days in Alistriem only.”

      “Agreed,” Alyx said.

      “Rothai isn’t going to like this.” He sighed.

      “Good thing then that Rothai doesn’t lead the mage order.” Dashan spoke with an edge in his voice. Alyx smothered her smile.

      “I’ll speak to my brothers in the morning. We’ll book passage for Dashan only, to make it appear as if we’re leaving the way we came,” Tarrick said. “They can organise berths for us under different names.”

      Relief swamped her. Maybe this would all work out okay after all. “Thank you.”

      “It’s getting late, should we head back?” Finn asked.

      Alyx smiled, her mood vastly improved. “I suppose. Much more of this spiced wine, and I’ll be singing from the rafters.”

      “I’d pay money to see you singing from the rafters.” Dashan chuckled.

      “Not tonight.” She stood and took a moment to get her balance. She wasn’t drunk, but a pleasant buzz seeped through her.

      “Need a hand?” Dashan asked mock-innocently, coming around the table to lay a steadying hand on her shoulder.

      She shoved him playfully. “Keep your hands off.”

      “All right, let’s go before you two start a brawl.” Finn stewarded Dashan towards the door while Alyx made a face at him.

      “Slow walk back to the palace or a carriage ride?” Tarrick asked.

      “A walk!” Finn pleaded. “Or I’ll never sober up.”

      “You mages need to learn how to hold your liquor.” Dashan needled them, walking easily in a straight line to demonstrate his sobriety.

      “Not all of us have Taliath blood,” Finn said mildly. “I’ve read all about your magical ability to handle alcohol, so don’t try to pretend.”

      “Besides, Dashan’s had a lot of practice holding his liquor,” Alyx said sweetly. “How many times did Cayr have to send his valet down to the Alistriem inns to fish you out of some awful dive?”

      “Hey!” he complained. “That all happened back in my young, wild days. I’m much more responsible now.”

      Comfortable silence reigned for most of the walk back. The Leopards on the palace gates let them through without a word and—after much teasing from Alyx—Tarrick managed to successfully lead them through the labyrinth of corridors back to their rooms. The guest wing stood empty and quiet. Tari, Adahn, and Jayn had the night off, and no doubt they were down enjoying themselves in the city. She had no clue where Rothai was.

      “I’m for bed.” Dashan yawned, stretching his arms above his head. Alyx shot him a look—he was overdoing it just a little.

      Finn didn’t seem to notice. “Me too.”

      “I’ll speak to my brothers first thing tomorrow about us leaving, and ask them if they can get us a final meeting with the emperor,” Tarrick promised. “Alyx, you can tell Rothai about our changed travel plans.”

      “I suppose that’s fair.” She sighed.

      They dispersed towards their doors. A pleasant sleepiness was descending on Alyx after the glasses of wine and long walk back from the city and she looked forward to her bed. Hopefully it wouldn’t take Dashan long to sneak in. Despite the physical frustrations that would inevitably bring—frustrations that were only increasing the more they saw of each other—they were unlikely to manage any alone time on the cramped quarters of a ship journey to Alistriem.

      Her hand was on the door handle when her peripheral vision caught Dashan stopping dead in the hall. His entire posture had stiffened, one hand dropping to the hilt of Kingsbrother.

      “What?” Alyx asked. Both Tarrick and Finn stopped in their tracks, eyes jumping from Alyx to Dashan. She wondered if both were remembering exactly what she was—the Taliath ability to sense approaching danger.

      Dashan turned a full circle, face focused in concentration. “We’ve got trouble.”

      “From where?” Tarrick demanded.

      Alyx sent her telepathic magic reaching outwards, listening for the thoughts of anyone nearby. Nothing. A shiver ran down her spine. There should at least have been Leopards on guard.

      “You can’t sense them?” Dashan was tense and alert, all traces of his previous smile vanished.

      “No. There’s nobody nearby…the guards are gone.” Alyx tried again, using more power. This time she caught something on the very edges of her range, but it was wispy and insubstantial. The only thing she could really grasp was an intent, and that was instantly familiar. “Wait…damn. Hunters.”

      “You’re sure?” Finn asked, already drawing his staff.

      “I’m certain.” Her eyes flicked open. “The sensation is too familiar.”

      “We’ll be fine,” Dashan said calmly. “Can you contact Rothai?”

      She concentrated. The Hunters hadn’t come close enough yet to stifle her magic, so she drew on it and scanned her immediate surroundings. All the guest rooms were empty. Damn. Once sure of that, she sent her magic out wider. Fear uncurled in her chest when it hit a barrier and dissolved. The blankness surrounded them—the Hunters must be encircling them in order to form a bubble that her magic couldn’t penetrate. Dimly, she was aware of Dashan drawing his sword. The ring of steel echoed through the hall.

      She let her magic die away—it wouldn’t be any use for the moment, and instinct warned her to conserve her strength. “He’s not in his room, that’s all I can tell you. I can’t reach him. The others aren’t here either.”

      Finn paled. “That means we’re surrounded.”

      “Yes, but inside a fairly large circle for now,” she said, deliberately keeping her voice calm. “Dash, how fast are they approaching?”

      His eyes narrowed in concentration. “It’s hard to tell exactly, but they’re moving with purpose. I think they know where you are.”

      Tarrick shook his head impatiently. “We can’t just stand here.”

      “No.” Dashan’s gaze searched around them, as if seeing the approaching enemy coming from all directions. “But we shouldn’t just run blindly either.”

      Finn said, “Tarrick, what is the shortest route to as many Leopards as possible? No number of Hunters are going to be able to get to us if the palace Leopards are roused.”

      Fear was beginning to flicker in her chest, a low flame she tried to ignore. This was her fault—she’d insisted on this trip and now the Hunters had found them.

      Tarrick didn’t waste any time. “Follow me,” he barked, breaking into a run. They barrelled around a corner and ran for the door at the end. He pushed through and they ran into a small garden they’d walked through earlier—where there had been four Leopards on guard. Now it was empty.

      “Where are the Leopards?” Finn asked, looking in all directions.

      “I don’t know.” Tarrick sounded lost.

      Everyone spun as the door opened behind them, but it was only Rothai. His staff was out and his eyes glittered with magic. Relief flooded Alyx at the sight of him.

      “Magor-lier! I returned from a patrol and found the guards on this wing gone.”

      “We need to keep moving,” Dashan said tersely. “I have a sense of where the fewest Hunters are—we’ll fight through there.”

      “Wait!” Rothai snapped. “Where are Adahn, Jayn, and Tari? We have a much better chance of fighting our way out as a group.”

      “There are enough Hunters encircling us to create a barrier for my telepathy,” Alyx explained. “They’re not in their rooms and I can’t reach them. They’re probably down in the city for the night.”

      The grim look on Rothai’s face deepened. “This was well planned.”

      “We can talk about that later. Come on!” Tarrick urged.

      And so they ran.

      Dashan was a step ahead, Rothai at his shoulder, when they came running around a corner to find the hall ahead blocked by darkly-clad Hunters, waiting. Dashan didn’t pause—he ran straight at them, Kingsbrother slashing in a flash of light. He moved faster than they could see, cutting and hacking, a blur of movement.

      “Stay with Alyx!” Rothai bellowed before moving forward to help Dashan.

      Alyx spun her staff, tried for a concussion blast, and wasn’t surprised when it failed to ignite. Instead, she hovered a few paces away from the fight, staff spinning in her hands in readiness. Tarrick stood half in front of her. Finn ran back to keep an eye on their rear.

      For a few intense minutes Rothai and Dashan were neck deep in black-clad swordsmen. They fought bitterly, the number of Hunters slowly dwindling.

      “We have to move!” Finn came running. “There’s a pack of them right behind us.”

      Having heard Finn’s shout, Rothai and Dashan stepped forward to take the brunt of the attack while Finn shepherded Alyx through and Tarrick covered them. By the time they were clear, Dashan had killed the last Hunter and they were all free.

      They sprinted. Hunters rounded the corner behind them, the lead warrior shouting as he caught sight of his quarry. Alyx’s heart pounded in her chest. Running hard, she almost overshot when Dashan took a sudden turn to the right.

      “I can sense them around us,” he said quickly. “I’m trying to see a way clear, so we can get to the Leopards.”

      “Something is wrong,” Finn muttered, glancing back. “We should have run into Leopards by now. At the very least they should have heard us fighting.”

      Alyx agreed. It was on the tip of her tongue to stop, demand they think about what they were doing, but the Hunters were close on their heels, and there was no time for thinking.

      Dashan led them a short distance down the hall, and then took another left turn. Alyx tugged on Tarrick’s sleeve. “Where are we?” she asked, panting. Her breath was beginning to burn in her lungs.

      “We’re in the old servants’ wing,” he said. “It’s been boarded up for years. There’s nothing for the Leopards to guard down here, that’s why we haven’t seen any.”

      Uneasiness crept through her at his words, but she couldn’t focus long enough to get a grip on why. She glanced back—the Hunters were closing the distance. At a quick count, there were more than ten of them. Not necessarily an insurmountable number, except for the fact Dashan could sense more of them all around. Stopping to fight them would only give the rest time to arrive.

      “Here!” Dashan pushed through another set of open doors.

      They ran through into a spacious chamber lit only by a few flickering wall sconces. There were windows set high up in the walls to their left and right—all barred—and no obvious exits.

      Now what?
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      “We need to hold those doors,” Finn called, seeing as quickly as Alyx that there was no obvious way out.

      “The chest!” Rothai snapped, and he and Tarrick ran towards an ornamental wooden chest that sat against the wall. Alyx and Finn helped and together they heaved it up against the doors. Dashan prowled the room behind them, looking for an exit.

      “Is there anything else that could help barricade?” Tarrick looked around.

      “Nothing,” Finn said tightly.

      “Where are we, Tarrick?” Alyx asked.

      “One of the emperor’s old audience chambers. My brothers showed me through here once. See the raised dais down there, opposite the doors?”

      “There’s another old chest over here!” Rothai called. “Help me move it.”

      “Where are these cursed Leopards?” Dashan swore, wiping the blood from Kingsbrother on the carpet. His shoulders were rigid with tension and for the first time he looked worried. Alyx’s heart sank. While the others were concentrating on barricading the door, she went over and touched his shoulder. His eyes met hers, dark and opaque.

      “How many beyond that door?” she asked.

      His mouth tightened. “Too many for us to fight. Some are on the roof above us, but most of them are behind that door. They know we’re in here and more are coming. Shakar has sent an army.”

      She swore in frustration. “How did he know I was here so quickly? Organising a well-planned assault like this takes time. And how have the Leopards not noticed?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m going to get you out of here, I promise. No matter what it takes.” His hand came up to touch her cheek.

      His eyes were intense, too intense, and worry trumped her fear the others might see. She took his hand, entangling their fingers and stepping closer to him. “Dash, I—”

      “Alyx?”

      She spun. Finn’s voice was soft, his face stricken as he took in how close she was standing to Dashan, their joined hands. “What have you done?” he whispered.

      “Nothing.” She shook her head. “I’ve done nothing but—”

      A large cracking sound reverberated through the hall, cutting off her words. An axe-head speared through one side of the wooden doors. Everything but the immediate threat forgotten, they backed away.

      “It’s not going to take long for them to break though those doors.” Rothai was terse. “Minutes maybe.”

      “Is there another way out?” Alyx asked. “Tarrick?”

      Tarrick paced up and down. “I’m trying to think.”

      Alyx considered her options. She could still summon her magic, but not use it over any distance. Hunters on the roof meant she couldn’t melt or destroy the bars on the windows, or even rely on her flying magic to get them out.

      “There has to be another way out.” Dashan shook his head, his eyes closed as he frowned in concentration. “While we stand here, they’re congregating on the other side of that door. They know they’ve got us trapped in here.”

      “They do!” Finn paled with sudden realisation. “Dash, they must have known you could sense them. They herded us in here.”

      Alyx stared at the healer, fear slamming into her chest so fiercely she had to catch her breath. They were in trouble. Serious trouble. This attack had been well thought out and perfectly executed. And there were only five of them, four mages who couldn’t access their magic and a single Taliath.

      “We shouldn’t have let you come here,” Rothai muttered, almost to himself. And even though she’d been thinking the same thing only minutes earlier, his words sparked the fear sweeping through her into bright hot anger.

      “Damn you, Rothai!” she shouted. “You and the council and your stupid, idiotic fear of the Taliath. If I had more Taliath protection right now, we might have a chance of getting out. Instead I’m stuck with three protectors who can’t touch their magic.”

      “Alyx, I—”

      “No!” She cut over Finn. “This is what happened to the disappeared mages. The most powerful ones. The other mages of the higher order. Those who might have helped us actually stand a chance against Shakar. Instead they’re all gone because of a bunch of spineless old men afraid of losing their power.”

      Rothai’s face hardened to stone, but he said nothing. Dashan spoke into the ensuing silence. “We’ll have to hope the door holds until one of the Leopards works out what’s going on. This many Hunters in the palace can’t stay hidden from them forever.”

      “Even if they do, they’ll have to fight through the Hunters to get to us,” Rothai said.

      “Wait.” Tarrick stopped pacing, hope brightening his face. “This is an old audience chamber. There is no way the Leopards would have allowed the emperor in here if there was only one way in and out. There has to be another exit, a secret one, in case he was ever attacked, so they could get him out quickly.”

      “Good. Where would it be?” Dashan asked calmly.

      “If there’s an exit, it will be near the back wall, where the dais is.” Tarrick spoke quickly.

      As a group, they sprinted for the wall. Alyx ran her eyes over the sandstone brick, most of it covered by thick, dusty tapestries. Nothing jumped out to her that looked like a door or any other kind of exit. She tried to stifle the growing panic in her chest with little success. Her fingers trembled as they brushed the rough surface of the wall, her heart pounding, throat dry. It was suddenly difficult to swallow.

      “Get these down,” Tarrick shouted, pulling at the tapestry nearest to him and sending a cloud of dust raining over them. “Start pushing against the bricks. Spread out. You’re looking for a brick that pushes inwards, or swivels, like a key.”

      They lined up before the wall, frantically running their hands over the bricks, looking for one that would open a secret exit.

      “Are you sure there are too many to fight?” Finn asked as seconds passed without any luck. There was a note of helplessness in his voice that sent Alyx’s panic plunging into despair. She pushed it away, focused ruthlessly on the wall in front of her.

      Dashan nodded tersely. “Too many even for me.”

      A high-pitched screech sounded as the cabinet blocking the door was shoved forward an inch. The axe smashed through the door again, making them all jump. Alyx yanked at another tapestry, coughing when dust flew into her lungs. She ran her hands over the section of wall revealed, ignoring their shaking, inwardly pushing back her terror. The Hunters were only moments away from coming through the door.

      She tried again and again to summon her magic, but the Hunters were too close and she couldn’t do it. A large grouping like this seemed to extend the range of the medallions they wore—making it effectively like a large bubble within which magic couldn’t exist.

      The axe came through the door for a fifth time with a loud splintering sound. Soon the ragged opening would be large enough for the Hunters to push inside. Hands reached through the gap to push at the cabinet and it screeched forward another inch.

      As she glanced away from the ever-widening crack in the door, she caught Dashan exchanging a look with Finn and Tarrick. Tarrick nodded, and a nameless dread opened in the pit of her stomach.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “Nothing.” Dashan turned back to the wall. He wouldn’t meet her gaze. “Keep looking. We’ll find it.”

      She opened her mouth to demand they tell her what that look meant, but Rothai spoke before she could. “Are you sure it exists, Tarrick?” he asked, frustration filling his voice.

      “No,” the mage snapped. “But if it doesn’t, we’re all going to die here.”

      “I think I’ve got it!” Finn shouted suddenly.

      Another axe-strike slammed into the door. It split the wood even further, and then hands appeared to tear the splintered wood away from the ever-widening hole.

      “Finn!” Alyx shouted. “They’re coming through!”

      “It’s stuck,” he called back. “Give me a second.”

      Alyx tensed, anticipation making her hands sweaty. The first Hunter appeared, shouldering his way through the crack and making it wider. Her eyes flickered between Finn, working desperately to turn the swivel brick he’d found, and the Hunters pushing through the gap in the broken doors. Tarrick joined Finn, lending his strength to the effort.

      Another Hunter came through the gap, then another. Then, with a screeching, groaning sound, they moved the chest away from the door and kicked the shattered remnants of the door open.

      “Nearly there,” Finn said.

      “Cover the Magor-lier!” Rothai cried out.

      Dashan was suddenly at her side, leaning down to kiss her forehead, a hand coming up to cradle her cheek. “Love you, mage-girl,” he murmured.

      And then he was moving, too quickly for her to reach out and stop him. He ran, bloodied sword raised, to meet the Hunters just past the door, slamming into the wave of black-clad warriors with a shout of anger.

      “Got it!” Finn’s shout of triumph was almost swallowed up by the ring of clashing blades sweeping through the room. Alyx’s gaze was fixed on Dashan, worry and fear flooding her, as he single-handedly kept the Hunters from progressing further into the chamber. Tarrick grabbed her arm, shouting something in her ear. She tore her eyes away as a door in the brick wall slid sideways, revealing a dim hallway leading upwards.

      “Go!” she shouted, gripping her staff with the intention of going to help Dashan get clear. But Tarrick didn’t let go of her arm, his strength yanking her sharply backwards.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded, trying to shake him off. He wouldn’t budge. There was an expression on his face she’d never seen before. A resolute intentness that terrified her.

      “Dash is giving us time to get out. Your safety is our priority,” he said, then began to tug her towards the tunnel. With stunned horror, she abruptly realised what the look she’d seen between him and Dashan had meant.

      “No!” She shoved him as hard as she could. “Let go of me!”

      The force of her movement dislodged his grip on her, but before she could even take a step, another pair of arms grabbed her, wrapping firmly around her middle. Rothai.

      “Alyx, come on, please!” It was Finn from the exit, waving urgently at her.

      But Dashan was still fighting, the Hunters trying desperately to get past him but so far failing. Kingsbrother slashed down over and over again but there were too many. Dashan would be swamped any moment.

      “Rothai, let go of me!” she demanded.

      Instead of obeying, he began dragging her towards Finn. Shock at what he was doing froze her utterly. And then her gaze fell on Dashan. A Hunter slipped around him, and he had to lean out too far to engage him—another Hunter snuck in on his other side, his sword opening up a bloody gash along Dashan’s left arm. Alyx began to fight then, kicking and struggling with everything she had.

      But it did no good. Tarrick joined Rothai and their combined grip on Alyx was immovable, no matter how fiercely she fought them. “Tarrick, let go!” she screamed, throwing herself to the side and attempting to dislodge their grip. “That’s an order. LET GO OF ME!”

      “I’m sorry,” he grunted, not letting up.

      “You can’t just leave Dash behind to die,” she yelled. “What are you doing?”

      “He’s holding them off, giving us time to get out,” Finn shouted, eyes wild. “If we don’t go now, they’ll get ahead of us and surround us again. Please, Alyx, just come with us.”

      “Tarrick, get off me!” Alyx struggled as fiercely as she knew how. Desperation swamped her, overtaking any rational thought. She had to get free.

      “I’m sorry,” Tarrick insisted. Sweat poured down his face with the effort of holding her.

      Alyx found herself inexorably dragged up the corridor towards a moonlit garden. No matter how desperately she fought, the distance between her and Dashan increased, inch by inch. Dashan was gradually swallowed up by the Hunters, moving like a true Taliath despite several bleeding wounds, keeping them with him, preventing them from breaking away to follow her.

      Alyx dug deep for her magic. It was there but she couldn’t grab it. Again and again she tried. Desperation made her wild, uncontrolled, but she still couldn’t find it.

      “LET GO OF ME!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, beginning to panic as the realisation sunk in that she wasn’t going to be able to break free. Dashan. She had to get to him. Had to help him.

      “No,” Rothai said, his voice as iron-hard as his grip on her.

      The audience chamber grew further away. Dashan appeared for a second out of the throng of Hunters surrounding him. Blood dripped down his side from a slash across his ribs, and he was sweating freely. He saw Alyx and their eyes met for a brief second. Unbelievably, he gave her his rakish grin, full of warmth and life, then gestured for her to go.

      “Dashan, NO!” She fought with renewed vigour, but to no avail. Why wasn’t he coming after them? He should be breaking free, following.

      They had dragged her almost all the way along the corridor now, picking up speed as her strength started to fail. She almost dislocated an arm in her frenzied attempts to get free. She didn’t care if she hurt herself, she just knew she had to reach Dashan before…

      “No. Please no!” she begged as loudly as she could, but they kept dragging her away. “DASHAN!!”

      Before her horrified eyes, Shakar’s assassins began to overwhelm Dashan. One of the wall sconces had tipped over in the fighting and several of the fallen tapestries were alight. Smoke swirled through the room, giving the fight an eerie, hazy glow.

      One of the Hunters hit Dashan hard across the back of his head. Dashan stumbled and fell to his knees. In an instant, they were swarming all over him.

      “DASHAN!” She lost sight of him as Tarrick and Rothai successfully managed to drag her out into the garden outside, Finn leading the way. Her eyes fixated on the entrance to the corridor where smoke now billowed.

      A second later her magic returned with a vengeance—they’d broken through the bubble.

      All her grief and fear exploded out of her; she let loose with a panicked surge of magic, tearing Rothai and Tarrick off. They hit the ground hard a few meters away, rolling several paces with the force of their fall.

      Breath sobbing in her chest, Alyx ran back towards the chamber, dodging Finn as he reached out to try and stop her. She was two steps away from the entrance when a concussion burst slammed into the sandstone inches ahead of her. The force of the blast sent her flying backwards. She was frenzied, not thinking quickly enough to use her flying magic, and she landed hard, the breath whooshing from her lungs.

      “They brought mages!”

      Alyx thought the voice was Rothai’s and vaguely registered what he was saying, but all her thoughts were consumed with getting to Dashan. He had to be all right, he had to be; she could still save him. Staggering to her knees, lungs burning, she was almost felled again as more concussion blasts exploded around the garden.

      A quick glance backwards showed Rothai and Tarrick battling with two mages, trying to get back to her, and then there were more concussion bursts coming at her. She raised her shield and they bounced harmlessly off it. Frustration seared through her—she needed to get back inside!

      Fury and panic coalesced in a white-hot surge of emotion that brought with it a tide of hungry magic—raising her staff, she flung it all outwards. Concussion power exploded through the garden, forcing everyone, mage or Hunter, flat to the ground. For a moment after the concussive boom of her blast faded, there was utter silence.

      Into that silence rang the palace alarm bells.

      Shouts followed. Leopards came running from every direction. Turning, almost falling, Alyx ran back for the audience chamber, only to be immediately enveloped by flame and smoke.

      “Magor-lier!”

      Adahn’s voice, somewhere behind her. Ignoring him, she ran down the hallway, gasping through the smoke and heat. She made it into the chamber, lungs protesting the lack of air. Smoke was thick, the fire burning almost out of control as more tapestries caught alight. She stumbled blindly, watery eyes searching desperately for Dashan.

      Another blast sounded behind her, and she hit the ground hard. Hunters came running through the broken doors, their medallions blanking her magic again so that when the next concussion blast came, she couldn’t shield. It hit the ground inches from her right foot. She dived and rolled to try and avoid it, felt a sharp pain in her leg as a piece of flying wood slashed open her calf. Blood immediately began flowing down her leg, soaking into her sandals.

      “Magor-lier!” Adahn appeared, soot mixing with the sweat running in rivulets down his face. He helped her up, turned to face the Hunters coming at them. A loud challenge rang out—from a group of Leopards running to intercept.

      As soon as the Hunters turned to face the new threat, Alyx took her opportunity and slipped around them, limping heavily. Fiery pain shot through her left leg with every step. Finally she reached the broken doors, shouldering them open and staggering through.

      There was a flash of steel in the corner of her eye. She ducked, but was too slow to avoid the attack entirely. A line of fire erupted along her ribs, and someone shoved her backwards. She hit the wall hard, landing awkwardly.

      Blackness threatened her vision, and she fought with everything she had to stay awake. Adahn came running, fending off her attacker and dropping him with a well-placed blow to the head.

      “Is she all right?” Finn’s voice was dim, as if from a great distance, but it sounded desperate.

      “She’s alive. Help me lift her.” This from Adahn.

      “No…” she whispered, her throat too hoarse to shout anymore. “Please, no…”

      Pain lanced through her ribs as rough hands picked her up, agonising enough to send her mind straight down into the blackness waiting to claim it.

      Dashan.
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      There was a faint, throbbing pain in her left leg, and an echoing ache across her abdomen and ribs. She cracked open her eyes, raising a hand to wipe the grittiness from them. Sun shone through the large window to the right of the bed she was in, and from its warmth she guessed it was late morning. Lifting the covers, she found both her ribs and left calf bandaged. Blood had seeped through the bandaging on her leg, though it didn’t look fresh.

      Her heart thudded. What happened?

      She shook her head, trying to remember. And then it came, the memory of the attack flooding back in a rush, bringing with it a panicked sweat. She fought to control her breathing and force away the urgent pull of utter fear. Dashan!

      The last thing she could recall was the sight of him dropping to his knees, surrounded by Hunters. Sobs welled up in her throat, and when she tried to hold them back, she couldn’t breathe properly. Terror for Dashan roped through her veins, the thought of his loss more than she could bear.

      “Calm down, Magor-lier.” An unfamiliar voice broke her out of the panic she’d been descending into. “You’re safe here.”

      “Where…?” she managed, her eyes focusing on a tall Zandian standing by the bed.

      “You’re in your room. My name is Nidra, and I am one of His Majesty’s personal healers. You’ve been hurt, Magor-lier.”

      “What about the others with me? The Taliath—is he okay?”

      Before he could respond, a sharp knocking came at the door. Nidra frowned but went to open it. Adahn stood there, Iman at his side. Alyx instantly struggled upwards, pushing off the covers. Pain shot through her chest, sharp enough to make her gasp.

      “You’re needed, Magor-lier,” Adahn said, hesitating when he saw her wince. “Are you well enough to join the emperor?”

      “She’s not—”

      “I’m fine.” She gritted her teeth through the pain. “Dashan?” She managed the word.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know.” Adahn looked more uncomfortable than she’d ever seen him. “But you really should come.”

      “Magor-lier…” Nidra began to protest again, but stopped when he saw the look on her face. “You’ll need a crutch, you can’t put weight on that leg. I’ll organise for one at once.”

      

      The emperor was waiting for them in his main audience chamber as Alyx limped slowly in, trying her best to ignore what was now a morass of pain throbbing through her body. The walk hadn’t been a short one. But there was no time for weakness—she had to know what had happened to Dashan.

      Surprise flickered across the emperor’s hawk-like face at the sight of her, and he hesitated. “My deepest apologies for summoning you, Magor-lier. I had not realised how hurt you were.”

      “I’m fine.” She managed enough strength to stand up straight. “I…”

      A door opened to the right to admit Tarrick, Finn, and Rothai. Her mouth opened to say something—she had no idea what—but closed sharply when a tall figure in black mage robes strode in behind them.

      Galien.

      The shock of seeing him after so long was like a fist to the stomach. Abruptly some of the strength went out of her legs and she leaned heavily on her crutch, the only thing stopping her from falling to the floor. He was bigger than she remembered, broad shouldered and muscular, but with the same pale skin and dark eyes. Her attention was so completely captured by the potency of his presence she barely noticed the two other council mages that followed him through the door.

      Galien bowed low to the emperor before turning to face her, his stance relaxed, his power neatly coiled around him.

      “Egalion,” he said flatly.

      Her glance flickered to Tarrick and Finn—they’d remained off to the side. It was almost like they were trying to avoid what was coming. But that would be strange, why would they…she couldn’t read either of their expressions, and although her first instinct was to reach out to them for help, the memory of what they’d done flooded her, and she suddenly felt ill.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned instead to the emperor. “Dashan? What happened? Is he…?”

      “Dead.” Galien spoke the word, using a touch of telepathic magic to share the honesty of his statement. Tarrick flinched, taking a half step back as it reverberated about the room. Finn stiffened as Galien continued. “Somehow he survived the Hunter attack—at least thirty dead around him, very impressive—but it didn’t take much for me to finish him off.”

      The only thing that kept her standing in that moment was Galien’s presence. She’d never backed down to him before, and never, ever, would, but inside she was shattering into a million tiny pieces. There was no physical pain any more, just grief, an unending void of grief that threatened to swallow her whole. She clung to her crutch with a desperate, white-knuckled grip. No. Please no. Not Dashan…

      “You still haven’t explained why you’re here,” Tarrick spoke. His voice was rough, almost hopeless. All of them seemed to have forgotten the presence of the emperor.

      “The council received your invitation from Lord-Mage Astor. They told him no, initially, but then one of our spies brought us information that our rogue mage of the higher order had become the lover of a Taliath, and that both would be here.”

      Rothai started in surprise. “Your spies are wrong. There’s no relationship.”

      A cold smile curled at Galien’s mouth. “Is he right, Egalion? There was no relationship? No sailboat ride from Alistriem to Ester a year ago? No stolen moments hidden away from your friends?”

      They knew. How could they know? Her mind was broken, thoughts flickering in and out. Dashan, dead?

      “Alyx?” Tarrick asked, sounding uncertain.

      Finn was glancing rapidly between Galien and Alyx, with the familiar look he wore when his brilliant mind was rapidly putting pieces together. Bitter knowledge filled his voice as his gaze finally fixed on Galien. “You didn’t come to join us in petitioning the emperor. They sent you here to kill her.”

      “Not her…yet.” Galien’s dark eyes watched her intensely. He knew how she was feeling—no doubt he was picking it all up with his magic—and he was delighting in it. “But the Taliath most definitely. Shakar made it easy for us in the end.”

      “Yet?” Tarrick asked sharply.

      For a moment her thoughts turned clear and bright. “He wants to know if I’m invulnerable first. I’m not. We loved each other but we were never lovers.”

      Rothai’s shocked gasp echoed clear throughout the room, but Galien’s entire focus was on Alyx. “Can you prove it?”

      She shrugged, not caring anymore. “Prove it any way you like.”

      Galien’s hand flicked quicker than thought, quicker than either Tarrick or Finn could react. His telekinetic magic sent her flying across the room and into a wall. Something snapped as she hit the hard surface—another rib, if the stabbing pain was anything to go by—and she slid down to the floor, dazed.

      “Disappointing,” Galien drawled. “If Shakar wasn’t still alive, I’d kill you without hesitation, but even as weak as you are the council thinks you might still be of some use to us.”

      “Enough!” The emperor’s voice cracked through the room, drawing everyone’s instant attention. His voice held an intimidating mix of disgust and anger. Alyx shook her head. Her thoughts had muddled again. There was emotion, too, flickering in and out like a torch in a breeze—sometimes so strong she couldn’t breathe.

      “If this is how mages behave toward each other I have no desire to ally myself or my country with you against Shakar.” His words had the firm ring of finality. “Magor-lier, you may stay until you have recovered, but there will be no more discussions between us.”

      Leopards fell in behind him as he strode from the room, and the door slammed shut behind them. The echoes of it drifted through the silence left behind. Rothai moved first, placing himself in front of Galien. “Leave, now.”

      Amusement curled at Galien’s mouth and he looked his old master up and down in contempt. “You don’t give me orders anymore, Master.”

      “You’ve done what you came here to do.” Rothai didn’t rise to the taunt. He said something else, but the words weren’t clear—her hearing was fading out. She needed to get up, to get out of this room. Using the wall for balance, she dragged herself upwards, tears of pain welling in her eyes. It all hurt so much.

      Tarrick and Finn moved as if to come and help her, but she waved them off, instead grabbing at her crutch. “Don’t,” she warned them. “I can’t even look at you.” Her voice broke, and she swayed on her feet.

      “Alyx, please,” Finn whispered.

      She shook her head, managed to stagger to the door. Adahn was waiting outside, mouth tightening at her appearance. Was he furious at her? Or just worried about the state she was in? He helped her back to her room, but she wouldn’t let him inside, essentially closing the door in his face. Thankfully Nidra wasn’t there either.

      Alone in the darkness, Galien’s words finally hit home. Grief flooded through her, so powerful it washed away any other feeling.

      Dashan. Gone.

      Gasping for breath, tears streaking her cheeks, Alyx stumbled out onto the balcony, clutching the railing to keep herself upright. A short distance away, the two nearest Leopard guards saw her movement and began heading in her direction. She ignored them.

      She had to escape, had to flee the pain, had to leave it behind or she’d go mad. Her magic could save her. Letting go, she sank down into the glorious strength of it. They could break her bones and bruise her skin, but they couldn’t touch this.

      In a moment she was lifting into the air, soaring into the bright afternoon sky. The higher she went, the better she felt, until she was speeding away from Sandira with every inch of speed her magic allowed her.

      

      She wasn’t sure, but thought it took her three days to reach the border of Tregaya. She kept going when the reserves of her power began to drain, kept going as magic burned like fire through her body, forced herself to go on and on, eventually crossing over the sliver of Shiven territory and into Widow Falls.

      By then her entire body alternately shivered and trembled, her magic burning like fire with nothing but itself to feed on. Sheer determination had brought her so far, but as she reached Ladan’s home, her resolve died and her magic gave out.

      She dropped out of the sky into his courtyard, hitting the ground hard. There was more pain then, and she whimpered. It was dark, and cold. She drifted in and out of consciousness, her mind focusing dazedly on the cold flakes of snow pressing into her feverishly hot skin.

      “Lady Egalion!” Booted feet ran across the yard, then blackness overtook her completely.
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      Alyx awoke once, briefly, with no conception of how much time had passed. Everything hurt, and she had no strength to move. Her thoughts were foggy. She had never been so weak or sick, and it would have scared her if she’d been lucid enough to think about it.

      Somewhere nearby her brother was speaking softly to someone. She couldn’t open her eyes, or even turn her head, but just the sound of his familiar voice made her feel better. Ladan would keep her safe.

      She strained to move, say something, but her voice wasn’t working, and the words she wanted came out as an incoherent mumble. Feet scuffed against the floor and then a weight settled on the soft surface she was lying on.

      “Aly-girl, you’re awake?”

      Alyx took a breath and opened her eyes, struggling to speak. “Ladan…I…”

      His expression hardened with worry as he saw how weak she was, and he gently touched her shoulder. “What is it, what happened?”

      “Attack…Sandira.” She fought to stay awake, to explain. “Dashan…they…he’s dead. I can’t…”

      He flinched, and his hand on her shoulder tightened painfully. “Rest, Aly-girl, you’re badly hurt. It’s going to be okay, I promise. I’m going to take you home.”

      “I…” Tears streaked unbidden down her face, and she tried to speak, to tell him more, but the effort was too much and she sank into blackness again.

      

      Most of the trip to Alistriem passed in a haze of sickness. Sometimes she was aware of Ladan’s arms wrapped tightly around her as he rode, and the pain of being lifted down from the saddle each time they stopped usually served to wake her from whatever fever dream she was lost in.

      Rarely, she managed to stay conscious long enough to manage a mouthful or two of the food and water that Ladan tried to get into her. Whenever she was awake, she couldn’t stop shaking, or properly catch her breath. Her body alternately felt like it was burning up with heat or shaking with cold.

      Sometimes in the worst of her fever, she wondered if she was dying. That might have bothered her, but thinking took too much effort, and mostly she just drifted.

      One day, her eyes flickered open to the glow of early morning sun lighting up the distant spires of the Alistriem palace. Shivers racked her body despite the thick cloak she wore and the warmth of Ladan’s arms around her. It was winter, wasn’t it? Maybe her cold wasn’t all fever.

      “It’s all right, Aly-girl,” Ladan murmured—he was frantic but trying to hide it. She didn’t want to hurt her brother like that and tried to hold onto consciousness for his sake. “Just hold on a little longer. It’s going to be all right.”

      Despite her best efforts, she drifted off again soon after. The firm challenge from the Bluecoats on guard at the palace entrance woke her. Ladan’s voice announced them, and she forced her eyes open as they rode through. They’d barely gotten past the gate when a familiar magic touched in her mind—Dawn, sensing her approach and wanting to know what was happening.

      Alyx tried to respond, even if only to get Dawn’s increasingly panicked questions to stop, but she couldn’t. Her magic had completely burned out. It was gone, just like Dashan.

      The horses’ hooves clattered loudly into the cobblestoned courtyard. Grooms appeared, but Ladan halted them with a sharp word and sent them scurrying back into the stables. Romney said something, voice lilting in question.

      “I don’t want anyone seeing Alyx here,” Ladan murmured. As he spoke, he tugged the hood of her cloak further down over her face.

      “Sir!” Another rider called for Ladan, pointing towards the steps leading to the main entrance. Two figures appeared at the front doors, taking the steps two at a time in their haste.

      Cayr and Dawn.

      “Romney, sort the horses and the men,” Ladan said. “I’ll come and find you later.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What’s happened?” Cayr was heedless of Romney’s men as he pushed through the riders towards Ladan. Dawn was at his shoulder, faced pinched with worry. Ladan shifted, hefting Alyx in his arms.

      “Alyx is hurt badly,” he said in a low voice. “She needs a mage healer. Please tell me Leanli is still here?”

      “He is, Ladan. He’s here,” Cayr soothed, clearly reading the growing panic in her brother’s voice. “Now give her to me.”

      She found herself being lifted down from the saddle and into Cayr’s arms. As gentle as Ladan was, the pain of the jostling was intense, and her eyes slid closed with the force of it. A whimper escaped her.

      “Alyx?”

      Gentle hands stroked her hair back and she opened her eyes to Cayr’s deeply worried face peering down at her. There were dark shadows under his eyes, and new lines around his mouth, but he looked strong, as if adversity had burned through him and left only the toughest parts untouched. He flinched as he read the pain in her eyes, but then his embrace tightened a little and he gave her a small, reassuring smile. Something that had been wound tightly inside began to relax. She was home.

      “What’s happened?” Dawn asked frantically.

      “Dawn, go and fetch Leanli,” Ladan said briskly. “She’s badly hurt and there will be time for explanations later. Don’t tell anyone she’s here.”

      “Bring him to the room adjoining my private quarters,” Cayr added as they began walking. “Nobody is using it. I’ll take her there for now.”

      Dawn nodded and ran off. Ladan fell into step with Cayr, hovering worriedly.

      “Tell me what happened,” Cayr demanded. “How did she get like this?”

      “As far as I can gather, there was an attack in Sandira and Dashan was killed,” Ladan said. “Alyx was injured in the fight, but I think the real danger is that she’s gone into shock from grief. I think…she must have used her magic to travel all the way from Zandia. It’s too far, too much.”

      Something broke inside Alyx at Ladan’s stark words and she sobbed aloud, her body curling in on itself despite the pain. Cayr’s stride faltered, but he recovered, rocking her gently and murmuring in her ear as he walked. “I’ve got you, Alyx. It’s me. I’ve always got you.”

      “Go and get your father, Lord Mirren. I saw him earlier—he should still be in his office.” Cayr spoke firmly, grief only barely edging his words. “Alyx is going to need him.”

      “I won’t be long,” Ladan promised, striding away.

      Cayr continued to murmur soothingly to Alyx as he walked, and she relaxed in his hold. Soon, he was placing her on a soft bed and arranging pillows under her head. Then he sat and took hold of her hand.

      “Was Ladan speaking true?”

      She nodded, fresh tears welling in her eyes. Matching grief flashed into Cayr’s eyes and for a moment he looked like an old man, deep lines furrowed in his forehead and around his eyes. Their hands clung tightly, sharing their grief. Once again it swamped her, threatening to drown her completely.

      “I’m sorry,” she babbled, fever and grief taking over. “I walked away from you after your father died. I’m sorry, Cayr. I’m so sorry.”

      “Shush, Alyx.” He leaned down, stroking her hair back from her face. “It’s okay. Don’t think about me right now. Just concentrate on yourself, on getting better. I can’t lose you and Dashan both, please. Just be strong for me.”

      She allowed his voice and touch to calm her, subsiding onto the pillows. When the door clicked open, Cayr let go of her hand and stood, clearing his throat and scrubbing at his eyes. Fresh tears spilled down his cheeks anyway. Dawn was first inside, but she stopped dead as the emotions of the room hit her like a wall. A mage Alyx didn’t recognise laid a steadying hand on her shoulder, but she brushed him off. “I’m fine, please see to Alyx.”

      “Alyx, this is Leanli. He’s a healer mage who’s been working here for the past few months,” Cayr said, standing back to let him work.

      The mage—he looked somewhere in his thirties maybe, with thinning brown hair and kind eyes—gave her a reassuring smile. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      Alyx shook her head. “I’m—”

      “Shush, no need to exert yourself,” he murmured. He laid his hands on her forehead, and a soothing warmth swept through her, taking some of the edge off the pain and sickness. After a long time, he removed his hand and sat back, looking grave. “You’ve got three broken ribs, an infected leg wound and a bad fever. I think one of your broken ribs may have punctured a lung. Worse, you’ve overused your magic quite seriously and it almost killed you.”

      “Will she be all right?” Dawn asked.

      “It’s likely, but she’s still in danger,” Leanli said. “I’ve done what I can for now, magically. I’ll go and prepare some herbal medicines which will bring down the fever and then I’ll clean out her wounds and re-dress them. I’ll be back soon.”

      Cayr gave him a hard look. “Not a word to anyone about her being here, do you understand me?”

      “I understand the threat she faces from the Hunters as well as any mage, Your Highness,” Leanli said. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

      “Very well, then. Hurry back.”

      At the king’s gesture of dismissal, the mage gathered his things and left the room. Sleepiness was drifting over Alyx and her eyes were about to slide closed, when Ladan stormed in. “Father wasn’t in the palace so I’ve sent a servant to his home with an urgent message. He’ll be here soon. Is she okay?”

      “Leanli’s just been in,” Cayr reassured him. “She’s mostly awake.”

      It took everything she had, but she managed to lift a hand in a weak wave. His shoulders relaxed, but he remained standing by the door, every inch of his stance screaming protectiveness. Dawn came to sit gently on the edge of the bed, pale with worry.

      “What happened, Alyx?” Dawn asked.

      “Dashan died,” Cayr said, voice rough.

      Ladan flinched. Grief sagged Dawn’s shoulders, and she lifted a hand to her mouth. “No! But…what about Finn?” Her voice turned frantic. “Are he and Tarrick okay? Why did you come here alone?”

      Alyx swallowed, pushed back the encroaching grogginess long enough to find her voice. “They’re fine. I left them in Zandia,” she rasped.

      “Then what is it? Why did you near kill yourself flying all the way from Zandia?” Dawn demanded, her worry unassuaged. “Dashan’s death is tragic, but why would you leave Tarrick and Finn behind and almost kill yourself coming here? Rothai too, he would never have let you do this.”

      “I can’t…you have to…my thoughts…” Alyx croaked out then subsided, unable to talk further. Dawn hesitated, but at a slight nod from Alyx, her magic reached out and sank gently into her mind. Alyx was too weak to maintain a shield, and everything was there for the telepath to see.

      “Oh Alyx, no,” she whispered in horrified realisation. Tears ran down the telepath’s face as she felt Alyx’s utter despair. Then all at once it was too much, the memories too fresh.

      “Dawn, enough,” Cayr said firmly, reading the distress on Alyx’s face.

      Immediately the touch of Dawn’s magic left her mind. The telepath sat back, a hand over her mouth and cheeks wet with tears. The pull of sleep was becoming too strong, and Alyx’s eyes began sliding closed.

      Cayr leaned down to kiss her forehead. “I’ll let you know when your father gets here,” he murmured. “If you need anything, I’ll be right outside with Ladan.”

      

      When she woke again, it was to the click of the door opening. Footsteps crossed the room and the bed dipped as someone sat beside her. A hand reached out to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Aly-girl?”

      Her eyes flickered open and took in the familiar face of her father. Worry creased his handsome features.

      “Papa.” She sobbed and lunged forward into him, heedless of her sore ribs. His arms came around her with aching gentleness and he rocked her while she cried helplessly into his chest.

      “It’s all right, Aly-girl,” he murmured in her ear, one hand rubbing her back. “I’m here now, it’s all going to be okay. I’m here, and I love you.”

      “It’s not,” she managed between the sobs. “It’s never going to be okay again.”
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      The injuries Alyx had sustained during the attack in Sandira were bad, but the infection that developed in her leg and the crippling weakness brought about by the overuse of magic were even worse. In the rare waking moments when she wasn’t delirious with fever, but too weak to move, she wondered whether she might die.

      Leanli’s worried face told her it was a possibility. Dying would at least end the horrible grief that tore at her every moment she was lucid. And each time she glimpsed her father’s face, or Cayr’s, she could tell they feared she wanted to die. And maybe she did.

      But then one day she woke, and her first thought wasn’t of Dashan and his loss. It was the memory of what else had happened that night. Rothai and Tarrick dragging her away against her will. Shakar’s Hunters relentlessly coming at them. Galien delighting in telling her he’d killed Dashan. And with those memories came anger, burning bright and hot—a fury that the aching depth of her grief had temporarily drowned.

      But that anger hadn’t ever gone away.

      She’d been angry for so long. First at her father for sending her away, so unprepared, to DarkSkull Hall, then at what she’d learned about the council. Their corrupt nature and the murder of innocents. Then Casovar and his constant humiliation and bullying. And each time she’d handled that anger, bitten her tongue, forced herself to deal with it.

      And at the source of everything, of the council’s fear, the Hunters, Dashan’s death? Shakar.

      Dashan’s loss was like a raw wound in her soul; she felt it every waking second, couldn’t take a breath without wanting him near and knowing in the next second he never would be again.

      But he would want her to live.

      And she wanted to live. Not just for Dashan. She wanted to destroy Shakar and everything he stood for. She didn’t know how. Had no clue how to pick up the pieces of what had been utterly destroyed in Sandira. But that could come later.

      First she would grow strong again.

      

      One day she woke—had she been in Alistriem one week, two?— to a familiar figure sitting in a plush chair by the door. The room was otherwise empty.

      “Jenna?”

      The young woman’s gaze had been focused on the doorway to the adjoining garden, but now it swung sharply to Alyx, calculating and cool. “Are you well?”

      Wincing, Alyx pushed herself up a little higher on her pillows. Her ribs felt much better than they had, still sore when she moved, but no longer a sharp, stabbing pain. “Some water would be nice.”

      “Then ring for a servant. I’m not your nursemaid.”

      The dismissive tone took Alyx aback. It had been a long time since anyone had spoken to her that way. It was almost refreshing. “What are you doing here then?”

      Jenna rose to her feet, and in that single graceful movement was a Taliath. A Taliath wearing a beautiful silk dress and matching slippers.

      “The king asked me to guard you. He’s worried for your safety.” A little shrug. “I do as my king commands.”

      Alyx raised an eyebrow, unable to help herself. “You’re going to protect me wearing that? What happened to the delightful breeches I saw in Carhall?”

      Amusement flashed across Jenna’s face. “I see you are feeling better.”

      She sank back against the pillows. “I left you here to protect Cayr, not me.”

      “I got him back safely from Carhall, didn’t I? And last I checked, he’s alive and well.” Jenna’s arched eyebrow put Alyx’s to shame.

      Touché. “So everyone knows what you are?”

      Another little shrug. “Some do, most are unsure. I don’t make it obvious. Appearances can be deceiving.”

      Weariness washed over Alyx, the effort of sparring with Jenna taking what reserves of strength she’d built up. Her eyes slid closed, even though she fought to keep them open, hating the idea of showing weakness in front of Jenna. But the pull of exhaustion was relentless, and the last thing she saw was Jenna gracefully resuming her seat by the door.

      

      “Not up for more visitors yet?” her father asked gently. She’d woken again at his arrival, Jenna nowhere to be seen. “Dawn would really like to see you.”

      A little shudder went through her at the idea, and she shifted, trying to hide her reaction from his sharp gaze. She’d missed Dawn and Cario so badly…but now whenever she thought of them, an irrational terror would sweep through her, fear that they might believe Tarrick and Finn had done the right thing that night in Sandira. Even the mere thought of it left her shaking and ill. She shook her head. At least Cario was away from the city helping in the north.

      “Not yet, Papa.”

      He was silent for a moment, but there was nothing but concern and understanding on his face. “Talking isn’t easy, I know that better than anyone. After your mother died I…” He took a breath. “Have you at least talked with Cayr?”

      “I can’t,” she said simply. Like her father, Cayr hadn’t pushed, simply focusing on keeping up her spirits and offering quiet, unconditional support. It was exactly what she’d needed.

      He squeezed her hand. “It will be easier when you do, I promise you.”

      She nodded, changed the subject. “Have you heard from Ladan?”

      Alyx’s brother had left Alistriem soon after her arrival, traveling into Shivasa, his goal to contact the rebels Dashan had been working with and inform them of what had happened to him—Garan hoped Ladan could preserve the fragile relationships that Dashan had been building.

      “He arrived safely, that’s all we know for now.”

      She swallowed, fighting back a wave of weariness. “Do we need to be worried? I’ve been here over a week.”

      Relief flashed across her father’s face so quickly she almost wasn’t sure she’d seen it, but the grip he had on her hand tightened suddenly. “What is it, Papa?”

      “Nothing.” He smiled a little. “I just wasn’t sure…you were so hurt, so upset, I’m just relieved that you’re coming back to us, starting to think about your own safety.”

      Ah. “You thought I wanted to die.”

      “I did.” He said simply. “After I heard about Temari. If not for you, Aly-girl, I’m not sure what I would have…”

      Tears welled in her eyes as he broke off and it was her turn to clutch at his hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      He cleared his throat, regaining composure. “In answer to your question, Ladan thought quickly when he brought you here. Only a handful of people know—Dawn, myself, Leanli and Cayr. Astor was told, and I’m sure he’s sent a coded message to Cario on the border by now. Ladan trusts his men implicitly, but they’ve all been sent back to Widow Falls after being told you’d left. You’ll notice your food and drink has been left outside the door for Cayr, myself or Leanli to bring to you.”

      “Jenna knows too,” Alyx grumbled.

      Garan smiled in amusement, astonishing her. “If only you’d seen the look on her face when the king asked her to keep an eye on you.”

      “She’s probably already sold me out to the Hunters six times over,” she muttered.

      “Jenna is not the most traditional of Taliath, I grant you, but I trained her. I’ve seen what she can do. I feel safer with her keeping an eye on you.”

      Alyx straightened, a jolt of fierceness running through her that she never thought she’d feel again. “I can look after myself. I don’t need Jenna Aridlen’s protection.”

      Garan chuckled, reaching out to wrap an arm around her and pull her close. “I’m aware of that.”

      His embrace relaxed her, and with that came another wave of overwhelming weariness. Her father sat by her, holding her hand, until she was fast asleep.

      

      Wearing a cloak with its hood well down over her face, Alyx followed Cayr’s careful instructions through a number of the less-frequented gardens. While she tried her best not to limp, it was an impossible task—the scar on her newly-healed calf pulled painfully with every step. Eventually she paused outside a rusted gate set deep into an ivy-covered wall. The cracking of wooden practice blades sounded from the other side, reassuring her she was in the right place. Even so, she hesitated before going through.

      Could she do this?

      It didn’t matter, she had to do it. Resolute, she pushed through the gate—well-oiled despite the rust—then came to a shocked halt two paces beyond. Jenna Aridlen was sparring with two familiar Bluecoats in a dusty yard surrounded by high walls.

      In breeches.

      Unable to help herself, Alyx let out a laugh. “If only Mira and Lissa could see you now.”

      The sparring came to an abrupt halt, but despite her amusement over Jenna, Alyx’s attention went straight to the Bluecoats.

      “Lady Egalion!” Casta, the more relaxed of the two, came jogging over. A wide smile spread across his face and he gave her a jaunty salute.

      “What a pleasant surprise!” Tijer’s serious face had lightened several shades. “Did you come back from Sandira with Lieutenant Caverlock?”

      Her grief was still raw enough that Tijer’s question hit hard. Dashan’s death hadn’t been announced yet—Cayr had wanted to wait until Alyx was stronger and had decided the best way to do it.

      “No,” Alyx said quietly, forcing herself to speak past the acute pain sweeping through her. “I’m sorry…Dash died in Sandira.”

      Both young men’s faces dropped, Tijer letting out a breath like he’d been sucker punched, and Casta lifting both hands as if to ward off her news. Part of Alyx was surprised at the strength of their reaction.

      “My Lady…” Casta spoke first, hesitating. “It can’t be true.”

      She glanced away, unsuccessfully fighting back tears. “It is. I’m sorry.”

      “We, I mean–we’re sorry,” Tijer stammered, stricken. “We didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “You haven’t.” She cleared her throat. “Seeing you both again, is–it’s good.”

      “Lady Egalion.” Tijer paused. “Do you mind if we ask what happened—how Dashan died?”

      Alyx took a steadying breath. These two men had been Dashan’s friends, and they deserved to know what had happened. “We were attacked by a large force of Hunters. He died giving me time to escape.” It was close enough to the truth, and she didn’t have the strength to go into the full story. Even this much was tearing her up.

      “I’m sorry, Lady Egalion,” Casta said quietly.

      She shook off her emotion, voice turning brisk. “I’d like to catch up properly, soon, but if you don’t mind I have to speak to Jenna.”

      Casta and Tijer shared a glance. “You know where to find us. Do you mind if we let Nario and Roland know what happened? Josha too? We all loved the Lieutenant.”

      “Only them,” Alyx said quietly. “There are reasons it needs to be kept quiet for now—the main one having to do with my safety. Nobody can know I’m here.”

      Tijer gave her a sad smile. “We’re well practiced at ensuring your safety, Lady Egalion. You can rely on us.”

      

      “What brings you here?” Jenna asked as the two young men left. She was sweating lightly despite the cold day, but of course still looked gorgeous. “No offence, but you look a little…fragile.”

      Alyx scowled. Fragile indeed! “I once threatened to burn that pretty hair of yours to cinders. I can still do that, you know?”

      “Charming. What do you want?”

      She took a deep breath. “Right now I’m weak. I need to be strong again.”

      The scowl turned to surprise. “You want to spar with me?”

      “That, and I want you to teach me to be a better fighter.” Alyx raised a hand as Jenna opened her mouth. “Just think of it as an opportunity to hit me as often as you like. It’s going to take a while for me to rebuild my strength.”

      Jenna gave her a considering look. “It’s not going to help me any, spending time trying to teach you. You look like you’ll barely last a minute before collapsing.”

      “I’ll last longer than that,” Alyx promised. She would make sure of it. She couldn’t be weak anymore. Strength would allow her to do something about the anger burning inside. Shakar and the council had taken what she loved most and destroyed her friendships in the process. “And consider this—the sooner I’m fit again, the less time you’ll have to spend guarding me.”

      She appeared to consider that for a moment, then shrugged. “I’m not going to take the blame if you keel over.”

      Alyx reached back to unhook her mage staff. Her arm trembled with the weight of it, but she ignored the weakness. Going after Shakar wouldn’t allow weakness. “I’m not going to keel over, you can be sure of that.”
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      Water tinkled in the background as Alyx and Cayr sat peaceably on a bench by a small fountain. He’d had something on his mind all morning, but she was content to let him come to it in his own time. Besides, she was slightly distracted. Her ribs were aflame after her second session with Jenna, and her leg was now too sore to put her full weight on it. It hadn’t been a great hour—her stamina had been worse than appalling, but she was resigned to the fact that recovering her strength would take time.

      Eventually Cayr cleared his throat, running a hand through his curls. “You should know…Dawn told me what she saw in your thoughts. When you first came here.”

      Ah. So this was why nobody had pressured her to tell them what had happened. They already knew. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, although relief was definitely part of it. It meant she wasn’t going to have to say it all aloud.

      “What exactly did she see?” she asked. “Does she know about Dash and me?” The thought didn’t bring with it the twinge of fear it always had. Whether her friends knew or not no longer mattered, not against the drowning tide of grief that still tugged at her every waking moment. As if sensing that—or feeling the same himself—Cayr absently reached out to take her hand.

      “Yes. She also told me that you tried to help Dashan, and that Tarrick and Finn stopped you. That Galien killed Dashan after he’d held off all the Hunters.” He paused. “Dawn is struggling. She’s hurt that you don’t want to see her, and none of us know what to think about what happened, not without the full story. You’re not the only one who’s been in a dark place.”

      “She’s a good person,” Alyx murmured. “To be so worried and yet not look for the answers with her magic. I know I’ve treated you all poorly, but I just couldn’t…”

      “Will you tell me now?” His gentle voice broke her from her thoughts.

      Alyx took a deep breath. They all deserved better. She was working on getting her strength back, and this was part of it. She would start with her oldest and dearest friend.

      She squeezed his hand, giving him a little nod. “The attack was well planned. There were too many of them to stand and fight, so we ran, but we didn’t realise they were herding us. They trapped us in an old audience chamber. We found a way out, but by then they’d caught up to us. Dashan…he went to hold them off so that the rest of us had time to escape.”

      When tears began welling in her eyes, Cayr moved closer. She forced back the tears and scrubbed at her face. “When I realised what Dashan was doing, I tried to go back and help him, but Tarrick and Rothai grabbed hold of me and dragged me away. I couldn’t use my magic because of the Hunters being so close, and they were simply too strong for me. As soon as I got free, I went back. But I got hurt and then knocked out.” She swallowed. “I found out later that he’d survived the Hunters, but he must have been weak and hurt, and that’s when the council showed up. Galien killed him.”

      Cayr stood suddenly, letting go her hand. Tension vibrated from him as he began to pace.

      “Cayr…” She hesitated, screwing up her courage. “Do you agree with what they did? Tarrick and Rothai, I mean. Tell me the truth. Please.”

      “No!” He said it so decisively it could only be the truth, and the relief was so great she sagged against the bench seat. “You could have saved him. I have faith in your magic, in you. And even if you couldn’t…” He shook his head.

      “Then what?”

      “You loved him,” Cayr said simply. “It was your choice to make.”

      Alyx stood and threw her arms around him, heedless of her sore body. “Thank you,” she said. “For always being someone I can trust. I’m not sure I deserve it, after what I did to you.”

      Cayr smiled. “It was painful at the time, but neither you nor Dash could help how you felt. And Dashan deserved something good to happen in his life, after everything he’d been through.”

      Tears sheened her eyes. “You truly think that?”

      “We were the best of friends as children, and that became confusing for both of us as we grew up. I had no right to expect you to fall in love with me.”

      “I could have been more honest with you,” she said softly. “I will always be sorry for that.”

      “Forgiven long ago.” He dismissed her apology with a smile.

      “It’s not just that. Your father died, and I left you. You’ve been alone here trying to establish your rule while grieving your father. And then I show up here badly hurt and once again you’ve had to look after me.”

      “Oh, I won’t deny I’ve wished for you to be here constantly.” He smiled sadly. “But if you think for a second I blame you for walking away…I know the danger you’re in, and the last thing I want would be to have you in more danger just to be here.” He paused, taking her hands. “The three of us made each other strong. We gave each other a home and a place to belong. But I am king, and I must learn to be strong standing alone. My country needs that from me.”

      His words resonated with her, and she filed them away for later consideration, along with the surging pride she felt for him. “You’re a better leader than I am.” She cleared her throat, straightening her shoulders. “And I’m recovering quickly. I’ll be strong again. And whatever I can give you, you have to know I will.”

      “I know.” His mouth quirked in a smile, a genuine one, and it warmed her from head to toe. It didn’t last, his face turning serious. “Now explain to me why the council showed up, and why Galien killed Dashan.”

      This was harder to tell, and she sat back down as she spoke, not confident her weary legs would hold her. When she finally came to a halt, he must have seen something of the simmering anger on her face, because he came to kneel before her, taking her hands in his. “Alyx, you can’t go after Shakar and the Mage Council.”

      She huffed out a breath, head dropping to rest on his shoulder. “Oh, Cayr. I have absolutely no idea what I’m going to do next.”

      

      A week later, she returned to her room to find Cario seated in the chair by the crackling fire. She paused mid-stride, completely taken aback. Her father had implied Cario was on his way back to Alistriem, but she’d had no indication of his arrival.

      He seemed relaxed, but Alyx had become familiar enough with him over the years to know that the slight tensing of his jaw signalled carefully concealed distress. And unlike Dawn, he’d seemingly decided not to give Alyx a choice about whether to see him. What if he agrees with them?

      “Astor’s message said you were close to death.” He spoke before she could.

      “I was.” A cold breeze was flowing through the partially opened door to the garden, and she walked over to shut it. Another indicator that something was off with Cario; he abhorred discomfort of any kind.

      “I spoke to Dawn. She told me what happened.”

      Alyx froze, hand on the door latch. “Tell me you wouldn’t have made the same decision as Tarrick and Finn that night,” she said quietly.

      “I wouldn’t,” he said without hesitation. “Just as I know that you wouldn’t do it to me. The level of trust we’ve built between us is something I’ve come to rely on, and something I will never break.”

      “Thank you.” Exhaling in relief, she turned to face him. He was watching her, his blue eyes dark against the flickering flame that cast half of his face into shadow. Then, abruptly, he rose to his feet, as if unable to sit still any longer. She took a step back, surprised at such a sudden movement from a man who was deliberately languid in everything he did. “What’s wrong?”

      “I wouldn’t have done what Tarrick and Finn did, but you should never have put them in that position.”

      Shock flared through her. “What?”

      “You should have fled when Dashan gave you the opportunity. You should have run for your life, and you should have prioritised your survival over every single other person that was there.”

      “What are you talking about?” Anger rose unbidden. “I couldn’t willingly leave Dashan behind to die. I could have—”

      “You are the Magor-lier.” He didn’t raise his voice, but the words were more cutting for the sheer ice in them. “You don’t get to make selfish decisions about your life.”

      Shocked, confused, she took a step back. She didn’t know what to say.

      He stepped closer. “You are a figurehead. I thought you understood that, but clearly you don’t. Alyx, who is going to defeat Shakar if you die?”

      “There are other mages of the higher order.”

      “Galien? Are you serious?” His eyebrows shot skywards. “Can you be so deluded you think that psychopath is any better than Shakar? Being loyal to the Mage Council doesn’t make Galien a good guy. Even if by some crazy chance he could defeat Shakar, then what?”

      Alyx had no counter to that and took another step back as Cario continued in his cold, rational voice.

      “If you die, Shakar wins. Have you thought about that? How many people will die, do you think? What would life be like for those who survive? Dashan knew the answers to those questions, it’s why he sacrificed himself to save your life.”

      “Shakar wins anyway!” she shouted, desperately trying to raise a shield against the words he was flinging at her. “I’ve been running and hiding and learning nothing for the past year. Shakar is years ahead of me in power, learning and experience. I’m not going to catch up by running away. I can’t face him unless I get stronger.”

      Cario’s face tightened. “You are the most powerful mage the world has seen since Shakar, and you have a very capable team of mages around you. You’re the one who proved at DarkSkull that battles can be won with teamwork, no matter the individual power of your opponent. But you have to be alive to do it.”

      “That’s all gone now,” she said bitterly. “I can’t work with them anymore.”

      Cario continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “If you want to take that small chance to win, then you need to start thinking about who you are. You need to be a real leader. That means ignoring yourself and what you want, it means putting aside the person you are in order to become what we need to win this war. You need to stop being Alyx Egalion and start being the Magor-lier of the mage order.”

      “I’ve been trying to—”

      “No, you haven’t,” he cut her off. “You’ve been angry and trapped and blaming everyone else for it. You hid a relationship with a Taliath from those who trust you, and all you’ve been thinking about is how hard things are for you.”

      “You’ve never said this to me before,” she whispered, utterly stunned by how he’d just ripped into her.

      “I should have. When I heard you were near death…I’ve never been more scared. Not just for me, because you’re my closest friend in the world, but for everyone else. The council couldn’t defeat him last time, Alyx, but they didn’t have you back then.”

      She could do nothing but stare as he let out a heavy sigh, then walked to the door, pausing on the threshold. “I’m not here to be an ornamental assistant to the Magor-lier. There were truths you needed to hear, and it’s my job to tell them to you.”

      He was gone before she could think of anything to say, shutting the door softly behind him and leaving her alone in the room, the only sound coming from the crackling flames in the fireplace.
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      Cayr came to see her one afternoon as she returned from a session with Jenna. Despite sweating profusely and aching all over, she’d managed to hold her own for the first time. Even the aching in her ribs had mostly subsided, although she remained unhealthily thin. There was no more reason to be hiding out in this room anymore, but she still had no clue what to do next. Some days it was hard even getting out of bed. Thinking of Cario’s words didn’t help, especially because a tiny part of her had a sneaking suspicion he’d been right.

      “You look troubled,” Alyx said as he closed the door. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ve had word from a Blue Guard patrol that just returned to the city. Tarrick, Finn, Rothai and a group of mages are on their way here, travelling from the direction of Widow Falls. They asked the Bluecoats to let me know of their approach. They’ll be here sometime today.”

      She froze. She should have expected this—of course they would guess where she’d gone and come for her—but she hadn’t. And now they were here.

      “What do you want me to do?” he asked.

      The trembling in her tired muscles suddenly intensified, and she had to sit down. Breathing was difficult too, her heart racing in her chest. She’d been desperately trying to rebuild her strength, but she couldn’t do this. Not yet.

      “I can’t, Cayr. I can’t see them.” She swallowed. “Keep them away from me.”

      “All right.” He sounded like he wanted to say more, but she refused to look at him. Eventually he gave a little sigh and left, closing the door behind him.

      Tears rushed to her eyes then, and through sheer effort of will she pushed them back. It took some time—sitting there and taking deep breaths—before she was in control of herself again.

      A flash of joy from Dawn echoed unexpectedly through her telepathic magic—she and Cario were greeting Tarrick and Finn. The twins had missed each other terribly. Alyx tightened her shield, drowning out everything but her own thoughts.

      Then she sat back in her chair, staring idly at her right forearm, allowing a touch of magic to light the skin with a green pearlescent glow. She felt more whole with her magic fully revived, as if her body was healthy again.

      Her spirit was another matter, but only time would heal that. Until then, she would have to keep fighting to get through each moment.

      Outside, dusk had fallen, shrouding the garden outside in shadows broken only by the tiny pinpricks of the lanterns scattered throughout the palace grounds. She sighed. It was good to be home in Alistriem, but it hurt too. She felt Dashan’s presence here, as if he were still with her. At the same time, she was constantly reminded of his loss, of the fact she was never going to see him again. She didn’t know what she wanted; should she stay, or leave? What was she going to do now?

      She was saved from immediately having to answer that question by the arrival of Ladan, grim-faced and still dressed from the road. His hard look softened at the sight of her on her feet and he drew her into a warm hug.

      “I’m getting better,” she promised, surprise filling her voice. “When did you get in?”

      “Just now.” He hesitated, the grim look returning. “I ran into your friends. Aly-girl, I know you don’t want to see them, but they have news you need to hear.”

      “Ladan, I don’t think I can—”

      “I’ll be with you,” he said steadily. “And unless you plan on spending the rest of your life in this room hiding, then you need to hear this.”

      

      Tarrick and Finn were there, with Rothai, Dawn, and Cario. Every single one of them turned to look at her when Ladan ushered her in. Emotionally, it was like being plunged back into that terrible night, and she couldn’t look any of them in the eyes.

      The tension rising in the room was palpable. Neither Tarrick nor Finn could conceal the shock that crossed their faces at Alyx’s gaunt appearance, but Rothai remained expressionless. Dawn was pale and drawn.

      “I’m glad to see you are well.” Tarrick spoke first, his words stiffly formal. “Dawn has been telling us how ill you were.”

      “I was ill,” Alyx said. “But I don’t want to talk about that. I’m only here because Ladan said you have news I need to hear. What is it?”

      Another silence fell. Alyx sensed Ladan’s rigid stance beside her, and read the stern, hard faces of Tarrick and Rothai. Dawn and Finn were glancing between each other and their shoes. Cario moved away to go and sit in one of the chairs, hands crossed loosely in his lap, long legs spread before him. Whatever this news was, nobody wanted to speak it aloud.

      “Well?” she pressed, impatience edging her voice.

      Tarrick’s jaw clenched. “We passed through Carhall on our way here—King Mastaran had grave news. The Tregayan port city of Tennan was attacked by Shakar just over a week ago.”

      “Tennan?” Alyx asked carefully. “The busiest hub of merchant shipping in Tregaya, and the port where all militia troop transports pass through?”

      “The very same.” Cario nodded.

      She swore under her breath. “How bad?”

      “A large part of the city was destroyed. The docks were razed, and hundreds of its inhabitants are reported killed,” Finn said. His green eyes glittered, she wasn’t sure whether it was anger or fear.

      Alyx frowned. “Tregaya hasn’t been invaded—yet that would have taken an entire army to accomplish.”

      “Or a supremely powerful mage,” Rothai countered. “An army could never have approached Tennan without notice, and the city has defences. A full division of militia is based at the barracks just outside of the city. Shakar did this.”

      Tarrick threw a concerned glance in Alyx’s direction. “We should get Alyx away from here as soon as possible. There could be another Hunter attack coming at any moment. The first wave failed, it only makes sense Shakar would send another.”

      Anger surged, and she used it to give her strength. “I’m not going anywhere, especially not with you.”

      Shock flared on Tarrick’s face, but Dawn shot him a quelling look before he could say anything, then turned to Alyx. “I know how you must feel, but that is a big decision to make.”

      “You have no idea how I feel,” she said, some of her pain leaking into her voice despite her best attempts otherwise. “No idea at all.”

      “We had no choice.” Finn’s voice was cold. “You forced us into what we did.”

      “You damn well did have a choice!” She rounded on him, her eyes and voice blazing with fury. “You betrayed me, and what’s worse is that you think you were justified in doing it.”

      “Were we supposed to let you die?” Tarrick demanded, his temper sparking as hotly as hers.

      “You should have had more faith in me!”

      “If we had let you go, you would have died too. There were too many Hunters. Without your magic—”

      “I could have saved him!” The words tore out, full of the grief sweeping through her. It was like a scab ripping off a wound, all the betrayal and heartache leaking out. “Damn you, Tarrick, I could have saved him.”

      They stared at each other, both unwilling to back down. Alyx’s hands were trembling and with an effort she tried to rein in her emotions. It didn’t work.

      Rothai spoke calmly into the ensuing silence. “You are not invulnerable, Magor-lier, and your magic was useless against their medallions.”

      “And if I hadn’t been so afraid of your reaction to Dash and I becoming lovers then I would have been invulnerable!” she yelled.

      Rothai’s expression was unyielding. “Then you would have become as much a threat to us as Shakar.”

      “You really think that?” Ladan broke in, voice angry.

      “How can you know for certain that she wouldn’t?” Finn demanded, clearly forgetting in his anger that he was addressing a lord. “Alyx, you would have the power to do whatever you wanted. Nothing could stop you. That sort of power corrupts even good people.”

      “I am so sick of that argument,” Alyx said coldly, realisation and clarity coming far, far too late. “Dashan grounded me, kept me from giving in to my worst impulses. I was wrong to hold myself back from him, and I was wrong to ever fear being invulnerable. And you? You were wrong to have so little faith in who I am. You betrayed me and you doubted me, and I won’t ever forget that.”

      Her words reverberated through the room. As their echoes faded, the familiar exhaustion began creeping through her. She wasn’t ready for this.

      Tarrick looked equally tired and beaten. He shook his head. “You say we betrayed you, but you betrayed us just as badly. It’s clear now that you’ve been lying to us. You carried on a relationship with a Taliath, knowing full well what that could mean. Worse, you kept it secret.”

      “You took my free will away from me,” Alyx said quietly. “And you kept me from doing something to save a man that I loved very much. You destroyed me.”

      Finn turned suddenly, anger vibrating from him. “Cario, do you plan to weigh in on this at all?” he demanded. “You are her favourite, yes? The one she trusts more than any of us.”

      Cario gave a little smile before reaching down to casually straighten the cuffs on his shirt. “I’ve already discussed my thoughts privately with Alyx.”

      “You’re not surprised,” Dawn said suddenly. “None of this is news to you.”

      “Alyx and I have an understanding,” Cario said, his eyes narrowing. “And I’ll thank you to stay out of my thoughts, Dawn. I know that you mean well, but my mind is private.”

      “You knew about Dashan,” Tarrick said flatly, and it wasn’t a question.

      Cario smiled faintly but said nothing.

      “Alyx—” Once again Dawn tried to talk to her, but Alyx raised a hand, the silver-green glow of her magic lighting the room.

      “Thank you for your information, but I can’t do this right now,” she said. “Please, just let me be.”

      “Fine.” Tarrick turned on his heel and stalked out of the room. With a final helpless look around, Finn followed him. Rothai’s features were unreadable as he left.

      “I would not have held you back.” Dawn stepped forward, her tone fierce. “You can read my thoughts, use every ounce of power you have, but that is the truth.”

      “Dawn…” she sighed. “I’m sorry you’re caught in the middle of this.”

      “I’m sorry too,” she said, pausing a moment before turning and striding out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Cario stayed in the chair, blue eyes contemplative as he stared into the flames.

      Ladan’s hand settled on her shoulder. “I’ll take you back to your room.”

      “No.” She shook him off. She couldn’t bear the thought of being alone in her room. “I’m going to take a walk.”

      

      Outside the winter air had grown far too cold for comfort, so instead she sought the palace kitchens. At the sight of Astor sitting by the great fire, something in her relaxed. Part of her had been hoping to find him down here, one of his favourite places to think. She hadn’t seen him much during her convalescence and suspected he’d been trying to give her space.

      He huffed in mock irritation when she settled on the bench beside him. “A man likes to have time alone with his thoughts.”

      She smiled a little. “I’m here to do the same.”

      He eyed her up and down. “You look better than the last time I saw you.”

      “I am better.”

      “But not ready to face your friends yet.”

      She didn’t like his knowing tone, but didn’t call him on it. She’d come for comfort, not another confrontation with someone she loved.

      “So you and Dashan never decided to become lovers?” Curiosity crept into his voice.

      The question was unexpected, startling Alyx from her drifting thoughts. “Were you eavesdropping at the door or something?”

      Astor gave a slight shrug. “I’m the lord-mage. A little eavesdropping never did Rionn any harm.”

      She huffed out a laugh, sobering when he glanced at her, clearly waiting on a response to his question. “No, we didn’t.”

      “Did you mean what you said—about regretting holding back from him?”

      The fire crackled between them for a few moments, and then Alyx spoke. “Yes. I’m not even convinced becoming lovers would have made me invulnerable—it doesn’t make sense that can be the only way. Our whole lives, Dashan and I were…physically close, more times than I can count. If I didn’t absorb his invulnerability from that, I doubt it was going to happen from us becoming lovers.”

      “I suspect you might be wrong there.”

      “Why?” she asked sharply. There’d been something like certainty in his voice.

      He shifted a little, gaze dropping away, clearly growing uncomfortable with the subject matter. “When you’re with someone that you love and trust completely, the experience of becoming lovers…well, all the walls come down. You’re not thinking about yourself separately from the other person, you’re sharing the experience together. In that context, where there are no more barriers or walls, that’s when your magic would have absorbed his invulnerability. Unless you consciously held back, which is almost impossible, there would have been no way to stop it.”

      Her head jerked up to stare at him, stunned. “You sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

      “I am a mage, and I had a life before you knew me.” He finally looked up, and there was old pain etched on his face, an almost exact echo of what flashed over her father’s face when he talked about her mother. “I’ve loved. I lost the woman I loved more than anything.”

      “I’m sorry.” She didn’t know what else to say.

      “It happened a long time ago.” He shrugged, the sadness vanishing from his face in a blink of an eye, as if it had never been there.

      Silence fell. Was she still going to miss Dashan so badly when she was Astor’s age? No, she didn’t want to hold on to that sort of pain, didn’t want it to be there, alive inside her, for the rest of her life.

      Astor shifted, moving so that he could more easily meet her gaze. “Aly-girl, there’s something else we need to discuss.”

      She frowned. His expression had turned overly serious, and worry flared in her chest, only adding to the weight of exhaustion on her shoulders. Suddenly, she didn’t want to hear whatever it was he was going to say. “Is there any chance we could talk about it tomorrow? I can barely keep my eyes open.”

      “No.”

      She hesitated, but there was enough grimness in her godfather’s voice to momentarily bring clarity to her thoughts. “What’s wrong?”

      “The king spoke to me in detail—and in confidence, never fear—about what happened to you in Sandira,” Astor said. “What he had to say concerned me greatly, though I haven’t broached my concerns with anyone else.”

      Worry took a firm hold. “What are you talking about?”

      “Cayr told me that Galien was in Sandira, that the council had sent him there. Why they sent him there.”

      She looked away. The why was branded on her soul, a constant torment of grief and pain. A shudder went through her. What she remembered most clearly from that encounter was Galien’s enjoyment of her utter devastation.

      “He came to kill Dashan.” The words came out woodenly, and her weariness was the only thing keeping her from reacting more deeply to that memory.

      “He came to kill you because the council was told about you and Dashan.” Astor’s gaze was fixed intently on hers. “How did they know?”

      “That we were in Sandira?” She frowned. “I told you to invite them there to join us.”

      “Not that,” he urged. “How did they know about you and Dashan? You were hiding it from everyone, you were even lying to your closest friends about it. So how did the council find out?”

      Alyx opened her mouth, then hesitated—she had no answer for him. “I don’t know.”

      Astor sighed, sitting back. “That’s what I was afraid of. There was no way they could have known. Not unless…”

      “Unless what?” she snapped.

      “I think you have a spy. Someone close to you. Someone who is feeding information to the council.”

      She was shaking her head before he’d even finished speaking. “No, that can’t be it.”

      “You hid your relationship from everyone because of the risk. Even I didn’t know about it. Someone close to you knew, or they figured it out, and they told the council.”

      “The only people who knew…” No, it’s unthinkable. “You’re suggesting that one of my closest and most trusted friends betrayed me to the council?”

      “Who knew?” he asked.

      “I don’t—”

      “Who knew, Alyx?” Stubbornness filled his voice.

      She rubbed a hand over her face, giving in. “Cario, Cayr, and Brynn. My father and Ladan.”

      “Then it’s one of them.”

      She shook her head. “Tarrick and the twins knew I’d had a relationship with Dash, even though I lied about it ending. And I often thought those closest to me could have known. Sometimes it was just obvious the way Dash and I felt about each other.” She glanced at him, and he caught the meaning of it.

      “You think I could be a spy?” Astor looked horrified.

      “You’re accusing my closest friends of being one,” she snapped. “Why not you?”

      The words, spoken in the heat of the moment, hung heavily between them. Alyx regretted them as soon as she’d spoken, but it was too late. She’d hurt him.

      “Someone told the council about you and Dashan, and only those you trust most could have known the details Galien did about your relationship,” Astor said wearily. “And it’s not just that. Have you ever wondered how the Hunters seem to always find you so quickly no matter how well you hide yourself? Someone is feeding Shakar and the council information on you, and it’s someone you trust. You need to be careful.”

      He left her in a huff before she could say another word and she promised herself she’d make it up to him later. The fire seemed lonely once he was gone, though, so after a short time she went up to bed.

      Sleep was elusive, her mind replaying everything that had happened throughout the day. Each time she circled back to the Hunters. Shakar would know, if he didn’t already, that she was in Alistriem. The Hunters would come, and those around her would be in danger once again. She would have to run and hide. Again. The thought was sickening. And Astor believed one of her closest friends was a spy. There was no way it could be true, and yet if it was, the Hunters would be coming already.

      There had to be a solution.

      And there was. As she lay in bed so exhausted she was almost delirious with it, the answer came to her. Utterly insane, but so beautifully simple.

      And with that realisation came sleep.
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      “You owe me a favour, and I’m here to call it in.” Alyx squared her shoulders, forcing a confidence she didn’t feel into her voice.

      Jenna’s eyes narrowed. “What do you want?”

      Quickly and succinctly, Alyx explained the idea that had come to her in the early hours of the morning. She hadn’t breathed a word of it to anyone else. Astor had been wrong, he had to be wrong. But if not…well, Jenna was one of the few people she could trust, purely because she wasn’t amongst Alyx’s close circle of friends.

      Once she’d finished, Jenna considered for a long moment before replying. “There are so many things wrong with that idea, I don’t even know where to begin. And what exactly do you want me to do?”

      “Come with me. I need a Taliath.”

      “Then take your brother.”

      “He’s busy. And you’re the one who owes me a favour.” Alyx paused. “If we succeed, Cayr will be safer.”

      Jenna flashed her a cool smile. “He’s not the weak point you seem to think he is for me, Egalion. I’m not the same girl you knew.”

      “Neither am I,” Alyx said flatly. “And you’re a Taliath. Which means you’ve already worked out how my plan could deliver us a significant tactical victory.”

      “If we succeed. That seems unlikely.”

      Alyx cocked her head, gesturing to the training sword hanging from Jenna’s left hand. “You say you’re not doing this for Cayr. What exactly is it that you do want? Because you haven’t spent the last year learning how to fight for no reason.”

      Her mouth tightened. “Who else knows about this insane idea of yours?”

      “Nobody.” A little smile crossed Alyx’s face. “We leave tonight, late, once everyone is abed.”

      “And after this is done, I no longer owe you a thing?” Jenna’s eyebrow lifted.

      “Agreed.”

      “Then I’ll see you in the stables at midnight, Lady Egalion.”

      

      Sneaking out of the palace with two horses and bulging saddlebags just after midnight proved relatively easy with the aid of telepathic magic. She’d left behind a note for Cayr to reassure him she and Jenna hadn’t been kidnapped, but not telling him where they’d gone. Jenna, surprisingly, hadn’t seemed bothered by the thought of disappearing without notice.

      “Your father and brother are both in the city. The king will be safe enough while we’re gone,” was all she said.

      In a week they were deep into the north of Rionn and closing in on the southern border of the disputed area. The number of Rionnans travelling on the same road had thinned to little but farmers who lived in the region and the occasional unit of marching Rionnan soldiers.

      The surface of the road was well-maintained and lined by thick, snow-covered trees. As they travelled, the terrain grew wilder and the road began winding to avoid hills or large rocky outcroppings. Wildlife was scarce too; the occasional bird flew squawking from the trees around them, and every now and then they spotted deer tracks crossing the road, but otherwise there was nothing.

      Eventually they reached the point where they were close enough to the disputed area that there was no good reason for them to be on the road heading north. They began travelling at night to avoid being seen, then eventually had to leave the road to strike out east, skirting the sprawling Rionnan army encampment. The going was harder then, the horses forced to scramble over rough, forested terrain.

      Alyx used her magic with increasing frequency, employing it to guide them around the Rionnan army and then angle north towards the Shiven encampment. Ten days out of Alistriem found them trudging up a steep, thickly forested incline on the far eastern outskirts of the battle lines.

      “The Shiven took Port Rantarin three months ago,” Jenna said suddenly, the first time she’d spoken all day.

      Alyx glanced back. “I heard.”

      The message had come just before they’d arrived in Carhall. It was a critical blow. Shivasa could now use the port to ferry supplies and soldiers directly into the disputed area rather than having to march overland. She huffed out a bitter laugh—not that it was really the disputed area any longer. It belonged firmly to the Shiven now.

      “Cayr is worried,” Jenna said quietly. “He hides it well, but…he’s worried.”

      “I know that too,” Alyx said just as quietly.

      Jenna fell silent again as Alyx guided them as close to the Shiven army as she dared, stopping in a thick copse of trees that would hopefully keep them hidden from prying eyes.

      “I need to concentrate for a while,” Alyx murmured. “Will you keep watch?”

      Nodding, Jenna took up a position in the shadows of a nearby tree, the fingers of her left hand resting on the hilt of her sword. Alyx settled cross-legged on the ground. She relaxed her shoulders and closed her eyes. Then, taking a deep breath, she sank into her magic.

      Soon she sensed the chaotic tangle of the thoughts of hundreds of Shiven soldiers. A shudder went through her at the sheer size of their forces—the main bulk seemed to be based at Port Rantarin, but she could pick up the thoughts of soldiers stretching out through the disputed area, a wide front pushing down on the Rionnan lines.

      Frowning in concentration, Alyx began trying to untangle the knot, sinking down into individual minds in slow, methodical fashion.

      First she looked for the commanders, rifling through their thoughts for the information she needed. Success came on the sixth mind—an older man whose thoughts indicated he led an entire division of the force camped at Port Rantarin. Under his command fell those Alyx was looking for. Weariness tugged at her as she delved deeper into his mind, trying to see exactly which…and there it was.

      Ignoring exhaustion, she left his mind and began roving again, focusing on an area of the encampment in the northwest. It took nearly an hour, but when she found what she was looking for, a fierce glow of satisfaction filled her. Amidst all the sleeping minds and busy thoughts of the awake guards there was a bubble…an area of utter nothing.

      Guided by the commander’s mind, she’d found a unit of Hunters. Gotcha.

      Her eyes flickered open. A wave of weariness crashed down and she became quickly aware of the soreness in her cramped body. When she stood to stretch, the cold air bit deep, the kind of cold that presaged snow. Limping slightly, she crossed to her horse and dug out a blanket from her saddlebags.

      “You found them?” Jenna called softly.

      Shivering, Alyx crossed to join her, the blanket wrapped firmly around her shoulders. The cold set her newly healed ribs aching and it almost hurt to talk. “Yes.”

      “You’re certain they’re going where we want them to?”

      “I pulled the knowledge from their commander’s mind.”

      Jenna nodded and turned away. “It’s still a few hours till dawn and you look exhausted. I’ll take first watch. Get some sleep.”

      The blanket kept out the worst of the night’s cold, but even so Alyx found it difficult to fall asleep. It was impossible to get properly warm without a fire, and the ground was hard beneath her. The lumpy bark of the tree she rested against didn’t help, and she found herself shifting constantly, trying to get comfortable.

      Eventually she fell into a fitful sleep, but almost immediately after was dragged into Shakar’s nightmare. His torment of her was edged with a note of vicious triumph over Dashan’s death, and her grief left her with little emotional strength to fight him off. Tonight she simply curled her consciousness into a tiny ball, whimpering helplessly as he drove his hooks deep into her mind and buffeted her with his dark power.

      “The council killed him, Alyx, and they would have killed you too.”

      “You’re the one that sent Hunters after us.” She hated the weakness that trembled through her mental voice, but could do nothing to stop it.

      “But THEY killed him.”

      He read her flash of anger with ease, just as easily reading how deeply she hated the council for what they’d done. That she burned with the need to hurt them the way they’d hurt her.

      “Join me and it would be easy to destroy them. You could watch as the council burned to ashes. I know that’s what you want.” His voice turned almost soothing. “Your friends betrayed you. Your allies are not who you thought they were. But you don’t have to be alone. We both know the council needs to end. Help me do it.”

      “Alyx!”

      She came awake with a gasp, lashing out at the hand shaking her shoulder. Jenna’s Taliath reflexes allowed her to dodge aside to avoid the hit, a scowl on her pretty face. “Quiet!” she hissed. “You were crying out in your sleep.”

      “Sorry,” Alyx mumbled, straightening up as wakefulness hit her properly. “Nightmare.”

      “I don’t care what it was, you were about to bring the whole Shiven army down on us,” Jenna said flatly.

      “I didn’t do it deliberately,” she snapped, defensive. “Anyway, I’m awake now. Get some rest and I’ll take watch.”

      

      As the light of dawn crept through the trees, Alyx, shivering, forced herself to climb stiffly to her feet and send out enough magic to check on the Hunters she’d found the night before. The bubble of blankness created by the medallions was still there, but it was moving.

      “Hey!” Alyx kicked Jenna’s figure where it was curled up under three blankets. “Time to go.”

      The woman didn’t say a word, but rose lithely to her feet and quickly stowed her blankets away before untethering her horse and swinging into the saddle. Alyx followed just as silently.

      The cold had deepened through the night and snow was already beginning to fall. She wished she’d thought to bring gloves—her fingers were turning blue where they gripped the horse’s reins.

      Throughout the day, the bubble moved in a steady north-westerly direction, following the coast as it curved away from Port Rantarin. They moved quickly. Alyx cursed the delay as she and Jenna had to first head northeast to clear the heaviest cluster of Shiven army, then creep around behind on a straight line towards the coast.

      She employed her magic without respite, keeping part of her awareness monitoring the Hunters, and the rest scanning for Shiven patrols. Her head throbbed. Every bit of focus she had was taken up, her strength draining as the Hunters drew further away and she had to expend more energy to reach them.

      Eventually, though, they left the boundary of the disputed area and crossed into Shivasa proper. Once clear of the army, they were able to make faster time, pushing the horses harder through bleak, empty terrain.

      The Hunters stopped moving just after dusk, presumably to make camp. By then, her headache had spread down into aching shoulders, awakening the pain of her newly-healed ribs. She hadn’t used her telepathic ability to this extent before, and it was testing the limits of her still-recovering strength.

      Jenna wasn’t oblivious to this. Once they’d found a suitable place to camp, she tossed Alyx a blanket and told her in no-nonsense terms to sit down and eat something. “I’ll deal with the horses.”

      By the time Jenna returned to settle nearby, tossing a second blanket to Alyx, she felt a little better. Silence held for a while as they both chewed through the remains of the stale bread in their supplies.

      “It’s going to take some serious luck for this to turn out the way you want it to,” Jenna commented eventually.

      “I’m aware of that.”

      Jenna hesitated. “Why did you bring me?”

      “Because if I tried to bring Ladan or my father, they would have refused to come and then locked me in a room until I changed my mind. Tarrick and Finn…well, I can’t even look at them anymore. Cario would have had the same reaction as my brother, and Dawn is the most powerful telepath mage alive, but doesn’t have Taliath skill at fighting.”

      “You don’t trust me though,” she pointed out.

      “No.” Alyx shrugged. “But I couldn’t do this alone, so I took a risk that maybe you are trustworthy.”

      Sleep was hard to come by again. She missed Dashan with a fierce ache, and was beginning to feel guilty for running off like she had. Ladan, Cayr, her father…they were going to be so worried. Her plan was foolish and dangerous, but Alyx clung to the resolve she’d felt ever since the thought had first occurred to her.

      She had to do this. Moving beyond what had happened wouldn’t be possible unless she did. If she survived, then perhaps she’d be able to breathe again.

      And lingering, always, at the back of her mind were Shakar’s words, his offer to her. Together, we can bring down the council and watch it turn to ashes. It was impossible to ignore now how badly she wanted that. It was like all the warmth and softness in her had been burned away by what happened in Sandira, leaving only hard scar tissue and a burning need to see everything that had caused her pain destroyed.

      Once, her friends had brought her comfort from that, allowing her to let the anger go, but now thinking of them only made her angrier.

      With a slow, deliberate breath, she tore her thoughts away from them and summoned a memory instead. Her seventh birthday, when she, Cayr and Dashan had snuck away from the party her father had arranged and spent the afternoon playing hide and seek in the gardens. A golden day of innocent happiness. She allowed the memory of Cayr’s bright laughter, the sun shining on the colourful flowers and Dashan’s mocking laugh when she couldn’t catch him to surround her and fill her up.

      And then she slept.

      

      The next day passed much as the day before had. The Hunters angled further to the west, and by late afternoon, Alyx’s magic warned her of the presence of many other people ahead. Lifting a hand to slow Jenna, who trailed behind, she did a thorough sweep of the area.

      “There’s a town ahead,” she said eventually. “I’m guessing they’re staying at an inn for the night.”

      Jenna nodded. “Wait here and make sure they’re staying put. I’ll find a place to camp.”

      By now Alyx had learned that either innate Taliath skill or simple intelligence led Jenna to pick campsites that offered excellent defence in case of attack, and she no longer protested the woman taking charge of that aspect of their trip.

      While she waited, she continued sending out sweeps, but the Hunters stayed where they were. Jenna returned shortly, leading Alyx a short distance to a rocky overhang by a slow-moving stream. Together they unsaddled the horses before settling as comfortably as was possible underneath the overhang.

      “The nightmare you were having the other night. It seemed pretty bad.”

      Alyx glanced up in surprise. Jenna had been essentially uncommunicative for the trip north from Alistriem—not that Alyx had minded—yet this was the second time in two days she’d initiated conversation. “Shakar likes to torture me with them.”

      “The one you were having seemed particularly intense.” Jenna’s voice was deliberately casual. “You were thrashing about like a madwoman.”

      “He was…” She shuddered. “He was preying on my weakness, trying to tempt me to join him. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      There was a long silence, then, “I still remember the night my parents died.”

      Alyx’s head shot up, all weariness and discomfort forgotten. Jenna was staring at the piece of dried meat in her hands, her fingers toying with it, her gaze distant.

      “I was six years old. I remember flames, the smell of burning. My mother’s screams…even now I can hear them with perfect clarity. I was hiding under my bed. My father had put me there, told me to stay and hide. But he never came back.” She paused. “I started screaming too, convinced I was going to die. Then a man came. He wore black robes and he scooped me up, carried me out where the air was fresh and I could breathe again. He told me he’d tried to save my parents but he’d been too late. He said he would look after me.”

      Another silence fell. Alyx waited, enraptured. Jenna hadn’t used Casovar’s name once.

      “We lived in Carhall for years. He wasn’t around a lot, and he was generally aloof, but he did look out for me. He made sure I was educated and had nice clothes to wear. He paid for a kind old lady to look after me when he was away.” Jenna cocked her head. “I always knew, even at a young age, that there was something he wanted from me. That he’d rescued me for a reason. Then we came to Alistriem, and it became clear. He wanted me to lure the prince, to marry him. Make him the father of the future queen.” She shrugged. “And Cayr was handsome, and he was nice. So I thought to myself, this isn’t so bad. I would rule the court, and have beautiful dresses, and my husband would treat me well. But Cayr could only see you.”

      Suddenly Jenna looked over, her baby blue eyes fastening on Alyx with a frustrated intensity. “And I couldn’t understand why. You were so high and mighty, so impressed with yourself and so ridiculously naive at the same time.”

      Alyx huffed a laugh, unable to argue with that. “I was.”

      “You were different after you came back from DarkSkull though. And now…you’re nothing like that girl I remember first meeting.” Jenna shook her head. “Anyway, then one day you told me that the man who’d saved me was the man who killed my parents. That what he was really after was my invulnerability. That he was working for Shakar.”

      Aching mournfulness hit Alyx like a slap in the face, and it took her a second to realise that despite Jenna’s cool exterior, Alyx’s telepathic magic was picking up the emotion under her words. Emotion seemed to leak through Taliath invulnerability like nothing else did. Jenna’s pain touched her own, still raw and fresh and too strong to hold back.

      “The council killed Dashan.” The words spilled out of Alyx, stark with grief. “The things they’ve done…and despite my hatred of it, I’ve always been able to ignore the anger, push it away. But they killed him, and I can’t…I just want them all dead.”

      “What about defeating Shakar?” Jenna asked with her typical bluntness.

      Alyx took a deep, shuddering breath. “I can’t do it alone, and the council commands more resources and warrior mages than I ever could.”

      Jenna frowned. “How can you work with them after everything that has happened?”

      “I don’t have a choice.” She whispered the bitter truth, hands clenching into white-knuckled fists. “I think about Dash, what he would want. I know he would tell me to do whatever it takes to destroy Shakar, prevent him from hurting more innocents. So I have to ignore how I feel. How I miss him so much it physically hurts, how it was the council that took him away from me. I have to put that aside and find a way to work with them.”

      Jenna had shifted closer without Alyx realising, and she reached out to lightly touch her knee. “The way I see it, Shakar is not only hurting and killing innocents, he’s also the cause of the fear the council have of the Taliath. He’s the reason Casovar killed my parents and stole me away. He’s the reason they killed Dashan.”

      Alyx nodded, scrubbing the tears from her face. “Right.”

      “So the primary goal is destroying Shakar.” Jenna met her gaze. “The council has resources needed for that, yes. But does it have to be a bunch of corrupt, cowardly old men leading those mages and resources?”

      Alyx sniffed, considering. There was intelligence in the blue eyes boring into hers, a sharp awareness she’d seen frequently in both her father and Dashan. But in Jenna’s there was fierceness too, a burning hunger to avenge her parents.

      “No,” she said quietly. “No, I suppose it doesn’t.”
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      They followed the Hunters steadily west, deep into Shivasa. Their food supply began to run low and Alyx tired from her constant use of telepathic magic. Each day it was harder to drag herself to her feet and summon more magic.

      She and Jenna didn’t talk much, but the Taliath wordlessly took on the responsibility of finding camp, settling the horses, and ensuring Alyx had food and water each time they stopped. Part of her hated that her lingering weakness was so obvious. Another part was starting to think that maybe she didn’t really dislike Jenna so much after all.

      When the Hunters turned in a northerly direction one morning, hope sparked. For the previous two days they’d been moving into more heavily populated territory, and Alyx was beginning to worry they’d reach a point where staying hidden would be impossible. But as morning stretched towards midday, it was clear they were moving away from towns again, and her hope increased.

      The sun began sinking low on the horizon, the cold deepening and new snowfall beginning to drift around them. And then Alyx’s telepathic magic suddenly hit a wall of blankness. She’d been half-dozing in the saddle, but sat up abruptly at the sensation.

      “What?” Jenna demanded.

      Alyx waved her off, closing her eyes to focus her magic. Reaching out further, she sensed only nothingness ahead of the group of Hunters—a massive area of blank space. Despite how far she reached or how much power she used, Alyx’s magic couldn’t reach the other side of it.

      A slow smile spread over her face, and she opened her eyes to meet Jenna’s demanding gaze. “I think we found it.”

      Fierce light leapt into the Taliath’s eyes. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      

      Jenna convinced her to wait until well after nightfall to move, insisting Alyx needed rest. She managed a fitful couple of hours’ sleep while Jenna kept watch and came awake to the sight of her companion crouched over a long, narrow blade, polishing it to a high sheen.

      “Where did you get it?”

      Jenna’s eyes shot to hers. “Your father.”

      Alyx ran her eyes over the gleaming steel, and then the hilt—carved beautifully in the shape of a swan. It was smaller and narrower than the Taliath sword she’d seen at DarkSkull, smaller than her father’s too, but there was no doubting what it was. “What did you name it?”

      “Huntress.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, then, “it suits you.”

      “Thank you, Alyx,” Jenna said, and they shared a smile.

      Alyx stood and stretched before calling her staff with a touch of magic and slinging it over her back. “Let’s do this.”

      Moonlight cloaked the two young women as they moved swiftly through the snowy landscape. Using the bubble as a guide, Alyx took the lead, her old nemesis running at her shoulder with Huntress belted at her hip.

      It wasn’t long before they crested a snow-covered rise. Alyx dropped instantly to the ground at a sharp gesture from Jenna, cold snow soaking into her clothes. The night air was cold, biting, and she tried not to shiver as it sank its tendrils into her.

      The valley floor was mostly visible under the glow of a bright moon. In its centre was a dim, mostly rectangular shape marked by lantern lights set along what she guessed were the outer walls. Squinting hard, she could just make out movement along the top of the closest wall. In the centre, a large cluster of lanterns cast orange light over a pair of closed gates, illuminating broken snow where many horses had recently ridden through.

      Alyx shivered violently. “We’re going to die of cold if we keep lying in the snow like this.”

      “We’ll also die shot full of arrows unless we work out the pattern of the guards patrolling up there,” Jenna’s caustic voice came back. “Though I can’t believe they’re foolish enough to light their walls up like that.”

      “They’re not fools.” Alyx shot Jenna a look that was lost in the darkness. “They’re in a well-fortified base in the middle of their own country.”

      “Before we try and break in, how certain are you that this is their base?”

      “The place is full of Hunters. I literally can’t sense anything for miles but blankness.”

      Jenna paused a moment, eyes searching hers. “Our goal is to kill the mage whose magic is creating those Hunter medallions. There are no guarantees he or she is in there. We could be sneaking into a base full of skilled warriors for no reason.”

      “I know,” Alyx acknowledged. “But I have to try. And even if the mage isn’t there…well, we can at least take out some Hunters before we go. Besides, this is their base—someone in there has to know where the mage is.”

      A moment’s consideration, then, “I hope you can climb, because we won’t be getting in by strolling through those front gates.”

      She smiled. “I can climb.”

      A long silence fell. Jenna’s attention was focused fully on the wall. Alyx could barely make out more than dim shadows of guards despite the moonlight, but she trusted in Jenna’s Taliath vision. The cold ate deeper into her bones. She tried her best to ignore it.

      “They’re patrolling the closest wall too frequently,” Jenna said eventually. “We wouldn’t make the distance from here to the wall before the patrolling pair turned back and saw us. We need to hope for clouds to move in and cover up the moonlight. Then, the valley floor should be mostly darkness and the lanterns on the walls will blind the guards to our approach.”

      “Great,” Alyx muttered. She huddled under her cloak, drawing her knees in and wrapping her arms around them. In silence they hunkered down, waiting, eyes trained on the fortress. Within an hour, a cold breeze kicked up and a light snowfall began drifting around them. Their breath frosted in the biting air. Nearby, an owl hooted. Alyx started losing feeling in her toes and fingers.

      She was about to suggest to Jenna that they move—death from cold was becoming a greater possibility than arrows—when slowly, inexorably, the moonlight began to dim. Clouds from the north were spreading over the night sky. Relief loosened the knot of anxiety in her chest.

      Darkness spread over the valley floor until Alyx could only see the pinpricks of lantern light at the top of the walls. At a nod from Jenna, they both stood, stretching stiffened limbs and summoning resolve.

      “Ready?” Jenna asked.

      Checking her staff and knife were secured, she took a deep breath and nodded. “Ready.”

      Within five paces, Alyx hit the wall of blankness and her magic vanished from existence. Ignoring the instinctive clutch of panic that roused, she focused on Jenna’s back and kept running, head down and eyes trained on the wall looming ahead.

      They reached it without any alarm sounding and pressed themselves against the icy stone. Her heart hammered in her chest. Glancing back, she saw a line of their footprints leading across the open space, but the snowfall was growing heavier and already the prints were filling in. As if in direct support of what she planned, the night darkened further, thick clouds drifting to shroud the moon.

      “Follow me,” Jenna said, then began climbing the wall.

      It wasn’t easy—the wall was high and the gaps in the stone weren’t large—but she’d climbed enough trees and walls in her youth to manage it well enough, and Jenna had natural Taliath agility. By the time Alyx reached the top, her arms burned and weariness shuddered through her body. She rolled onto the flat surface and lay there, sucking in air and willing away the pain in her muscles.

      It was dark in the shadows between the flickering lanterns, and there was no sign of guards. Urgency thrummed through her. They were somewhere on the wall and could be marching along any moment.

      Jenna touched her arm, then pointed down the wall before making a questioning gesture. Was Alyx okay to climb down?

      “I’m fine,” she muttered, refusing to acknowledge her trembling limbs.

      Together they knelt and edged themselves out and over the other side of the wall. Climbing down was easier than climbing up, and Alyx’s boots soon thudded softly into a thick pile of snow at the bottom. Again, they crouched there for a few moments, looking for signs of life.

      A dark and empty yard sat between them and the nearest building. A closed door led inside—there was no way to tell whether it was locked or what it led to. Footsteps echoed above and they both pressed themselves into the wall until the guards passed them and continued on.

      Jenna moved then, ducking across the open space. She tried the handle, and finding it unlocked, cautiously eased it open. When no cries of alarm sounded, she waved Alyx over. Glancing above, Alyx took a breath and dashed over across the yard.

      The hall beyond the door was dark, but there was a faint glimmer of light down at the end. Heart thumping so loudly she was afraid it could be heard, Alyx crept down the corridor after Jenna and they peered around the corner. Lanterns lit this corridor, much wider than the one they were in. A guard stood at another cross-hallway a short distance away.

      Jenna turned, raising a single eyebrow. Alyx tried to calm her nerves. They were inside, exactly where she’d hoped to be, and nobody knew they were there. So far, her plan was working out fine. At that thought, her nerves turned to a tangled churn of anticipation, anger, and bitterness. Doing her best to ignore it and focus on the next step, Alyx met Jenna’s blue gaze, then nodded.

      While Jenna quietly drew a knife, Alyx deliberately scraped her staff along the stone wall before backing into the shadows. The moment the guard appeared to investigate the noise, Jenna leapt at him. He didn’t even have time to reach for his sword before he was being dragged back into the hall, Jenna’s knife at his throat.

      “Do as I say, or I kill you,” she murmured in his ear.

      He nodded, once, his body stiff with tension. Alyx emerged from the shadows and stepped up to him. His eyes were dilated with terror, sweat beading on his forehead. Jenna’s knife pressed unwavering against his skin.

      Ignoring the man’s distress, Alyx summoned the iron resolve that had brought her this far, infusing her voice with it. “Tell me where the mage who creates your medallions is.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Tell her.” Jenna’s blade bit into his throat. Blood welled and began to drip. “And I’ll let you live. Lie, and I’ll come back and kill you.”

      “One level above.” Terror slurred the words as they poured out of him. “Take a…a right back into the main hall and head down…I don’t know, uh…about fifty paces. There’ll be a stairwell on your left. Take that up. After that you’ll need to cross to the other side of the compound. She’s in the north-western corner. Her room is on the right at the end of a long hallway.”

      For a moment all Alyx could hear was the rushing of relief flooding through her. The gamble had paid off—the mage was here! Even Jenna’s hard mask dropped for a moment as she turned to Alyx with a triumphant look.

      Alyx leaned closer. “How will I know which is the right hallway?”

      He swallowed, his fear overcoming his ability to think clearly. “I…uhm…there’s a tapestry hanging on the wall, I think it’s a picture of the ocean.”

      Quicker than thought, Jenna withdrew her knife, spun it, and slammed the hilt into the back of the guard’s head. He slumped to the ground, out cold. Together, Alyx and Jenna dragged his limp body further back into the shadows of the hallway.

      “They could find him at any moment.” Jenna was completely calm.

      “Or notice he’s missing from his post,” Alyx agreed. “Time to run.”

      They headed out into the main hall and found the stairwell. From there the guard’s directions were easy enough to follow. They sacrificed stealth for speed, moving through the hallways at a run. At any moment Alyx expected to hear alarm bells ringing, or a guard challenging them, but most of the corridors they passed through were dark, the occupants of the keep presumably asleep. Nobody was expecting attack from inside the keep, not here in the middle of Shivasa.

      Alyx’s heart leapt when they came to the end of another corridor to see a large tapestry depicting an ocean hanging from the wall opposite. Jenna saw it at the same time she did and they slowed, pressing themselves close to the wall and inching forward to peer around the corner.

      There were six guards lining the hallway to the left, confirming someone important was sleeping down there. All were Hunters. Alyx’s eyes went straight to the last door on the right.

      Her quarry was only metres away. The tangle of emotion was back, threatening her resolve, but she squashed it. This had to be done.

      “That’s a lot of guards,” Jenna murmured.

      Alyx hefted her staff. “We can take them.”

      “Without a doubt.”

      Jenna moved first, launching out into the hall at a graceful run. Huntress whistled through the air, biting into the neck of the closest Hunter before he knew what was coming. She ducked the next Hunter’s swing, spun past him, and slashed her sword across the back of his neck before countering the blow of the third.

      Alyx, two paces behind, dodged the second falling man to find Jenna had already killed the third and fourth and was advancing quickly on the last two. These had seen sense and were attacking as a pair. Even then Jenna defeated them with insulting ease, and Alyx found herself simply standing there and watching, admiring the Taliath speed and grace.

      “You just going to stand there and stare all day?” Jenna snapped. Blood dripped from Huntress to the floor and there was a fierce look on the woman’s face that Alyx had never seen before. “There’s no way that went unheard. The third one screamed like a baby. More will come.”

      “Right!” Broken from her daze, Alyx ran past Jenna, heading for the door at the end of the hall.

      “Do what you need to do,” Jenna called after her. “I’ll hold off any more Hunters that come.”

      Almost before the words were out of her mouth a loud bell started clanging. Urgency spurring her on, Alyx pushed open the door. Only her glance back to check that Jenna was okay saved her from the mage knife that came spinning out of the room beyond.

      Heart pounding at the near miss, she kept moving through the doorway, fingers itching to summon her shield. No more knives came, and she found herself in a well-lit room facing an older woman. Another alarm bell pealed. The shrill sound reverberated painfully through her eardrums, but she barely noticed, her entire focus on the mage before her. Despite the late hour, the woman was fully dressed in black mage robes.

      This was her target. Her presence sucked at Alyx’s magic, voiding it, killing it. The sensation was terrible, like all the air was being pulled from her lungs, her chest compressing until it collapsed in on itself. She would have to do this quickly or she might pass out. Even then she hesitated, fingers curling at her sides.

      The woman looked at Alyx with contempt. “You’re her, aren’t you, the Magor-lier? He told me about you. And now you’ve come here to what…get yourself killed?”

      “I’m here to kill you,” she said calmly.

      “Even if you managed that, you’d never get out alive. Without your magic, you can’t defeat enough Hunters to escape.”

      There was something twisted in the woman’s eyes, a darkness Alyx hadn’t seen before, not even in Galien. She’d come here not knowing what she’d do if she found a prisoner, an innocent victim of Shakar’s. But this was no innocent. She allowed the anger to take over then, halting her constant fight to hold back the bitter need to destroy, let it fill her with purpose and strength.

      “Alyx, hurry!” Jenna’s voice shouted.

      The mage’s gaze snapped to the door before returning to Alyx, surprise flashing over her face.

      “Didn’t I mention?” Alyx lifted an eyebrow. “I brought a Taliath with me. Once you’re dead, she’s going to get me out of here.”

      Alyx leaped forward, tackling the woman and sending them both crashing to the ground. The mage fought bitterly, but Alyx was coldly determined, younger, and a better fighter. Holding the mage off with one arm and her body, she reached for her knife, pulled it from its sheath, and then drove it into the woman’s chest.

      The woman’s struggles ceased instantly, her eyes glazing over until she slumped, lifeless, to the floor. Blood pooled on her chest and flowed to the ground. Alyx sat back, gasping, trying to catch her breath. The anger vanished as quickly as she’d allowed it to consume her. With trembling hands, she pulled her knife from the mage’s chest and wiped it on the carpet before sheathing it in her boot.

      The horrible sucking on her magic was gone. The mage was dead. Turning, she heaved, emptying her stomach onto the plush carpet. Sweat slicked her skin.

      “Time to go!” Jenna bellowed. She ran into the room, sword dripping more blood. Her gaze took in the dead mage, and she paused, holding out her free hand. Alyx blinked, staring at it.

      “Alyx!”

      The alarm bells broke through her daze. She grabbed Jenna’s hand, was hauled to her feet. The Taliath led her to the window, then threw a nearby chair through it, breaking the glass.

      The drop was long, but a high drift of snow broke their fall. Running soldiers were everywhere, but nobody seemed to know what was happening or where the attackers were.

      Jenna killed another four Hunters on their way back to the nearest outer wall, and once there they found the stairs to the top. She killed both guards that rushed them, leaving the top of the wall momentarily clear.

      “Go, quickly!” Jenna urged, waiting for Alyx to begin climbing down before sheathing Huntress and doing the same.

      It had stopped snowing and the sky was clear again, moonlight shining off the white surface. Together, they ran for the trees. Alyx’s legs were like rubber and her heart pounded in her chest. She kept stumbling.

      Glancing back, she saw lights along the top of the wall, and still heard the ringing bells. Halfway across the clear area her magic re-appeared, like a bubble had burst. She staggered with the relief of it, then righted herself, kept running hard. Moments later they reached the trees, then kept going until they reached the horses. Once there, Alyx dropped to her knees, lungs burning.

      “You okay?” Jenna demanded.

      “Fine. Just need a…second.”

      When she’d caught her breath, Alyx sat up, her gaze falling on her hands. They were covered in drying blood, the stuff having splattered all the way up her forearms. Ignoring the sick slide of nausea, she buried her arms in the snow and scrubbed at them, cleaning off as much blood as she could.

      Her thoughts were too fast, scrambling, colliding with each other.

      She had to go. They would be coming after her and Jenna. The tracks they’d left would bring the Hunters right to them. They had to go.

      “Alyx!” Jenna’s cold voice broke through her daze. “Tell me you had an escape plan.”

      Nodding, Alyx staggered to her feet. “Grab the saddlebags. We’re leaving the horses.”

      Jenna seemed confused, but with a worried glance back towards the Hunter base, quickly unbuckled the saddlebags and crossed back to Alyx. She reached out and took Jenna’s hand then drew upon her magic, and they shot up into the sky, the sheer thrill of flight dispelling all the exhaustion and horror for one blissful moment.
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      It was late afternoon two days later when Alyx and Jenna landed in the middle of the Rionnan army camp. She’d been forced to stop twice to rest on the way back after the trembling weakness had returned to her limbs, almost causing her to drop them both from the sky.

      Jenna hadn’t commented on either occasion, merely standing watch until Alyx was strong enough to fly again. Now two soldiers standing a short distance away were staring at them in awe. More were running closer, coming to see if they were a threat.

      Ignoring them, Alyx turned to Jenna. “Give me the saddlebags. Lord-General Isharan is still the commander up here, right? He’ll know who you are and can organise a horse and supplies enough to get you back to Alistriem,” she said quickly. “If you get there before me, let them know I’m okay and won’t be long after you.”

      “Where are you going?” Jenna was looking at her like she’d lost her mind.

      “I have something I need to do…to see.”

      “And who will protect you while you’re off sightseeing?” Jenna demanded.

      Alyx laughed. “Are you saying you actually care about my safety?”

      She huffed an irritated breath. “Your insane mission just succeeded. Don’t be a fool and risk yourself further.”

      “I’m not doing anything foolish.” Alyx took a step back towards the young Taliath. Her feelings on Jenna had shifted over the past days, but she still wasn’t sure what they were. “Go back to Cayr for me, keep him safe. He’s going to need you in the days ahead.”

      Now it was Jenna’s turn to laugh as she shoved the saddlebags into Alyx’s outstretched hands. “I don’t owe you any more favours, Alyx Egalion.”

      “Then do as you wish.” Alyx turned and began walking away. “I’ll see you around, Jenna Aridlen.”

      “Alyx?”

      She stopped and looked back over her shoulder, one eyebrow raised.

      “You don’t need to destroy the Mage Council,” Jenna said. “You just need to make them irrelevant.”

      Alyx smiled.

      

      She spent two and half days flying northeast, stopping several times along the way to rest. Whenever she pushed herself too hard, the trembling in her limbs would start, and she’d be forced to drop to the ground and find somewhere to make a basic camp. Slowly, though, her rest stops grew shorter, the length of flying time longer.

      She was growing strong again.

      While she wasn’t exactly sure of the location she was heading to, in the end it was easy to find Tennan. She’d been flying up the eastern coastline of Tregaya, and not long after midday, spotted what looked like a large town below her. Dropping lower, she saw that most of the town had been reduced to rubble.

      For a long moment she simply hung there in the sky, staring down at the devastation. Hearing about it had been bad enough, but seeing the reality…

      A cold wind was gusting up from the ocean when Alyx landed. She wrapped her cloak more tightly around herself and began walking along the empty road towards the city, trying to ignore the icy-cold tendrils creeping through the gaps in her clothing. Snow lay thick all around her—nobody had been out to clear the road recently.

      The main gates lay scattered in several pieces across the road, and the wall to either side of where the gate had been was destroyed. Alyx paused by the rubble, taking in the broken stone pieces and evidence of concussion blasts and mage fire in the charred edges.

      Nobody was around. She climbed up a broken edge of wall, going slowly because of how unstable it was, and eventually reached the top of a still-standing section.

      Wind tugged at her as she made her way around to the coastal side of the city. A light snow began to fall, the cold flakes landing on her cheeks and eyelashes. Stopping, she sent out a wide burst of magic and located a large group of people to the west. Their thoughts revealed them to be survivors of the attack on Tennan, living in a corner of the city still left relatively untouched.

      There were so few.

      A shiver racked her, not entirely to do with the cold. Thousands of people had once lived in this city, and only a few hundred had survived Shakar’s attack.

      What had been the point of it? Why destroy an entire city and then vanish? She stared down at the destruction below her as if it held all the answers. Shakar had done this, all of it. No mage had helped him destroy this city, he’d done it all alone and with sheer might and power. But why? To get their attention?

      The questions swirled around and around Alyx’s mind, as they had for weeks, when she’d been recovering and had nothing to think about but this. She had no good answers. This city was dead now, ruined, destroyed by a single mage.

      You are responsible for the mage order.

      Cario’s words flashed through Alyx’s memory, and she shivered, acknowledging the truth she hadn’t been able to accept at the time he’d spoken it.

      You need to stop being Alyx Egalion and be the Magor-lier of the mage order.

      Deep down, she knew what had brought down those walls. It wasn’t purely magical strength. It was magic fuelled by the same anger and bitterness that simmered inside her, the sense of betrayal, the need to destroy. She’d let it take over and killed a mage with it, and it had been easy. And it had made her feel sick.

      Alyx raised an arm, the green glow illuminating her skin as she summoned her magic. She could use the new hardness inside her, use it to give her clarity and the ability to make hard decisions. But she wouldn’t let it control her. Not ever again.

      Finn had been right and wrong at the same time. She could be another Shakar, it would be as easy as breathing. But it was also a choice. And she would choose against it. Every day for the rest of her life. Because she didn’t want to be like Shakar. She wanted to be like Cayr and Dashan. Like her father and brother. Like her mother.

      How many more people will die, Alyx?

      Alyx let the light surrounding her hand die and took one final look at the fallen town of Tennan.

      It was time to go.

      

      It was late afternoon when she arrived back in Alistriem, dropping down out of the sky above her family home. She was tired, weary from several hours of flying—she’d pushed herself hard, needing to test the limits of her returning strength. It was likely she’d even beaten Jenna back.

      She went inside long enough to learn from Safia that her father and Ladan were still over at the palace. After a brief wash and change of clothes, Alyx went looking for them.

      She found Ladan first, leaning against the railing of the open-aired hallway outside the lord-mage offices. The sun was setting over the city, its orange glow illuminating the houses and the bay. A chill breeze swept up as the sun faded.

      At the sight of her, relief crashed over his face, followed quickly by anger. “Where have you been?” he demanded. “We’ve all been worried sick.”

      “There was something I had to do,” she said, as if that were a good enough excuse for sneaking off.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. “What does that mean? Where did you go?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      He regarded her furiously for a long moment, anger and worry turning his green eyes bright in the fading dusk. “Don’t ever do that to me again, Aly-girl. I don’t care who else you sneak away from, you tell me. Am I clear?”

      “Yes.” And she meant it.

      He let out a long breath. “I’m glad you’re back safe.”

      “I feel the same way.” She stepped into his side, leaning into him for warmth and comfort. “Are things well in Shivasa?”

      “Yes. I get the impression Dashan was crucial to their efforts—their leader sings his praises, although he seems an impressive man himself. I can’t go there full time, but we’ll continue helping them as much as we can.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you?” She sensed he was upset by something.

      Ladan’s jaw clenched. “You know that I don’t find it easy to control my anger, and it’s easier to feel anger than…”

      “Pain?” she asked softly.

      “He was the only friend I’ve ever had.”

      Alyx’s heart tore open anew, but she wouldn’t let the tears fall. “I’m sorry, Ladan.”

      “It is me who should be sorry.” He seemed to wrestle with himself, before reaching out tentatively to touch her arm. “You loved him very much.”

      Alyx nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She looked away from her brother, out over the city.

      “Papa is furious with you,” Ladan said, a smile quirking at his mouth. “I suspect he will try and keep you from leaving the house again for at least a month.”

      “I’m sure he’ll try,” Alyx dryly.

      Silence fell between them again. Alyx sensed there was something her brother wanted to say, so she gave him time to find the words. She had an idea of what it was anyway.

      “Alyx?” he said eventually. “I think both of us need to…our parents left us with a difficult legacy, but there is no point bemoaning something that is already done.”

      “What are you saying?” She turned back to face him.

      He was silent for a long moment. Then, in a single, abrupt movement, he drew the sword belted at his waist, laying it out on the marble railing before them. Her eyes widened in surprise at the sight.

      “I have been a poor Taliath,” he said. “I went to train on ShadowFall Island, as you asked, but I never fully committed. I was scared to leave my home, where everything was familiar. Papa has urged me for months to get my own Taliath sword. I refused.” He paused, his right hand coming to rest lightly on the blade. “I had this made while you were away.”

      Alyx said nothing as she studied the sword. Unusually, it had no pommel, its grip a single cylindrical piece of wood fitting firmly into the hilt. In fact, it almost looked like a...her indrawn breath was loud in the silence around them, and her gaze shot to his. “Oh Ladan.”

      “I remember her mage staff so clearly, even after all these years.” His fingers distantly traced the intricate carving on the wood. “She told me once these lines were designed to match the leaping flames on Papa’s Heartfire.”

      She bit her lip in an effort to keep the tears at bay. “What have you named it?”

      “Mageson,” he said simply.

      Some of the welling tears spilled down her cheeks. “You say you’ve been a poor Taliath, but I’ve been no better as a Magor-lier.” She rubbed her eyes. “Everything is such a mess.”

      “A mess that needs fixing.”

      Alyx sighed. “Cario said some things to me before I left, and he was mostly right. The way things were…it wasn’t possible for me to be what the mages needed.” She paused. “I understand what I need to do now, and I’m willing to do it. I just hope it’s not too late.”

      “It is the same for me. I will leave Widow Falls in Romney’s capable hands, and I will be one of the last remaining Taliath with our father. I owe Dashan that much at least.”

      “I know what I have to do, but I’m not sure if I’m strong enough,” she murmured. “Sometimes I find it so hard to even put one foot in front of the other.”

      “Then you can borrow my strength for a while.” Slowly, Ladan’s arm crept around her shoulders and settled there.

      “All right.” She gripped his shirt in her hands, buried her face in his chest, and allowed his strength to hold her.

      “Are they here?” she asked eventually.

      He nodded, gesturing to the offices behind them. “They’ve been working in there, helping Lord-Mage Astor. I don’t think they know what to do with themselves.”

      She let out a breath and pulled away from him. “I’ll go and speak to them.”

      “Do you want me to come?”

      “No. I need to be strong. I’ll go alone.” She considered. “At least at first. But I want you to come and join us in a little while. We need to talk about mages and the Taliath.”

      He nodded, speaking fiercely. “Things will be different this time.” His green eyes met hers. “Together we’ll build a better mage and Taliath order.”

      A small smile crept over her face, stretching her cheeks. She wasn’t alone in this. Her brother would stand at her side.

      

      A touch of magic confirmed Dawn was inside, and that Tarrick, Finn, Cario, and Rothai were with her. They weren’t working though. She frowned, concentrating—they were outside, in the private garden adjoining the mage offices. Astor wasn’t anywhere nearby.

      She paused at the door, glancing down at her hand to find it trembling. With a massive effort of will, she reached for that certainty of purpose she’d felt while standing on the ruined city walls of Tennan and drew it down over herself like a cloak. Ladan’s unwavering gaze was almost tangible on her back, a welcome source of strength.

      Steadied, she walked through the dark, empty rooms of the mage offices and out into a small, walled garden. Tarrick, Rothai, and the twins were sitting on bench seats under a tree that was bare of leaves. Cario stood some distance off, hands in his pockets, staring at his shoes. None of them were talking—each looked lost in their own thoughts. Alyx’s magic told her they despaired.

      Dawn picked up on Alyx’s arrival first. She leaped to her feet, relief and pain warring on her face. “Alyx. You’re back!”

      All eyes shot to her and she nodded. “I am.”

      “What do you want?” Tarrick asked listlessly. The fact he wasn’t angry with her for vanishing so suddenly told her the depth of his despair.

      She took a deep breath. “I want to talk to you.”

      “What about?” Finn sighed. “I think we’ve said everything we wanted to say. It is how it is, Alyx. You’re going to do whatever you want. You’ve made that abundantly clear.”

      Alyx nodded, her gaze moving over to Cario, who was watching intently but as usual expressionlessly, before returning to those sitting at the fountain.

      “What happened between us before I left…they were harsh words, but I think we all needed to say them. You call me your Magor-lier,” she told them, grateful that her voice sounded clear and calm. “And I’m willing to be that for you. But not like before.”

      “What does that mean?” Tarrick rose to his feet.

      “If I’m the Magor-lier, then I am the mage leader. I don’t take orders from you or Rothai, or the Mage Council. I am the one that gives the orders,” she said. “Secondly, I will not be trapped and hidden for my own safety. I will lead the fight.”

      Finn’s mouth had dropped open. “You want to claim leadership of the mage order?”

      “Isn’t that what a Magor-lier is?” she asked pointedly. “Or is it just an empty title you, Tarrick and Rothai have been using so that the effort against Shakar has a ceremonial figurehead to rally behind?”

      “The Mage Council will never cede their power to you,” Rothai said.

      “I don’t care. The council is corrupt and weak. I represent the future of the mage order.” Alyx paused. “I’m going to build a new order. And if you accept this, I promise to consider all your advice and not take unnecessary risks. I promise to always act with the knowledge that my death removes all hope of destroying Shakar.”

      There was a brief moment of silence, and then,

      “I accept,” Dawn said without hesitation. “I trust you, and I trust that you won’t become another Shakar.”

      “Dawn—” Finn went to speak but Tarrick interrupted him.

      “Alyx, you are a mage of the higher order, the most powerful mage alive aside from Shakar. The position is yours by right,” Tarrick said quietly. “I accept your terms.”

      “So do I,” Cario added.

      Alyx turned to Finn, who seemed to be struggling with himself. She kept her gaze unflinching—she wouldn’t back down from him on this.  He would have to have faith that she would listen to him.

      And in the end, he did. He gave her a slow nod. “I accept.”

      “Rothai?”

      His ice-blue eyes focused on her with startling intensity, but after a moment the fire in them faded, and he nodded. “I accept your terms, Magor-lier.”

      “Good.” Alyx turned and gestured to Ladan, who had been waiting in the shadows. The simple nature of his clothing only served to enhance his Taliath grace and ability. Everyone’s eyes went to him, then back to Alyx as he came to stand at her right shoulder.

      “We’re no longer treating Taliath as the enemy,” she said. “If we want to defeat Shakar, then we’re going to need all the help we can get. There will be no more killing of Taliath or potential Taliath, and at least officially, they will be trusted allies. This is non-negotiable.”

      “The Mage Council’s position on the Taliath has never been strategically sound,” Cario spoke smoothly into the silence. “While the threat of another Shakar cannot be discounted, treating the Taliath as a threat to mages is counter-productive and foolish. I support your position.”

      Cario’s rational argument seemed to get through to the others. Tarrick and Finn both nodded, seemingly not willing to fight Alyx further on the issue.

      “I agree with Cario,” Dawn said.

      “I agreed to your terms, Magor-lier, so if this is what you order, it is what I will support,” Rothai said tersely.

      “Thank you,” Alyx said, not missing their reluctance, but sensing they meant what they said.

      “I will leave the city within the next few days,” Ladan spoke. “I intend to travel through Rionn and Tregaya and gather all those with Taliath potential I can find and take them to ShadowFall Island. Alyx and I both agree that this fight will not be won without the Taliath and the mages working together.”

      “That will take months,” Finn said. “And the potentials will be extremely vulnerable once they’re gathered on ShadowFall.”

      Alyx nodded. “I will send a permanent mage guard to the island to ensure the trainees stay safe.”

      “We could send one or two mages to travel with your brother, Magor-lier,” Tarrick offered, surprising her. “They can help protect the potentials.”

      “Thank you, Tarrick,” she said softly, though not without a touch of sadness. His use of her title reinforced his acceptance of her leadership but also represented the loss of part of the friendship they’d shared.

      Rothai stood. “Magor-lier, we need to discuss what comes next.”

      “Tomorrow morning,” Alyx said. “When we have all had a chance to sleep. Which mages are in the city with you?”

      “Jayn, Tari, and Adahn, those who were in Sandira with us,” Rothai said. “But we’ve been keeping in ad-hoc contact with the mages still in the mine.”

      “We’ll need to do better than that.” Alyx frowned. “Now, give me your mage robes.”

      Tarrick looked puzzled. “What?”

      “Your mage robes.” Alyx held out her hand. “Hand them over.”

      Sharing confused looks, each of them shrugged off their robes and slung them over Alyx’s outstretched arm. Once they were done—Rothai being the last—Alyx dropped them into an untidy pile on the ground. Before any of them could say a word, she flicked her right hand and green flames lit up the pile with a whoosh.

      “What are you doing!” Finn protested.

      “The council is done,” she said clearly and firmly. “The way they did things is done. We are the future.”

      “That’s fine,” he said. “But it’s freezing out here.”

      Tarrick snorted. Dawn chuckled. Even Cario’s face broke into a smile. Rothai heaved a sigh. “If there’s nothing else, Magor-lier?”

      She hid her smile. “You’re dismissed, Rothai.”

      Dawn stepped forward and threw her arms around Alyx as the others began leaving the garden. “I’m so glad to have you back with us.”

      Alyx hugged her friend. “I’m sorry I’ve been gone.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Dawn said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Alyx was left alone with Cario, and they began walking back towards the palace together.

      She broke the silence. “You were right, what you said to me before I left.”

      “Yes, I was.” He smiled faintly. “You were also right though—it had to be your choice.”

      “I am truly glad of the trust we share, Cario. Thank you for staying.”

      He stopped as they reached a pair of doors leading inside. “I never imagined I would ever find a mage leader I wanted to follow. You’ve given me a purpose, despite how reluctantly I accepted it.”

      “Somehow I think I’m going to keep needing your advice.” She smiled and opened the door. “Good night.”

      “Alyx?”

      “Yes?” She turned back.

      “I’m so sorry about Dashan.” His hand reached out to squeeze her shoulder, and what she read in his eyes was empathy, not pity. “I should have told you that night instead of just yelling at you.”

      “Thank you,” she said, and meant it.
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      By the time she made it home and up to her dark bedroom, her hands were trembling again, and this time she couldn’t stop them. She ached for Dashan so badly that her chest hurt. Slowly, tiredly, she lay out on the bed, pulled the covers up around herself, and shifted so that she could stare out at the stars through her window.

      She was still awake when the big knocker at the front door sounded. Safia was making his way towards the stairs when she emerged from her room, but she waved him off.

      “Cayr!” she said in surprise as she opened the door, then winced as she registered the look on his face. Angry Cayr rarely made an appearance, but when it did, it was never fun.

      He didn’t bother with pleasantries. “We’ve been worried sick!”

      She sighed, too weary to raise much of a defence. “I’m sorry. There was something I had to do, and…it won’t happen again. I promise.”

      His gaze was fierce on hers. “That’s not good enough. I get that you’re still grieving, but that just makes it worse. It means you’re not acting rationally. You need to let people help you.”

      “You couldn’t help with this,” she murmured. “Are you really here this late just to tell me off?”

      His mouth tightened, but after a moment he let out a sigh, seemingly accepting he wasn’t going to get any further apology. “No. I came to make sure you were okay and–I wanted to give you something.”

      She stepped outside, the brisk night air refreshing on her skin. Ten Bluecoats sat their horses just out of hearing distance.

      “I suppose you can’t just give your guard the slip anymore,” she said ruefully.

      Cayr chuckled. “Responsibility takes a lot of the fun out of things.”

      Alyx let out a breath, more guilt curling through her. “I’ve been whining and complaining all this time about how hard things have been for me, while you’ve had it just as bad, if not worse.”

      He was silent a moment, then, “Do you ever wish we were born the baker’s son and the smith’s daughter?”

      Alyx laughed. “No, never. Ugh, have you seen the soot that gets everywhere in a smithy?”

      “Hey, a laugh! It’s been a while since I’ve seen you smile.”

      She reached out and took his hand. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Now.” Cayr bent to pick up a paper-wrapped package at his feet, hesitating briefly before passing it to her. “This is for you.”

      Curious, she carefully unwrapped the paper, peering into the contents in the light from the lanterns on either side of the door. Lying neatly folded inside the brown paper was a thick cloak of royal blue.

      “A Bluecoat cloak?”

      “Dashan’s,” Cayr said gently.

      Emotion hit hard, tears instantly filling her eyes. She reached out a trembling hand to touch the soft fabric. Cayr’s hand settled on her shoulder.

      “If it’s too much, I understand, I’ll take it away,” he murmured. “I just thought maybe you’d like to have it. I know he would have wanted you to have it.”

      Alyx looked up at her childhood friend, swallowing back her tears. “You still know me better than anyone.”

      He smiled softly. “I think he knew you even better than I do, but thank you.”

      “Thank you, Cayr.” Alyx reached up with her free arm to hug him tightly. “Thank you so much.”

      “I’d do anything for you. Don’t forget that.”

      “Same goes,” she said, touching the thick fabric again, before covering it back up and clearing her throat. “I’ve called a meeting with the mages tomorrow morning. Can you be there?”

      Sadness filled his face. “I suppose even the death of a beloved friend doesn’t allow us to keep the world from going on around us.”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      

      A watery sun rose slowly above the horizon as Alyx readied herself the next morning. Winter was almost gone. With spring would come Dashan’s birthday, then hers and Cayr’s in quick succession. Twenty years old and she was about to take the first steps in leading the entire mage order.

      She hesitated by the neatly folded pile of clothes atop her chest of drawers—her mage attire. She hadn’t touched it since Sandira, and while there would be a comforting sense of familiarity in donning those clothes again she’d meant her words to the others the previous night.

      She was done with the council and their way of doing things.

      Instead, she raided her closet, pushing aside silk dresses that hadn’t been worn in years to find a comfortable pair of breeches and light tunic, both in a light shade of blue. She was untangling herself from the dresses when she almost stumbled over a pair of beautifully tooled grey leather boots sitting neatly on the floor of the closet. A smile tugged at her mouth—they were the ones she’d had custom made before returning to DarkSkull as an apprentice mage. Dashan had teased her to no end about how fancy they were. Her smile widening, she grabbed them too.

      Once dressed, she sat on her bed to lace up the boots. They still fit her perfectly, well-worn but delightfully soft. The paper wrapped package Cayr had given her rested nearby. With trembling fingers she unfolded the thick, fine blue cloak that had belonged to Dashan.

      Standing, she slung it over her shoulders, closing her eyes as she was enveloped by his smell and the warmth of his presence. Tears spilled down over her cheeks, but she quickly scrubbed them away and opened her eyes.

      The cloak was too big for her, but that could be fixed. She had at least an hour before the meeting, and Alyx had always been Sorin’s favourite customer.

      

      The tailor’s delight at seeing her plunged to a frantic fluster when she told him what she needed. He shouted for his assistants, snapping orders at them as they gathered like hens around her, taking measurements as fast as they could.

      Armed with her new sizes—apparently she was both taller and leaner since the last time she’d been in—he vanished to his workroom out back. Alyx was left waiting in his comfortable office, a cup of steaming tea in hand and several parchments depicting the latest court styles in her lap.

      He stuck his head around the door at one point, eyebrow raised in question. “If this is to be your new mage cloak, Lady Egalion, do you wish me to stitch a sigil into it?”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to say no—council mage robes had no sigil—but then the memory of their arrival at DarkSkull after the attack flooded into her mind. The sharp scent of smoke and charred flesh filled her nose as clearly as if it had been yesterday.

      They’d spent hours carrying the dead bodies from the main hall and surrounds, reverently placing them together out by the green lake. As night fell they’d lit a funeral pyre to honour the dead, bright orange flames reaching up into the starlit sky. The sight had called to mind her father’s Taliath sword. Heartfire. It had felt like that too, the apprentices and initiates she’d known. Mika. Howell. All burning together.

      “Lady Egalion?” Sorin prompted.

      She blinked, nodding. “Actually, I have an idea about that.”

      

      When she finally entered the lord-mage offices, Tarrick and the twins were already there. Dashan’s blue cloak hung from her shoulders. Sorin had altered it to fit her slighter form, but it wasn’t the cloak that drew the gaze of those already in the room, it was the emblem he’d stitched out in scarlet thread over the left side of her chest.

      A leaping flame.

      Dawn’s eyes went straight to the cloak, and a little smile flickered over her beautiful features.

      “The funeral pyre after DarkSkull,” Tarrick murmured, eyes dark with memory.

      Alyx nodded. “I don’t want us to ever forget them, or what Shakar did.”

      “It looks good on you,” Finn said quietly. “It looks right.”

      Recognising the peace offering for what it was, Alyx accepted it with a smile. “Thank you, Finn.”

      The door swung open then to admit Cario. His approval of the cloak was obvious from the sweeping glance he gave her, but he didn’t comment on it. “I just spoke with the kitchens. They’re sending up some food for us. His Highness sent a message to say he won’t be long, but requested we not start without him.”

      “And in the least surprising news of all time, Rothai is out checking the guard detail,” Finn said dryly.

      So they had a little time. Alyx’s heart thudded nervously. After Cayr’s visit the previous night, she’d lain awake the rest of the night thinking. She’d known that she couldn’t come to this meeting without resolving what to do about Astor’s suspicion—that someone was passing information to Shakar and the council on her. But even now she remained undecided, and she didn’t have long. Once Cayr walked in, it was time to move forward.

      Her father and Ladan she’d ruled out entirely. That it could be one of them was unthinkable. Cayr too. But from what Galien had said, the spy knew she’d fled Alistriem with Dashan after killing Casovar. That was a specific detail that further limited the pool of suspects.

      That left the twins, Tarrick, Cario, and Brynn, all but one in this room. Of them, only Cario knew for a fact she’d been with Dashan—but Finn had suspected it, and the others could have guessed. She could secretly read their minds in a heartbeat, and possibly only Dawn would notice. Better, she could tell them outright that she needed to read their minds. If they were innocent, surely they’d be more than happy to let her do it. But it would also tell them that she doubted them. It could ruin any attempt to re-build the trust between all of them.

      The sound of the twins’ laughter had her looking up. They were clustered with Tarrick, who was grinning, relaxed, hands in his pockets. All at once another memory flashed, their second day at DarkSkull after spending hours in the cold cutting themselves a mage staff. Dawn’s words from the past echoed through her mind: ‘The three innocents from Rionn, we’re a team? We get through this year together?’

      And they had. Ever since that moment they’d stuck together. Finn had doubted her and betrayed her, but his intentions had always been to protect her. She knew that with as much certainty as she knew her hair was brown.

      The laughter broke out again, this time from Tarrick, his white teeth gleaming against his dark Zandian skin. He’d given up so much to stay with them, his honour demanding he stay at Alyx’s side to keep her safe despite it taking him so far away from home and his family.

      “Is something wrong?” Cario had dropped into the seat beside her, making her start.

      “No, I…” Her voice drifted. “I have a difficult choice to make.”

      “Can I help?”

      Cario had spied on her once before, and for the council too, but she believed he truly regretted that. And Brynn was a council spy. Brynn with his constant impertinent questions and a smile that could cheer her in her worst moments.

      “Alyx?” Cario prompted, a hint of concern in his voice.

      She took a long, deep breath, her decision made. “If we’re going to rebuild the trust between all of us, then we need to start somewhere.”

      “I…agree?” He frowned. “Are you talking about something in particular?”

      “Just something I’ve been wrestling with.” She smiled and squeezed his shoulder as she stood. “Where is that food? I’m starved.”

      It wasn’t any of them. She was going to have faith in her friends, in what they’d built together at DarkSkull. There was another explanation, and eventually she would find it.
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      Alyx was finishing off the last mouthful of a deliciously buttery pastry when Cayr, Ladan, and Astor walked in together. A step behind came Garan Egalion, Heartfire hanging at his hip, stride loose and graceful.

      “Papa.” Alyx opened her arms as he came towards her and enveloped her in a warm hug. Behind them, the door opened a final time to admit Rothai.

      “Ladan told me you were well again, but I am so glad to see it with my own eyes, Aly-girl.” He stepped back to look over her, reassuring himself she was okay. “You and I will discuss your abrupt departure later. When we’re alone.”

      She couldn’t help but smile at the stern look on his face. “Yes, Papa. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Good morning.” Cayr instantly commanded the attention of the room. He sat down at the head of the table, Astor taking the chair to his left. Garan Egalion took the one to the king’s right. “I apologise for being late.”

      “Has Jenna returned?” Alyx asked him while everyone else busied themselves taking seats.

      Cayr nodded. “Late last night. She’s on guard just outside.”

      “She should be a part of this meeting,” Alyx said. “If it’s all right with you.”

      He gave her an odd look, but nonetheless rose to go and open the door, murmuring a few words she couldn’t quite make out. Jenna strode in a moment later, her watchful gaze taking in the room in a glance. When it landed on Alyx, a little smile curled at her mouth. “Lady Egalion. You wanted me?”

      “Take a seat.” Alyx waved her to the remaining free chair. Slowly, conversation died and the room’s attention turned to her. With Dashan’s cloak around her shoulders, she faced them confidently.

      “Thank you all for being here. Your time is precious, so I won’t waste it. Your Highness, Lord-Mage, Papa, you should know that I no longer recognise the Mage Council as representing the mage order. I am Magor-lier and I am going to build a new order. I am going to lead the mage fight against Shakar.”

      Her father looked utterly floored, but after a moment he frowned. “You can’t fight the council and Shakar at the same time.”

      “I don’t intend to fight the council.” She glanced at Jenna, giving her a little smile. “I’m just going to make them irrelevant. In time, their mages—and their resources—will become mine.”

      “That sounds very…dramatic,” Astor said dryly. “But what do you actually mean?”

      “I mean that while the council hides behind the walls of Carhall and does nothing to hunt Shakar, I’m going to lead the fight against the Darkmage. They have resources we need, and fighting them directly would only waste those resources, but eventually, by virtue of their inaction, their mages will become mine,” she said clearly. “The council’s corruption and fear will bring about their demise. I just need to be patient and let them destroy themselves.”

      “I think you’re aware of Rionn’s position on the Mage Council,” Cayr spoke. “Officially, I welcome your proposed changes. Personally, you know I have faith in you, Alyx.”

      Alyx nodded. “The mages in this room have already agreed to my plans. Astor, I love you. You may choose as your loyalty dictates.”

      “He may,” Cayr said. “But if he chooses to remain with the council, he will be relieved of his position and provided a second comfortable retirement. Rionn’s lord-mage will be chosen from amongst your mages, Alyx.”

      “No need for all this youthful posturing.” Astor appeared to be going to great effort not to roll his eyes. “I am with my god-daughter, of course. I do recommend you remain on good terms with the council, Magor-lier, at least until you grow stronger in numbers.”

      “I agree.” Alyx’s shoulders relaxed in relief. Pulling out the chair beside Ladan’s, she sat, her legs shaking a little now as the adrenalin wore off. “Thank you.”

      “Your Highness, Magor-lier, if I may?” Rothai spoke up.

      Cayr nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “We’ve agreed that you will no longer hide as before, Magor-lier, but there is still the issue of the Hunters. It is imperative we have a plan to either move you or deal with an attack when it comes.”

      “I agree, and that is the main reason I called this meeting,” Alyx said. “I’m pleased to inform you the Hunters are now a manageable problem.”

      Tarrick frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “The reason I went away—Jenna and I went into Shivasa and tracked down the mage who was creating the Hunter medallions. I killed her,” Alyx said calmly.

      Stunned silence filled the room. Expressions ranged from horror at the danger Alyx had put herself in to reluctant admiration and shocked surprise. Cayr was glancing between Alyx and Jenna in astonishment, as if he couldn’t believe they’d managed to get along for more than two minutes, let alone succeed in a dangerous mission together.

      “You went alone into Shivasa?” Rothai’s mouth had thinned until it was almost invisible.

      “No.” An edge sharpened her voice. “I took a Taliath for protection. Just as things used to be in the old days. Like they will be going forward.”

      “None of you could fight properly against Shakar while Hunters remained a renewable resource for him.” Jenna’s cool voice spoke before Rothai could respond. “The situation was untenable, and Lady Egalion and I solved it. Recriminations are a waste of breath. You would be better served turning discussion to what comes next.”

      Biting back a smile, Alyx continued, “Of course, Hunters will continue to come for me and other mages, but Shakar can no longer create new medallions. The more we kill or capture, the fewer there will be.”

      A low hum of conversation broke out. Alyx let them talk—it allowed her a moment to recharge. Rothai clearly still wasn’t happy, but he remained silent. Finn wore his thinking look, probably already considering ways to take advantage of the situation. Cayr had leaned over to Jenna and the two were conversing quietly; Alyx’s eyes narrowed at that, but her attention was drawn away when Ladan cleared his throat, quieting the room.

      “Most of you already know I intend to leave Alistriem to search for Taliath potentials that have survived the Mage Council hunt,” Ladan said. “It’s time they were found, protected and trained properly.”

      Finn raised a hand. “Despite the re-emergence of Shakar, I don’t imagine the Mage Council’s desire to kill Taliath has faded—it may even have strengthened. You and any potentials you find will be vulnerable, particularly if Galien is still the one hunting them.”

      “Agreed,” Ladan said. “But now that we know where the danger is coming from, we will be better able to protect them.”

      “My mages will help with protection.” Alyx infused her words with how strongly she felt, moving her gaze between all mages present to ensure they received the message. “From now on, we work together.”

      Rothai astonished her when he spoke. “I will organise that if you like, Magor-lier? It will likely take the council some time to learn what is happening if we are careful with the information.”

      “Thank you.” She hesitated, then firmed her voice. “I will trust you with it.”

      “With your permission, Your Highness, I will go to ShadowFall Island to conduct the training and help protect the potentials in case of attack,” Garan said, looking at Cayr.

      “Your valuable council will be a loss, Lord Egalion, but I can see the greater good in what you’re suggesting.” Cayr looked troubled, despite his words.

      “You have a very capable Taliath at your side, Your Highness, despite her youth,” Garan said.

      Alyx wasn’t sure who was more astonished by her father’s endorsement, her or Jenna, but Cayr’s worried expression eased. “Thank you, Lord Egalion.”

      “I’d like to go with Ladan.” Dawn said. “I think a telepath could be useful in finding Taliath.”

      Most of the room, Alyx included, looked over at her in surprise. Ladan’s expression was as hard to read as always.

      “If it’s what you want, of course you can go,” Alyx said to her friend. “My telepathic magic was instrumental in tracking the Hunters through Shivasa, and Taliath present with a similar sort of blankness to our magic. Ladan, I assume you have no objections?”

      “None. You are welcome, Dawn.” Ladan inclined his head.

      “And what will you do next?” Cayr asked Alyx.

      Alyx sat back. “Tarrick? You’ve thought about this since last night, I presume?”

      He looked pleased she’d asked him. “I have, yes. If you’re not willing to continue hiding from Shakar until you grow stronger, than I suggest we go on the offensive. We attack the Hunters when and where we can and destroy their medals. If we can nullify the threat they pose sooner rather than later–”

      “Then less mages will die in Hunter attacks,” Finn said, following the train of thought instantly.

      Tarrick nodded. “Mages we’ll need, along with the Taliath, to fight Shakar.”

      “We’ll need to do more than that.” Cario spoke for the first time. “If you’re establishing an alternative mage order, Alyx, then you need to provide protection, stability and structure to the mages under you.”

      “I agree. What would you suggest?”

      “First, the implementation of a formal command structure and a series of covert communication methods,” Cario said. “Without that we will be scattered and ineffective. Secondly, you need to be visible. A commanding leader that mages want to follow.”

      “We could set up safe houses, or bases. Knowledge of those locations can be restricted to only those mages who need to know, like the mine in Tregaya,” Tarrick said, and Cario nodded.

      “Before we can do any of that, we need to find all the mages out there that aren’t already sworn to us or hiding in Carhall,” Alyx said. “If possible, I’d like to speak to as many of them as possible in one group.”

      “A single event with all the mages gathered?” Rothai looked sceptical. “That would leave us and them dangerously vulnerable.”

      “Then we’ll figure out a way to keep them safe. Cario’s right, I need to show them I’m in charge, and we need to give them a plan, a reason to join us. We need to offer them hope.” She thought on that for a moment. “Cario, Finn, you’re in charge of coming up with ideas for protecting a single gathering of mages for a short period of time. No more than a couple of hours should be necessary.”

      “I believe I could help with that,” Garan offered. “I have some thoughts already.”

      “We would definitely welcome your ideas,” Finn said.

      “Good, then can we move on to Rionn’s increasingly dire situation?” Astor asked. “Alyx, I’d like to discuss what mage resources you could provide us.”

      “Of course.” Alyx nodded. “But before we move on, there is one more thing that I need to establish.”

      “What is it?” Tarrick asked.

      “Cario spoke of the need for formal structure. I am the leader of the mages, but beyond me there is no clarity about position or leadership,” she said steadily. “I have promised to be a more responsible leader, and part of that means having capable mages under me who can carry out my commands but also provide me with advice.”

      A little smile curled at Finn’s mouth. “Go ahead and name Cario your second. It’s fine.”

      She risked a glance at Tarrick, but he shrugged equably. “Very well. Cario will be my second. Now, Astor, how many mages do you want?”

      

      “Alyx, do you have a moment?” Cario walked up after the meeting had finally ended. She was exhausted, but for the first time since Dashan’s death the miasma of depression around her heart had lifted a little. It wasn’t gone, not even close, but deep down what she was doing felt right in a way nothing had for a very long time.

      “If you’re going to complain about being my second, I don’t want to hear it,” she said, rising from her chair.

      “I live to serve.” He gave her a sweeping bow, overdoing it until she snorted in amusement.

      “What do you want, then?”

      “I’d like to discuss reaching out to the Mage Council. They have access to resources that we don’t, and they have another mage of the higher order. Galien, despite his faults, could be a significant help when fighting Shakar.”

      She made a face. “I don’t want to give them the impression that we’re in any way subordinate to them,” she said.

      “One step at a time,” Cario said. “I’m not even sure the council would agree to help us—especially once they learn you’ve claimed leadership of the mage order—or what concessions we’d have to make. But it’s something we need to at least explore.”

      “You’re right.” Alyx let out a breath. “Go on then, reach out. You’re my second now, you have the authority to act on my behalf.”

      A faint smile crossed his face. “Very well, Magor-lier.”

      

      When she stepped outside the following morning, five showy cavalry mounts were grazing on the lawn beyond the pebbled drive. Casta and Tijer stood at the base of the steps, Nario, Josha, and Roland lingering just behind them.

      The famous five. The thought gave her a flicker of amusement.

      “Lady Egalion,” Tijer greeted her.

      “Tijer.” She raised an eyebrow, running her eyes over the group of young men. “Good to see you all again.”

      “Lady Egalion.” Roland grinned, tipping his hat. The others followed suit. “Long time since we stole the king from his palace.”

      “Indeed.” A smile curled at her mouth. “To what do I owe this unexpected visit?”

      “Tarrick and Finn came to the barracks last night. They wanted to know if we had any spare cloaks we would be willing to give them,” Tijer said. “Like yours.”

      “Did you show them the way to the storage room, Nario?” Roland asked.

      “I did not,” Nario said seriously. “I didn’t see Josha give them the key for it, either.”

      Tijer cleared his throat. “Tarrick mentioned you were planning to leave Alistriem. He said you’re now the proper leader of the mages. We’d like to come with you.”

      Surprise flashed through her. “You would?”

      “Yes. Lieutenant Caverlock was very serious about your protection, and he was our brother,” Tijer said. “We’re no Taliath, of course, but we’ve protected you before, and we know how it works. We can fight with and against mages, and Shakar doesn’t scare us.”

      “Besides,” Josha added. “The head of the mage order needs to look the part—we Bluecoats are well trained in filling the role of flashy ceremonial guard.”

      “We’re also the five best looking Bluecoats in Alistriem,” Roland added, managing a straight face.

      She bit her lip, trying to hold back the sobbing laugh that desperately wanted to escape. “You have permission from your commander?”

      “No, Magor-lier,” Casta said sheepishly. “But we’re hoping you might square it with Lord-General Caverlock.”

      Great. A conversation with Dashan’s father. Alyx couldn’t stand him. It sounded like she was also going to have to explain how a pile of blue cloaks had gone missing from the barracks’ stores. But she also couldn’t deny the idea of having these Bluecoats with her gave her a sense of comfort she hadn’t had for a long time.

      “I’ll talk to him. We’re leaving tomorrow. Be packed up and waiting here at dawn.” She fought a smile. “And make sure your tack is gleaming and there isn’t a button out of place on those uniforms.”

      “Consider it done!” Tijer saluted snappily, and all four others followed suit before spinning and striding back over to their mounts. Her gaze lingered on them until they faded from sight.

      “Dashan had many more friends than he thought,” she mused, wishing with every fibre of her being in that moment that he was still alive and with her.

      

      The door to the Caverlock mansion was opened by their sober-faced steward, who gravely assured Alyx he would fetch the lord-general straight away. Dashan’s father appeared shortly after, boots rapping sharply on the tiled floor. His eyes flickered over her new cloak, but betrayed nothing of how he was feeling.

      “Lady Egalion.” He was polite, his gruff voice a sound familiar to her since childhood. “What brings you here?”

      “Lord-General Caverlock,” she spoke just as politely, but didn’t bow her head. “Firstly, I wanted to pass on my condolences on the death of your son. You know that he has been a friend of mine for a long time.”

      She thought his hands, resting at his sides, might have flickered slightly at her words, but he showed no other emotion. “Thank you, Lady Egalion. Your father has passed on similar condolences.”

      “I would have married him, if he’d lived.” The words came out before she’d realised she was going to say them, but she didn’t regret it. There had been a challenge in her voice—part of her wanted to see some sign that Caverlock mourned his son. Dashan deserved that, at least. “He was a good man, a man any father should be proud to have as a son.”

      Caverlock’s face tightened, both in surprise at her words and repressed anger at her implied accusation. She waited in silence, meeting his gaze steadily, while he searched for a response. Eventually a look of resignation swept over his face, as if maintaining anger was suddenly too much effort. “Lady Egalion, I had no idea.”

      “That seems to have been a theme with you and Dashan, sir,” she said, unable to help herself, before gentling her tone. “I wish you’d known him like I did. If you’d taken the time to do that...you would have loved him too.”

      “Regan has said something similar.” Caverlock cleared his throat. His shoulders were no longer ramrod straight. “He has taken the death of his brother hard. Harder than Dashan would have thought, I think.”

      “That is very sad, sir.” Before he could say anything, she kept going. “I’d like your permission to take five of your Bluecoats with me when I leave Alistriem. They’ve been part of my protective detail before and I trust them.”

      He blinked, frowning a little. “If what you say is true, Lady Egalion…if you were to be my daughter in law…my Bluecoats are as much yours as they are mine. Pass their names to my steward and I will sign the orders today.”

      “Thank you, Lord-General.”

      She turned to go, but his voice called her back. His eyes were on the ground, but he looked up slowly as she waited for him to speak. “He died a good death, my son?”

      “He died to save my life, and those of my friends.” Somehow, some way, she managed to keep her voice even. “Good night, Lord-General Caverlock.”
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      Shakar went to ground after the destruction of Tennan. It was confusing and frustrating. Alyx had made it a priority to learn more about him; where he based himself, how many mages followed him, what exactly his plans were. Yet two months on and they’d had no success on any of those fronts. She was gnawing over the problem as she rode back into Alistriem late one evening.

      “Cheer up,” Cario said from where he rode at her side. “Shakar remains as elusive as ever, but we’re making strides in our other goals.”

      “That’s true.” If things had gone well there she would shortly be leaving Alistriem again to undertake the next step of her plan. And only a week earlier they’d turned the tables on a large group of Hunters who’d sought to ambush her, killing them all and taking their medallions.

      “Magor-lier?” Tijer rode up as they passed through the city gates. “Casta and Nario will escort you home. The rest of us will take the medallions to the usual place.”

      “Thanks, Tijer.” She shuddered. “Make sure you store those blasted things well away from me and the other mages.” Even when not touching them, they made her skin crawl. The location they were being stored was a secret even to Alyx—known only to a select few including Tijer, Finn and her father.

      “Consider it done,” he said with a smile and a salute before riding off. Roland and Josha peeled off to follow him, leaving her with Casta, Nario, and the mages. Tarrick turned back to look at her, a hopeful look on his face. “Join us for a drink in the party district before going home?”

      Her chest tightened fractionally. “Thanks, but I’m feeling pretty tired. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Come on, we’re all tired,” Finn said. “Have a drink with us.”

      She paused, trying to find the words to explain—reluctant to tell them that the inns in the party district reminded her too much of Dashan, of his laughing and high spirits. “I don’t feel like drinking tonight. Next time.”

      “All right,” he said reluctantly. “See you tomorrow then.”

      “Shall I ride back with you?” Cario murmured as Finn and Tarrick began moving away.

      “No, you should join them, take the opportunity to relax,” she told him. “If things have gone to plan, we’ll be on our way again tomorrow morning.”

      “Then I’ll see you first thing. Oh, and I’ll bring the fritters you like from the morning markets,” he promised with a smile before riding off to join the other mages.

      

      The two Bluecoats were a silent but reassuring presence around her as she rode through the gates of her home. Her decision not to join her friends in the city played on her mind, and she was unsure she’d done the right thing. They were all working hard to put the events of the night in Sandira behind them, but she sometimes wondered if they were trying to make something happen that just wasn’t possible.

      It was more difficult with Dawn gone. Alyx hadn’t had word from either her or Ladan since they’d left. She wondered whether they’d found any Taliath yet.

      “Do you need anything more this evening, Magor-lier?” Casta asked as she dismounted by the front steps.

      Alyx glanced at the young man fondly. She’d endured a certain amount of puzzlement from the mages as to why she needed five Bluecoat bodyguards without any mage power or Taliath ability, but so far had ignored it. Their presence comforted her.

      “No thank you, Casta. Why don’t you and Nario take the night off? I’ll just be going up to bed.”

      “All right. I’ll check in on the guards at the gates, make sure they know you’re home, before I leave.” He tipped his hat. “Sleep well.”

      “You too.”

      Warned of her arrival back in the city, two warrior mages waited at the base of the steps to take over her protection detail. Adahn was one of them, and he gave her a jaunty wave. She waved back, waiting until a groom came to take Tingo. The stallion snuffled affectionally in her hair before allowing himself to be led away.

      “Magor-lier.” Adahn’s bow was a touch too casual to be seriously meant. When he straightened he gestured to the broad-shouldered, bearded man beside him. Neither of them wore mage robes, she noted with approval. “Have you met Chestin?”

      “You look familiar.” She frowned, trying to recall. It took a few moments to come to her. “Carhall! You were on guard when Cario gave us a tour of the Hub all those years ago.”

      “That’s right, Magor-lier.” Much more formal than Adahn, Chestin was trained council mage through and through. She wondered what had brought him over to her side.

      “It’s nice to see you again,” she said warmly, then turned to Adahn. “I assume my father has already gone?”

      “Yes, he left yesterday.”

      “And King Cayr? He’s in residence?”

      “Yes, my lady,” Safia answered for Adahn as she walked in the door. He gave her a quick smile of welcome, taking her riding gloves and cloak. “You have a visitor in the study.”

      Surprise speared through her. “Who? Nobody knew I was coming back tonight.”

      “We only just got here.” Adahn frowned when she looked at him questioningly.

      “He didn’t give a name, but he’s a mage,” Safia said. “He arrived yesterday and said he’d wait for you. I told him I didn’t know when you were expected back, but he insisted. I had the servants set up a room for him, but I’ve barely seen him since.”

      It was unlikely that Shakar had decided to wait in her study, and any other mage she could handle, even if their intentions weren’t good. Still, she couldn’t imagine which of her mages would have come to see her at her residence and then have the audacity to insist on staying. Curiosity niggled at her.

      “Wait here,” she told Adahn and Chestin. “If I scream, you have my permission to come running.”

      “We’ll stay close,” Adahn promised.

      She crossed the cavernous foyer towards her father’s study. The room went largely unused in her father’s absences, but it was a good place to meet guests.

      The mage standing at the fireplace turned at her entrance, and she stopped dead in the doorway. Brynn’s boyishly handsome face was drawn and pale, and there were dark circles under his eyes. It had been well over a year since she’d seen him, and for a long moment she couldn’t quite believe he was standing there in her father’s study.

      “Alyx,” he said, voice raspy as if he held back strong emotion so that he wouldn’t upset her. “I heard what happened to Dashan. I came straight away…I…”

      His voice trailed off as if he didn’t know what to say. Alyx was getting better and better at managing her grief, and she swallowed back the rush of emotion, even managing a smile at the sight of him.

      “I can’t believe you’re standing here.” Her smile widened to a genuine one. “Where have you been all this time? We’ve been worried sick!”

      “That doesn’t matter.” He dismissed her words, taking a step towards her. “I’m so sorry, I had no idea what had happened to Dash, and when I heard, I—”

      “It’s okay, Brynn.”

      “It’s not, it’s not okay.” He stopped his forward movement. “Will you tell me what happened?”

      Alyx let out a breath—going through everything was the last thing she wanted to do, but Brynn deserved to know. Slowly, haltingly, she relayed everything that had occurred that night, and all the developments since.

      When she was done, Brynn looked even more tired than he had, and his eyes were dark with emotion. Alyx gestured him to one of the chairs by the fire and she sat in the one beside it. They sat in silence for a while, not needing to talk.

      “Where have you been?” she asked eventually.

      “That’s a long, tiring story.” He sighed. “In short, I’ve been spying for the council, working against Shakar.”

      “Why didn’t you come to us, to me?”

      “At first I couldn’t find you. I didn’t know what had happened or where you’d gone after DarkSkull was destroyed. Then, when I did learn where you were, I couldn’t leave. I had worked my way into a key position with a group of mages allied to Shakar.”

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “The council killed them,” he replied.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, squeezing his arm.

      “Don’t be. They weren’t good people. I just hate the killing, you know?”

      “I know,” she said softly.

      “Safia told me that you’re establishing a new mage order.” Brynn sat forward, face eager. “If you truly have become Magor-lier, then I don’t work for the council anymore.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” He spoke so emphatically, she almost laughed.

      “Oh Brynn.” She sank back in the chair, taking in his familiar features and feeling some of her tension drain away. “I’m glad to have you with me, finally.”

      “The council’s worried about you, Alyx. They wouldn’t say much to me because they know how close we are, but you’re scaring them. When they hear you’re setting yourself up as an alternative—”

      “They murdered Dashan,” she gritted out, hands curling into the arms of the chair. “They don’t scare me.”

      “They should. At least be aware that they’ll be watching you closely.” He sighed when she refused to look at him, then reached over to squeeze her hand. “You look exhausted. Why don’t you head up to bed, and we can talk more in the morning?”

      “Sounds good.” She smiled. “But how do you feel about talking while we ride instead?”

      “Where are we going?”

      She waggled her eyebrows. “It’s a secret.”

      Brynn laughed. “Count me in.”
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      Tingo moved at a swift gallop, his hooves thundering over the flat surface. Tarrick and Finn rode close behind, Brynn a little further back with the other mages of her protective detail.

      The hazy outline of Tennan appeared in the distance, and then was hidden again as the road took them through a forested area. Rothai and Jayn, also mounted, waited for them just before the trees ended and the road continued towards the city. Alyx reined Tingo in sharply. Clouds of dust rose into the sky as horses milled around on the dry road.

      “Magor-lier,” Rothai greeted her. “I assume you had no issues on your way here?”

      “None. Is everything in place?” She hoped so. They couldn’t afford to linger.

      Her old sparring master actually smiled. “Yes. They’ve been gathered about an hour already. Lord Egalion is overseeing them.”

      She matched his smile. “In that case, we’d best get to it.”

      Alyx urged Tingo back into a gallop along the road, hooves thundering as mages fell in behind her. It took them through the open fields surrounding Tennan before straightening into a line towards the southern entrance to the city. A group of people was gathered before the destroyed city gates, most standing in the shade cast by the half-ruined wall. Though still early morning, the sun was warm and bright in the sky above.

      A jolt of surprise went through her at how large the crowd was—at a glance she estimated well over fifty mages. Many more than she’d expected. Not one of them looked comfortable. Most shifted restlessly, while some even had their staffs drawn. Moments later, the reason for that became clear as her magic suddenly winked out of existence. Even though she’d been expecting it, she winced. Behind her, several curses were uttered, and there were a couple of gasps.

      Those at the back of the crowd caught sight of the approaching riders and started moving aside, creating a passage down the middle of the road leading to the gates.

      Alyx reined Tingo in and dismounted. Casting a single glance back to check that Cario, Finn, and Tarrick were behind her, she straightened her shoulders and began walking with long, loose strides down the road.

      There were many things reflected in the faces of those she passed, from curiosity to fear, and in one older man, a focused attention, like he was assessing her already. All of them had a medallion hanging from their necks. All stared at the scarlet sigil on her chest.

      Her father waited at the base of the wall, standing alert but relaxed. Heartfire was sheathed at his side. He inclined his head in greeting but made no move to approach her. She gave him a quick smile as she passed him and began climbing the rubble towards the top.

      Now she was alone. Cario, Tarrick, and Finn remained at the bottom, taking up positions beside her father. A cool ocean breeze whipped at her blue cloak and tugged free loose tendrils of her braided hair. At the top, she paused a moment, facing the waiting crowd of mages below.

      Rothai and Jayn had spent the past months tracking down every mage they could find, council mage or not, asking them to be present in Tennan on this particular day. Those that agreed to come had been given a medallion and strict instructions about timing their arrival so they wouldn’t be there long. None of them had been told what the meeting was for, only that it had to do with the destruction of Shakar.

      Alyx raised a hand. Slowly the shuffling and hum of conversation silenced. The weight of their attention on her was palpable, as if over fifty pairs of eyes were boring into her soul.

      Swallowing, she closed her eyes and summoned every bit of strength she’d managed to cobble together in the months since Dashan’s death. Then, letting out a low breath, she straightened her shoulders and let her gaze run over the crowd below.

      “I am Alyx Egalion.” She made her voice loud and clear, filling it with confidence. “I have assumed the position of Magor-lier of the mage order. That is my right as the most powerful mage alive in time of war.”

      Muttering broke out at her words, and she raised her hand again to quiet them.

      “I went to DarkSkull Hall just like all of you. I survived through dawn breakfasts, Master Rothai’s sparring sessions,” she paused for the brief chuckle, “and long nights of watchtower duty in the middle of freezing winter snows. I learned the same things you did. I am one of you. But I am not a creature of the Mage Council.” She paused again to let that sink in.

      “The council wants Shakar dead too, I know. Council mages do good work across all countries you come from, I know that as well. But the council is also afraid. They are terrified of Shakar, and more than that, they are terrified of losing the power they hold. That fear has led them to hunting and killing every Taliath potential they could find over the past decade.” The shocked outbreak of chatter was loud and intense, forcing Alyx to stop. Without using telepathic magic it was impossible to tell whether the outrage she saw on some faces was directed at her or the council. Eventually she raised her hand again and slowly they quieted. “The council’s fear makes them prize the most powerful and pure-blooded mages over all others. ‘Lesser’ mages are treated as worthless.” When more talking broke out this time, Alyx raised her voice, silencing them all.

      “I am not afraid! I am not afraid of the Taliath, I am not afraid of having or losing power, and I believe there is no such thing as a lesser mage.” Her words rippled over them, ringing with conviction. “I am here today to ask for your loyalty, to help me build a new and better mage order. If you choose to follow me, you will be working alongside mages and Taliath. In return, I offer you protection and the chance to destroy Shakar. The Mage Council cannot defeat Shakar, but I can. I will. It won’t be soon, but it will happen. I promise you that.”

      Alyx let those words settle for a long moment then,

      “That is all I have to say. We shouldn’t linger here or we risk detection. Those who wish to join with me, please remain and speak to myself or one of the mages you see standing below. You will need to temporarily take off your medallions, lower your mental shields and allow either myself or one of my telepath mages to verify your honesty. That is for your protection as well as mine. You’ll be provided details about the safe house and code system we’ve set up. If you choose not to join me, then you’re free to leave. Thank you.”

      Without any further fanfare, Alyx began stepping back down the rubble towards the ground. After three steps, someone started clapping. Two steps further and it sounded like at least half the crowd had broken into applause. Soon there were whistles and cheers too.

      By the time she reached the ground, almost all the mages who’d been gathered were lining up into rough rows before Tarrick, Cario, Finn, and Rothai. She spotted only a handful leaving.

      Cario’s intense blue gaze snagged hers. “Well done, Magor-lier,” he said quietly. “That was exactly right.”

      

      Once all the mages had been spoken to and then dispatched to various safe houses already set up across Rionn, Tregaya, and Zandia, Alyx went looking for Finn. He was digging through his saddlebags.

      “Tarrick’s found a good campsite and your father has promised us a decent stew with a rabbit he caught if I can find the flask in my…” Finn muttered, then “There it is!”

      “Before we join them, can we talk?” she asked.

      Finn successfully tugged the flask from his saddlebag, then turned to look at her in surprise. “Is something wrong?”

      “No.” She smiled a little. “I just want to borrow that genius brain of yours for a little while.”

      

      It was late when she and Finn joined the others at the campsite. The stew was long cooked, the remnants bubbling over a fire waiting for them. Rothai had disappeared, unsurprisingly, to patrol. When Tarrick asked where they’d been, Alyx shrugged it off. “My ribs have been sore recently, I wanted Finn to take a look.”

      Her father lifted an eyebrow as if he sensed the lie, but didn’t push her on it. “Once you’ve had a rest and something to eat, you should get moving,” Garan said.

      “She’s fine, Tarrick.” Finn chuckled when Tarrick opened his mouth. “Promise.”

      Alyx ignored them, looking at her father. “Will you be going straight to ShadowFall?”

      He nodded, face brightening. “I had a message from Ladan two days ago. He and Dawn have found three potentials already. Ladan wants to take them to ShadowFall to start learning before expanding his search into northern Tregaya and Zandia.”

      She was pleased, and not just at the idea of potentials being found. The idea of rebuilding the Taliath had given her father a purpose and life she had never seen in him before. “I will send three warrior mages with you.”

      “What’s next for you, Alyx?” Brynn asked, mouth full of bread and cheese.

      “It will take time to establish my leadership, and to ensure the safe house and communication systems are working smoothly. We also need to keep tracking and killing Hunters. After that…” She let out a breath. “We haven’t gotten anywhere in terms of learning more about Shakar. We can’t begin working on a plan to defeat him unless we understand him better.”

      Tarrick nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. What do you think of giving the job to Rothai? He has extensive contacts within the mage world and he’s still the most powerful warrior mage alive outside you, so he can look after himself. Let Rothai loose and tell him to learn everything he can about Shakar for us.”

      “It’s a better idea than you realise,” Brynn said quietly. “Rothai burns for Shakar’s destruction.”

      “Why?” Alyx asked.

      “Shakar murdered his family when he was a young child. Only he and his elder sister survived. Many in his village were killed in the same attack,” Brynn said.

      Alyx paled. “I had no idea.”

      “That’s why he was so against you and Dashan, Alyx, and why he is so protective of your safety,” Finn said in realisation. “Rothai has firsthand knowledge of what Shakar does to those he perceives to be a threat.”

      Alyx glanced down, fingering the blue cloak still slung around her shoulders.

      “Alyx?” Brynn said. “You did nothing wrong.”

      “I made mistakes.” She looked up at him. “But all I can do now is learn from them.”

      “I think I know exactly how you feel,” Tarrick said, meeting her eyes across the table. A flicker of understanding passed between them, a true and honest one.

      “Send me after the Hunters,” Brynn volunteered. “I am trained for tracking, after all. Shakar might withdraw them once he realises your strategy. This is the best way I can serve you.”

      She nodded slowly. For a long moment they were silent, all occupied with their thoughts as the fire crackled between them.

      Eventually, Brynn rose to his feet, drawing their attention. “Well then, shall we go and try to destroy Shakar, one step at a time?”

      “I’m free.” Cario carefully straightened his tunic as he, too, stood.

      Finn shrugged. “I can probably fit it in.”

      Alyx touched her cloak again, then looked up. “Yes, let’s. I’d like to keep the promise I made to those mages today.”
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      Alyx’s boots whispered through the grass, quick strides bringing her closer to the farmhouse in the distance. A watery moon cast a dim glow over the empty fields surrounding it. Nothing moved in the open space around the house, which stood shrouded in shadows.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Adahn spoke at her side. A royal blue cloak hung from his shoulders, the scarlet stitching over his chest glinting bright when it caught the moonlight. Alyx couldn’t help a little smile at the sight. Heartfire. No longer just the name of her father’s Taliath sword, but a word and symbol that represented everything she was trying to build with her new mage order. Adahn had told her, years ago when he’d first donned the cloak, that he wore the leaping flame emblem for his cousin, an apprentice mage who’d died in the attack on DarkSkull. Each of her mages wore it in honour of someone who’d been lost that day.

      “I’d like to second that,” Nario piped in from behind.

      Alyx glanced back to where Casta and Nario walked behind them. Both Bluecoats rested their hands on the hilts of their swords. “Nario, you and Adahn always have a bad feeling about these meetings.”

      Adahn’s mouth quirked in a smile. “For good reason, Magor-lier. We don’t trust those you’re meeting with.”

      “To defeat Shakar, we need the council. For now, at least.” Alyx spoke the same tired old words she’d been saying for years. Until she could make all their resources hers, she needed to work with the council. And while she drew more and more mages to her every month, most of the order remained loyal to the old ways. If she fought them for control, it would only dilute the effort against Shakar, and for now it seemed the council agreed. Despite fury over her claim to the Magor-lier title, they hadn’t actively moved against her. A fragile truce lingered.

      “The problem is, we’re not united,” Adahn said.

      “Three years ago they wouldn’t even meet with me. Now we’re about to attend our fifth meeting over the past eighteen months. I call that progress,” she said.

      “I’d term the information sharing as limited,” he said pointedly.

      “We have to build on something.” Alyx stifled her flash of irritation with Adahn. It wasn’t him she was truly angry with—his sentiments merely echoed her own. It didn’t help that even the very idea of working in concert with the council made her insides twist with bitterness. After everything they’d done to her…Focus. Shakar is the goal. Whatever that takes.

      “I can’t argue with you when you’re being so reasonable about it.” His smile flashed in the dim light.

      “I’m the mage leader, it’s my job to be reasonable.” No matter how exhausting that was sometimes.

      “And a fine leader you are too, if I may say so.” His eyes lingered on her, warm and appreciative. She ignored the look, and the deliberate flattery, turning away to employ her telepathic ability to do a sweep of the area for potential danger. The mages in the house they were heading towards had their minds shielded, of course, but she picked up nothing to make her worry.

      “Good,” Casta said once she passed this on. “The smoother this goes the better. We’ll have to ride quickly if we’re going to make it to the mine to pick up Tarrick and the others and get to Alistriem in time for the wedding.”

      Of the five Bluecoats assigned to her, Casta was the most disposed to worrying about Alyx’s schedule—he was like a mother hen at times. She loved him for it.

      She smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to miss the wedding.”

      Nario made a face at Casta. “I don’t know why you’re so eager. Guard detail for an event as elaborate as an Egalion wedding is the most boring post possible. Hours of standing there watching rich, ridiculously-dressed people talking, eating, and drinking.”

      “Heads up,” Adahn said. His flirtatious demeanour was gone, replaced by the keenly focused attention of a mage warrior. It was often like that with Adahn—his light and amused nature could turn in a blink to that of an alert and passionate fighter. “Keep your eyes peeled.”

      Two mages stood guard at the top of stairs leading to a veranda surrounding the house. As arranged, Nario and Casta walked forward to converse in low tones with the guards, exchanging previously agreed upon passwords.

      Alyx and Adahn waited some distance off. If there was any cause for alarm, Alyx could grab Adahn and fly quickly away. The idea of leaving Casta and Nario behind to die was close to unthinkable, but she had forced herself to accept the bitter possibility. She was Magor-lier. They wouldn’t hesitate to give their lives for her.

      After a few moments, Casta raised a hand, signalling all was well. He and Nario remained with the two mage guards while Adahn and Alyx walked through the front door. Flickering torches lit the way down a staircase into a small, rectangular underground cellar.

      A rickety table and chairs had been set up in the centre of the room. Three mages sat at the table, all familiar. Alyx’s gaze went to the young man in the middle. The insolent look on his face had never changed, despite him growing older and more experienced. “Hello, Parja.”

      “Alyx, glad you could make it.”

      It never failed to irritate her that Parja was usually chosen as the lead council representative sent to these meetings. No doubt a deliberate choice. Amongst Galien’s close friends at DarkSkull, he’d been one of her main tormentors.

      “You forgot to address her by her proper title,” Adahn said, eyes glittering with poorly concealed anger.

      “My apologies, Lady Egalion,” Parja spoke with equally fake civility. “I’m unsurprised to see you haven’t lost your airs and graces in all these years.”

      Adahn tensed, muscles bunching under his cloak, but Alyx hushed him with a quick telepathic nudge. The council mages refused to acknowledge her as Magor-lier, but trying to force them to do it would only make her seem petty. She knew what she was and didn’t need validation by a group of people she neither respected nor trusted. All she needed was their help to kill Shakar.

      So she gave them a polite nod of greeting. “You remember Adahn?”

      “I do,” Parja said, and gestured to the two other mages at the table. “And you know Dustan and Tomas.”

      “It’s nice to see you both again,” Alyx said politely. Both were older warrior mages with years of experience. They stayed loyal to the council because they’d been council mages their whole lives and had never known anything different. They still clung to the old mage traditions, ones Alyx was doing her best to change, but she respected their experience and knowledge, and they’d never been anything but reasonable at previous meetings. “Where’s Galien?”

      It was something she always asked. Part of it was a desire to know exactly what he was up to. Then there was the deeper part of her that truly feared to see him. That night in Sandira was seared in her heart, no matter how much time had passed. He’d broken her that night. They both knew it, and it gave him power over her.

      “He’s busy on council business. We do have more important things to do than meet with an upstart mage and her rabble.” Parja frowned.

      “I’m sure you do.” Alyx accepted that without comment, the knot in her chest relaxing. She hated it, hated both Galien and herself, and even now she felt only shame that she was relieved he wasn’t coming.

      “Shall we get down to it?” Parja asked.

      She brushed aside thoughts of Galien as she and Adahn took the seats opposite. “We’ve just come from Sandira,” she said. “The emperor remains uncommitted to a formal alliance with Tregaya and Rionn, but he is keeping a close eye on events as they develop. I sense he is becoming concerned with the inroads Shakar and the Shiven army are making into both our countries.”

      “You’ve been trying to get the emperor to join an alliance for years. Maybe it’s time to accept he isn’t interested and look at other options,” Parja said.

      “If you’ve thought of some other options, I’d love to hear them,” Alyx said coolly.

      “What do you think it will take to convince the emperor to commit to a formal alliance?” Dustan asked, giving Parja a warning glance. The council wanted the alliance with Zandia as much as she did, and for the same reasons. If nothing else, the council could always be relied upon to try and protect itself.

      “We’re not sure,” Adahn said. “Zandia is powerful and well protected by both its geography and strong army. Last time Shakar was a problem, it was contained in Tregaya before his influence spread to Zandia. It will take a lot to convince the emperor that his country is in danger from Shakar and the Shiven army.”

      “It will be no use him allying with us if we’re already destroyed,” Parja snapped. “Surely the fool can see that?”

      “I did suggest that to him in more diplomatic terms,” Alyx said dryly. “The emperor does not see the situation as we do, and he is a stubborn man.” Not to mention he hadn’t forgotten the disaster of Galien’s appearance in Sandira all those years ago either. Subsequently learning about the council hunting Taliath potentials—a piece of information Alyx and her people had made deliberately public—had the undesirable effect of Zandia cutting all formal ties with the council and treating even Alyx’s mages with cold disdain.

      Parja nodded reluctantly. “The emperor refuses to receive us in Sandira, as you know, but if you identify any way we might help you gain the alliance, we are open to considering it.”

      “Thank you.”

      He cleared his throat. The genuine offer had clearly pained him, and he moved on quickly. “We would like to suggest coordinating our efforts against the Shiven in Tregaya.”

      “How so?” Alyx asked.

      Tomas rose to gather a roll of maps and lay one out on the table. He spent a few minutes outlining areas in which the Tregayan border was under pressure from the invading army. None of it was new to Alyx, but she was pleased to note her information was as good as the council’s.

      “As you can see, Tregayan forces—including the mage assistance the council has provided—are stretched thin. We’ve lost nearly a third of our territory to the Shiven.”

      “How much mage assistance are you providing exactly?” Alyx asked bluntly. “Until the Shiven army can put more resources into attacking Tregaya, which won’t happen until Rionn falls, you should be able to provide enough help to the militia for them to hold Shivasa back.”

      “You are not providing any help to Tregaya,” Parja said. “So it is not for you to judge the council’s deployment of mages.”

      “My warrior mages have been integral in holding the Rionnan borders and protecting the training Taliath on ShadowFall from Shakar and your mages,” Alyx shot back. “I haven’t seen a hair of council help in Rionn, yet if it falls, you’ll be in significantly more trouble.”

      “You mean you’re wasting critical resources protecting the next generation of those who could create another Shakar.” Parja sneered. “Yes, very noble indeed.”

      At her side, Adahn tensed. She glanced at him, but his face was unreadable, eyes focused on Parja.

      “Parja, enough,” Dustan said firmly. “We are not here to focus on our differences, but on where we can help each other against Shakar.”

      “Mage Dustan is right.” Alyx gave him a grateful nod. “Are you officially asking for our help in Tregaya?”

      The three men shared a brief look, too quick for Alyx to interpret. It made her uneasy.

      “What we are suggesting is a mutually beneficial coordination of deployments,” Tomas said.

      Whatever that means. She tried not to roll her eyes at the double-speak. “What exactly do you want? I understand the council is concerned that if Tregaya falls they will lose their safe haven in Carhall, but protecting them is not my responsibility.”

      Parja scowled at Alyx’s blunt words, but Tomas and Dustan looked discomfited. Again, they shared a look. Her gaze narrowed. Something else was going on here. The urge to use telepathy rose strongly, but logic stopped her—these were trained mages who would be paying close attention to their shielding with her in the room. Being caught out would end any cooperation instantly.

      “The council is not afraid,” Parja said coldly. “King Mastaran has a skilled commander running the defence of Carhall.”

      “I’m very happy for them,” Alyx said dryly. “But you’re not exactly convincing me why I should help you.”

      Parja smiled, and Alyx frowned as she detected a hint of triumph in it. “You are declining our offer, then?”

      Another quick look between the three and she’d had enough. Levelling a glare at Parja, she lifted her eyebrows. “There’s something you’re not telling us. What is it?”

      “Are you reading our thoughts?” Parja demanded, anger clouding his face.

      “No, but I have instincts, and I don’t trust you. What aren’t you telling us?”

      Parja didn’t respond. Alyx flicked her gaze to Tomas and Dustan—both men looked away from her gaze, clearly uncomfortable.

      “Is it Shakar? Have you finally gotten a lead on where he is?” Her heart leapt with hope. Every time Rothai had gotten close over the past years, Shakar had disappeared without a trace.

      ‘No,” Dustan said heavily, sincerity in his dejected tone. “We assist Master Rothai where we can, but nothing new yet.”

      Alyx glanced between them. She was confident they were hiding something from her. If not Shakar, then what? Whatever it was had prompted this meeting tonight, she was sure of it. But why not just come out and tell her the real reason for being there? They had to have known she would turn down their request—it made no sense.

      “Gentlemen, if you’re not going to tell us why we’re really here, this meeting is over.” Alyx rose to her feet, Adahn following suit. “We can discuss coordinating our efforts again once you decide to be honest with us.”

      “Alyx!” Parja’s voice cracked across the basement as she and Adahn reached the steps.

      “What?”

      “The council is willing to work with you. I advise you not to let them regret that decision.”

      She gave him a cool smile, her patience gone. “I’m the Magor-lier of the mage order, Parja. I think you’ll find that refusing to work with me is something you will regret.” She paused. “I’m not a fool, and I’m not an apprentice they can bully anymore. Send word when you’re willing to meet again. In the meantime, when we come across information that may help your efforts in Tregaya, we will send it to you as a priority.”

      None of the three council mages said anything further as Alyx and Adahn left, climbing up to the main level.

      “That went well,” Adahn said in an undertone as they exited the house. Casta and Nario emerged from the shadows of the veranda and fell into step with them.

      “Everything all right?” Casta asked.

      “The council is keeping something from us,” Alyx said as they began crossing the field.

      “Are you sure?” Nario asked. “Why even meet with us if they’re going to hide their true purpose?

      “No idea, but they were hiding something,” Adahn said, then hesitated. “Alyx, maybe we should consider giving them help. The council isn’t worth our time, I agree, but there are good mages that work for them. Aren’t we abandoning them?”

      She didn’t like it when he dropped her title, something he felt entitled to given he’d become a close advisor, but she never called him on it. Particularly since she wasn’t sure why it irritated her so much. “All mages have a choice to either join me or stay with the council. I can’t make that decision for them.”

      “It’s more complex than that and you know it. Especially since what you offer them is such a radical change from everything they’ve ever been taught.”

      She knew instantly what he was getting at, and it infuriated her. “If they’re so scared of me becoming another Shakar because I’m letting Taliath live and train, then they’re no better than the council. They’ll get what they deserve.”

      His jaw hardened, and she winced—she hadn’t meant to sound so blunt and unforgiving. It was her anger talking. Whatever he was about to say was forestalled by the sound of galloping hooves from across the other side of the field. In the dim moonlight, Alyx could just make out a group of riders approaching the farmhouse. The lead rider dismounted and walked forward to speak to the mages emerging from the front door.

      “Do you think that’s the militia commander Parja spoke about?” Adahn asked, his anger seeming to have faded.

      “Maybe, we’re not far from Carhall,” Alyx murmured. “If it is though, why wasn’t he at the meeting?”

      “We’ve been mostly out of touch since leaving Sandira,” Adahn said as they continued walking. “Maybe Tarrick will have news that might explain what Parja was hiding.”

      “I hope so,” she murmured.

      Moments later they reached the horses and mounted quickly. Nario took the lead as they moved into a swift gallop southeast. Alyx put her annoyance with the council mages to the back of her mind and concentrated on what was ahead. It had been months since she’d seen Tarrick and she missed her old friend. And after that—a wedding! Too-rare happiness bubbled up in her at the thought, and a smile spread helplessly across her face.

      

      The mine had become one of Alyx’s main bases, with another in the southwest of Zandia and a third in the far south of Rionn. All were underground and had so far remained secret from Shakar and the Mage Council, largely due to Tarrick’s and Rothai’s careful planning and strict security practices.

      Tarrick came striding out to meet them as they clattered into the ground level entrance. A wide smile spread across his face. “You made it.”

      “It’s been a long, tiring ride, but an uneventful one, fortunately.” She flashed him a warm smile in greeting. “I think Shakar is finally running thin on Hunters.”

      “Or is holding them back for a different purpose,” Adahn said darkly.

      She shot him a sharp look. It was a thought that rose often in the back of her mind. Once Alyx had actively begun going after the Hunters, Shakar had withdrawn them. Brynn’s tracking had been invaluable in finding nests hidden in various locations, but none of them could go into the heart of Shivasa. Shakar was no fool—he would be holding Hunters in reserve. But for what? The thought made a shiver go down her back.

      “Let’s hope not,” Tarrick said, meeting her eyes with a look that indicated he shared her fears. “I’m glad to see you safe and well. I don’t like you having only one mage warrior guard for these meetings, although I understand the council’s insistence on it. We have to build trust somewhere, I suppose.”

      Alyx only nodded, well aware of Tarrick’s views about her safety at such meetings. At all other times, she moved around with a constant guard of at least five warrior mages plus her five Bluecoats. It made for a crowded retinue.

      “We’ve been expecting you. I’ve gathered warrior mages to fill out your escort and of course the rest of your Bluecoats have been waiting impatiently too. We’re ready to ride out for Alistriem as soon as you like,” Tarrick continued.

      “Tomorrow morning,” she said. “If we have to sneak around Shiven patrols, it could add a few days onto the journey.”

      He nodded. “Come down. We’ll get you something to eat and drink.”

      Between mouthfuls of grilled bread and cheese, Alyx relayed what had happened at the meeting. Tarrick frowned when she and Adahn spoke about the mages hiding something.

      “We haven’t had any news of the council recently,” he said. “But I think I know at least part of what they weren’t saying.”

      “Do tell?” Adahn mumbled around a large bite of bread.

      “The Tregayans are in worse trouble than Parja let on. About four weeks ago, not long after you left for Sandira, the Shiven army breached the Tregayan border near the southwest coast. The Tregayans haven’t been able to close the breach, and now Shiven warriors are marching northeast, taking towns as they go.”

      “What?” Shock flared, and she forgot about her meal. “How could the Shiven army make such a push into Tregaya when they’ve got so many forces committed to the Rionnan border? What are the Tregayans doing about it?”

      Tarrick held his hand up to stem her flow of questions. “I only learned of this two days ago in a message from Brynn—and his message was sent over two weeks ago after running into Rothai in the west somewhere. Apparently Rothai thinks they’re heading straight for Carhall,” Tarrick said grimly. “Their strategy might be to take the capital first.”

      Alyx stared at him. “How close to Carhall are they?”

      “It’s unclear. Ladan should have more information when we get to Alistriem if we haven’t heard from our scouts by then.”

      Casta shook his head. “Shiven soldiers aren’t mounted, and even if they force the pace, it will take them weeks to reach Carhall.”

      “They probably won’t force the pace,” Nario added. “They’ll want to be rested and ready to fight once they get there. The city has never been breached before.”

      “If you’re right about them taking towns as they go, that will slow them up too,” Casta said. “And that’s the smart thing for them to do. They don’t want to end up isolated and vulnerable in the middle of Tregaya. Without protected supply lines, they can’t mount an effective attack on such a fortified city.”

      “Then why aren’t the militia attacking the supply lines, keeping them from moving further forward?” Alyx demanded.

      “I don’t know.” Tarrick seemed as mystified as she was. “Maybe they’re stretched too thin.”

      “But Shivasa has to be stretched thin too,” she murmured, mostly to herself. To be pushing so hard into Tregaya while still fighting in Rionn…

      “What about council mages? A group of powerful warrior mages should be able to do it without much militia support,” Casta said.

      Adahn frowned. “Maybe they don’t have the resources? Hunters were killing council mages too, don’t forget, and we’ve lured even more over to our side.”

      “Lured?” Alyx lifted an eyebrow. “I gave them a choice.”

      “I know.” He flashed her a smile. “A much better choice. But I still think we should help them if we can.”

      She wasn’t reassured by his smile or light words, and rose from her chair. “The council murdered the man I loved and wants me and those closest to me dead too. Stop asking me to bend over backwards to help them or their mages, Adahn!”

      “Alyx, I’m sorry.” He looked genuinely upset, but she turned on her heel and stalked out of the room, climbing up the ladder that led to the level where her room was. The rusted ladder creaked alarmingly under her angry steps. Tarrick caught up to her before she’d gone too far, giving her a little smile.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I know you probably want to help them too. But there’s only so much I can do. I’m trying as hard as I can.”

      “I know you are,” he said simply.

      They walked companionably through the narrow walkway, at one point passing a much larger space filled with a handful of young mages. Alyx stopped when she saw who stood at the head of the group, talking intensely about the importance of focus when using mage power.

      “I didn’t know Alaria was here.”

      “He arrived a few months ago. We needed another teacher for the apprentices, and this is where we do most of the training.”

      “They’re all apprentices?” Alyx asked.

      “Yes. Unfortunately we can’t offer the level of training that was provided at DarkSkull, but what we give them is better than nothing. In fact, I swore in an apprentice as a new warrior mage last week.”

      “I’m glad,” Alyx said quietly. “I wish we could do more.”

      “Like you said, we do the best we can, Alyx.” Tarrick smiled suddenly. “Prajana is still here, you know. Did you want to go and say hello?”

      “I think I’ll pass, thanks.” Alyx chuckled. “I’m glad she’s here though. She’s a good teacher. I’m still surprised she and Alaria chose to leave the council to join us.”

      Tarrick shrugged as they came to a stop outside her small room. “They both taught you at DarkSkull. They remember you.”

      “That’s very nice of you to say,” Alyx said softly.

      He cleared his throat in discomfort and turned away. “I’ll let you get some rest.”

      Before he could leave, she reached out to touch the leaping flame on his chest. “Who do you wear yours for?”

      His dark eyes turned solemn. “For the patrol member I lost. For Mika.”

      Memories of that day flooded through her as Tarrick walked away. The pain and grief was still as fresh as if it had only happened yesterday. Dashan’s death on top of that, along with the mages she’d lost since…she wanted so desperately for this to be over. For those she loved to be safe. But even more than that she wanted a life. A life without fear or fighting. A life where she could just be Alyx again—she yearned for that so badly it physically hurt.

      But that was never going to happen. Not until Shakar was dead.
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      After another eight days of hard riding, Alyx and her escort rode through the gates of her family home. Bluecoats from her father’s private detail were posted at the front gates, and a quick touch of magic told her several more were scattered throughout the gardens and fields of the property. Delight leapt in her at this discovery—her father was home!

      All of the estate’s grooms emerged from the stables at the arrival of eight mages and five Bluecoats. Henri came straight over to Alyx and Tingo, as always.

      “Magor-lier, welcome home.” He took the stallion’s reins once Alyx had dismounted, calming the high-strung horse with a light touch and an affectionate word. “You should know me by now old man, so stop your fussing.”

      “It’s good to see you, Henri. Can I assume from all the guards about that my father is here?”

      “Yes, he is. Go on inside, I’ll take good care of Tingo for you.”

      The mage warriors of her detail apart from Tarrick and Adahn dispersed to join the Bluecoats guarding the property. Tarrick would arrange for mages stationed in the city to replace them so they could get some rest, but in the meantime, her safety was the priority. Well-practiced, Alyx ignored the unease that caused. It didn’t matter how deeply she hated it. It is necessary.

      “We’ll report in at the barracks, Magor-lier.” Casta saluted.

      “Do that, and while you’re at it, take a few days off,” she told him and Nario. “You deserve a break, and I’ll have plenty of guards while I’m in the city.”

      Nario grinned. “See you at the wedding. We’ll be the ones trying not to look bored.”

      Her legs and back ached from days in the saddle, and she was glad to reach the door and be greeted by Safia.

      “Lady Alyx.” The old man’s face creased in pleasure. “We’ve been looking forward to your arrival. Your father is in his study. Can I take your cloak?”

      She gave him a warm smile in greeting. “Thank you, Safia.”

      “You’ve been riding a long way—I’m sure you  could do with a mug of cook’s cold apple cider?”

      “That sounds perfect, thank you.” Alyx turned to Tarrick and Adahn as Safia left. “You two check the house or whatever you need to do. I plan to stay in for the evening, so you can stay here or head into the city to check on things, it’s up to you.”

      Tarrick smiled. “I’m bushed, so I think I’ll stay here once I organise a fresh mage detail for you. I’ll ask Safia to set up a room for me. See you in the morning.”

      “I’ll do the same,” Adahn added. “Good night, Magor-lier.”

      

      Alyx found her father sitting in a chair by the fire, reading a book and sipping on his own mug of cider. At fifty-three years old, he was getting too old to be travelling constantly back and forth from ShadowFall Island, but he disagreed. A nasty fall while training potentials earlier in the year had left him with two broken ribs, forcing him to stop for a while.

      He chafed at the lack of activity, but had regained full health after some months of proper rest. When he wasn’t on the island he spent time in Alistriem, contributing heavily to all their strategic planning. Alyx wasn’t sure what any of them would have done without his steady, sharp mind helping them run things and keep Rionn whole. Sadness and guilt twinged whenever she thought about it—all those years while she grew up he’d had to hide what he was, the finest Taliath of his generation. And all for her.

      “Aly-girl.” He smiled and placed the book down so he could rise to wrap her in a warm hug. “You made it.”

      “I did. I’ve been riding for what feels like forever. How long has it been since I was here last? Six months?” She dropped into a chair with an exhausted sigh. “I feel old.”

      “You’re only twenty-four.” He laughed.

      “Right at this moment, I feel much older than that, Papa.” She let her head fall back against the chair and closed her eyes. Rest, finally.

      When she opened her eyes again, it was to study her father carefully—the rest of her relaxing fully when she saw that his gaze was sharp and his physique had filled out again. “How are those ribs?”

      “They’re fine,” he said pointedly. “They’ve been fine for months. In fact, I’ll be heading back to ShadowFall soon.”

      “Papa—”

      “Save it,” he said. “It will only be a short trip, but I’m a Taliath. I need to do more than just sit here and advise the king.”

      “You do an excellent job of advising,” she said. “And sometimes that’s more valuable to us than training Taliath, especially now there are others to help.”

      He gave her a look. “You remember how you felt that year you were hiding from Shakar, cooped up and unable to go out and do anything. It’s no different for me. Being older doesn’t change that.”

      “I do remember.” Alyx sighed. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

      “I won’t.”

      Changing the subject, she moved to her next priority. “Is Ladan back yet?”

      “No, but I had word from him today. He should be here later tonight, if not tomorrow sometime.”

      There was an unmistakable note of pride in Garan’s voice and Alyx eyed him, a little smile curling at her mouth. “Should I be experiencing sibling jealousy?”

      Garan laughed again, genuine amusement rippling through it. “One child the head of the mage order, the other head of the Taliath. I think you’re about on a par, Aly-girl.”

      Her smile widened. “Yeah, he’s done good, my big brother.”

      “As have you.”

      “I try. Sometimes I feel like everything is just one step forwards and two backwards, but I’ll keep trying.”

      Garan nodded soberly. The Shiven army had finally breached Rionn’s northern border almost a year previously, and now every month they inched further and further south. The Rionnans fought back with everything they had, taking advantage of the naturally difficult terrain of forest and mountain, but still they lost ground with each passing month. That wasn’t even the biggest problem they faced, it was merely a symptom of the true issue—Shakar’s existence.

      The darkmage had proven a wily quarry. For reasons Alyx didn’t fully understand, he had avoided direct battle with the mages, either the council’s or hers, and remained behind the scenes in Shivasa, helping their army progressively invade the rest of the continent. Any time they got an inkling of where he might be, he moved. It was frustrating beyond measure, because until Shakar was found and destroyed, the war wouldn’t end.

      Even the occasional nightmare he tormented her with failed to help. He continued to alternate between tempting her to join his side and outright enjoyment of his power over her. He never gave her an indication of where he was or what he was doing, and every time she tried to subtly use magic to find out, he would effortlessly quash her. All the nightmares succeeded in doing was reinforcing how unlikely it was she could ever defeat him in a mage battle.

      Still, Rothai hadn’t given up, his determination stronger every day. She had faith he would eventually get there. And the other information he came across in their hunt was usually extremely valuable—like the breaching of the Tregayan borders.

      They also now knew the likely strength of Shakar’s mages. While he had the full Shiven army at his disposal—Alyx often wondered if he’d done to the Shiven leader what Casovar had done to Cayr’s father—Rothai was confident his mages didn’t number much more than seventy or so. A not inconsiderable number, but one that could be matched with her own army of mages if it came down to a straight-out fight.

      “How did things go in Sandira?” Garan asked.

      “About as we expected.”

      “Hmm,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe Ladan or I should travel there to speak with the emperor. You said that he holds a lot of respect for the Taliath?”

      “That’s true, but I don’t think anything short of an invasion of Zandia is going to change his mind, unfortunately. It doesn’t help that he distrusts mages so strongly.” Alyx sighed and rubbed tiredly at her eyes. “We should discuss it with Cayr, though. It might be worth trying.”

      “The news from Tregaya isn’t good either,” Garan said. “I assume you’ve heard of the rapid advances the Shiven army has made?”

      “I did. What is the latest on that?”

      “We’re waiting on further information—it’s hard to get anything through from Tregaya these days. For the moment I believe Carhall is still safe, but the Shiven army is inching closer every day.”

      She sighed. “Slowly but surely, Shakar is getting what he wants.”

      “He hasn’t got it yet, and he won’t.” Her father squeezed her hand. “Because of you, and your brother, and everyone who fights with you.”

      She found a smile for him. “We’re certainly doing our best.”

      A comfortable silence fell, and Alyx allowed her eyes to slip closed again, relaxing into the soft crackle of the fire and the warmth and comfort of the room. The knocker at the front entrance echoing through the house had both father and daughter sitting up straight.

      Sore muscles protesting, Alyx leaped up from her chair and strode through to the entrance foyer just as Ladan came through the front doors. The smile that spread over her face was unreserved, and her father’s recent words of pride echoed through her thoughts.

      Both Alyx and her brother had worked long and hard to bring the mage and Taliath orders back together to fight Shakar. There were now ten trained Taliath under Ladan’s command, and another seven in various stages of training on ShadowFall Island. Not one had been killed by the Mage Council or Shakar—Alyx, Ladan, and their father had seen to that.

      “Aly-girl.” Ladan’s hard face softened in a smile as they met in the middle of the foyer. He picked her up and hugged her tightly, spinning her around in the air before setting her down gently.

      “I missed you, big brother.” She beamed up at him.

      “Me too. I’m glad you could make it.”

      “You were almost late,” she pointed out.

      He shrugged. “Nobody would have noticed.”

      “I think someone might have noticed that you were late for your own wedding.”

      Ladan’s smile widened, and Alyx was still astonished by the happiness in her brother’s eyes on the rare occasion she saw him these days. Her heart almost burst with joy for him. She still remembered a time when he’d barely smiled, let alone laughed or looked joyous.

      “Dawn’s good for you,” Alyx said, hugging him again. “I’m happy for you both.”

      “Speaking of whom, is she here?” he asked. “I haven’t seen her in two weeks.”

      “Not here, I’m afraid. But I’m sure as soon as she hears that you’re back in the city, she’ll come running.”

      His mouth twitched. “I suppose I’ll have to make do with you, then, little sister.”

      “Make do, is it?” She raised eyebrows at him.

      “That’s right.” He slung an arm around her shoulders. “Don’t you know how annoying little sisters can be?”

      “Not as annoying as big brothers, I’m sure.”

      “Ladan!”

      Their father appeared, and, Alyx noted with relief, walked easily and gracefully without a trace of pain. Ladan smiled a genuine welcome and the two men hugged tightly.

      “Safe trip?” Garan asked.

      “More or less. I came straight from ShadowFall Island.”

      “I’m glad. Alyx just arrived, too. Why don’t we have an early dinner, and you both can relax for the evening?”

      “Sounds good to me.” Alyx linked her arm through Ladan’s, the hilt of Mageson poking her in the ribs as they walked to the dining room together.

      

      Alyx sat up far too late with her brother and father that night, talking and sipping at steaming glasses of potent cider. At some point after midnight she realised that she was far too comfortable and inebriated to move from the chair to go to bed.

      They left her there asleep, and she woke in the morning curled in the chair with a blanket draped over her. Stretching, she groaned at the stiffness of her muscles, and tossed off the blanket so she could rise and stagger upstairs to the bathing room.

      A warm bath helped her aching head and sore limbs, and when she stepped outside she was met with a rising sun and warm breeze. She smiled at the evidence of summer in Alistriem, and some of her inherent weariness dissipated.

      The mage guard by the door greeted her, brisk warmth in her voice. “Good morning, Magor-lier.”

      “Tari.” Alyx smiled. “How are you, it’s been a while?”

      “I’ve been well. Back in Alistriem after two months up north near the border. It’s nice to have a break.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Alyx said in sympathy. “Are the other guards around? I’m going to walk over to the palace.”

      “Won’t be a moment.” Tari raised her fingers to her mouth to give a short whistle. Mages quickly appeared from nearby, all offering a cheerful greeting—it seemed the weather had lifted everyone’s mood. Apart from Tari, Alyx didn’t know any of them very well, but answered their greetings warmly. Once they started walking, however, only Tari remained at her side.

      The palace hallways were mostly empty so early in the morning, and Alyx and her detail didn’t run into anyone as she made her way to the office of Rionn’s lord-mage.

      In the brief times she made it back to Alistriem, there was always far too much work that had piled up while she was away. Being the head of a disparate group of mages brought with it far more administrative work than she’d ever imagined possible. Then she often had to travel into Tregaya or Zandia to meet with her mages there, or attend meetings with the council. Her trip to Sandira, although important, had taken valuable months of her time.

      It was a good thing she never slept much. As it was she never had time for anything in her life but the duties that came with being Magor-lier. It made her doubt the endless cycle of moving and fighting would ever end. The weariness that thought brought was quickly dispelled by the sight of Dawn working at one of the tables by the window.

      “Well, if it isn’t the bride to be!”

      Dawn looked up, a wide smile breaking out over her face. “Alyx! I was worried you might not make it.”

      “You didn’t think I would have missed your wedding?” Alyx said, hugging her best friend fiercely.

      Dawn laughed. “I never thought in those first days at DarkSkull when we were dreaming about your royal wedding to Cayr, that I’d be the first to have a court wedding.”

      “I don’t think any of us did.” Alyx chuckled.

      Dawn mock-frowned. “And why hasn’t there been a wedding for you, Magor-lier? Don’t you have a responsibility to pass on the line or something?”

      Alyx looked away, keeping the smile pasted on her face. “I think I’ll let Ladan take care of continuing the family line.”

      “Thank you.” Dawn rolled her eyes. “Seriously though, Adahn absolutely adores you, and I know you like him.”

      “And how could you know that?” Alyx scoffed. “I haven’t seen you in months, and that was only for a few days. Before that it was three months between visits.”

      Ladan scowled as he entered the room. “Adahn is a sheep’s brain.”

      “Thank you, brother dearest.” Alyx smirked at Dawn and dropped into a chair with her coffee. She was suddenly overwhelmingly grateful for her brother’s arrival.

      “He’s not a sheep’s brain, Ladan. He’s a powerful warrior mage,” Dawn said, serious in the face of their frivolity. “He’s a good man, Alyx. I think he could make you happy if you’d let him.”

      Silently urging her brother to jump in again, Alyx tried to brush her off. “He’s my subordinate. It’s not appropriate.”

      “Rubbish. He’s one of your senior mages. How is that inappropriate?”

      “Did Tarrick come with you yesterday?” Ladan asked, neatly changing the subject. Alyx leaped on his assistance with alacrity.

      “You think he’d let me travel here alone?” She snorted. “Yes, he came with me. He was still sleeping when I left this morning, but I’m sure he’ll be here the moment he wakes up and realises I’m not there. Adahn and the Bluecoats came too, though I’ve given them some well-deserved time off.”

      Laughter rang out from the hallway, heralding the arrival of Tarrick, Cario, and Jayn. Jayn had become somewhat of a personal assistant to Cario, who held Alyx’s authority when she was gone and ran things on her behalf.

      “Alyx.” Jayn beamed. “Welcome back.”

      “Thank you.” Alyx gave them quick hugs. “Are you both well?”

      “Busy but good.” Cario gave his characteristic shrug. “Glad to have you back, Magor-lier.”

      “Magor-lier, Lord-Taliath, it’s good to have you both back.” General Sparkish appeared at the door. “The king asked me to pass on his apologies. He promises he’ll be back in the city by this evening.”

      “Good.” Tarrick clapped his hands together. “Now, should we get down to business?”

      Alyx nodded and they gathered around the table in the centre of the room. The surface was covered with a map of Rionn, Tregaya, Zandia, and Shivasa. Small red pins outlined the ever-shrinking borders of Rionn, and blue pins did the same in Tregaya.

      “He still hasn’t moved against Zandia?” Tarrick asked.

      “No,” Sparky replied. “Not even close.”

      “If he’s smart, he’ll wait until he has Rionn and Tregaya firmly under his control before he tries for Zandia,” Ladan said.

      “Which doesn’t help in trying to get the Zandians to join us,” Alyx said, relaying her lack of success with the emperor.

      “I’m sure Shakar is as aware of that as we are,” Adahn pointed out.

      “You’d think that would make the emperor more willing to help us,” Sparky grumbled, not for the first time.

      “Look who I found wondering the halls.” Garan’s voice addressed them from the doorway.

      “Finn!” Dawn squealed in excitement before rushing over to the wiry mage and throwing her arms around him.

      “It’s good to see you too, sis.” Finn grinned. “I wouldn’t have missed your wedding for the world.”

      “Join the party.” Tarrick waved Finn and Garan over.

      A few boisterous moments passed as everyone greeted each other and quickly caught up. Even Ladan smiled as he slapped Finn on the back. Alyx hugged the healer mage tightly, beyond glad that all her friends were together for the first time in so long.

      “How are things going in Tregaya?” Ladan eventually brought them back on topic. “The last I heard before leaving ShadowFall was that the Shiven had breached the border and were marching on Carhall.”

      Sparky looked up from the map. “The latest scouting reports came in yesterday. The Shiven are moving slowly, and being careful to shore up their rear. We estimate they’re still some weeks away from reaching the capital.”

      Alyx sighed. “I can’t believe things changed so rapidly while I was in Sandira.”

      Cario’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not as much progress as I would have suspected from the last scouting report.”

      “The militia defences are proving tougher the closer the Shiven get to Carhall,” Sparky said.

      “That might have something to do with the new commander Parja mentioned,” Alyx said. “He seemed confident this person would hold the city against the Shiven. It might even be a warrior mage, with the success he seems to be having.”

      “Should we send aid?” Tarrick asked.

      Adahn opened his mouth, but Alyx spoke before he could, shaking her head. “I rejected the council’s request at the meeting. I’m not willing to trust them until they’re honest with us. They were hiding more than the fact that Carhall is under direct threat.”

      “Like what?” Dawn asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said, frowning. “But there was something…”

      “There is little we could do to help even if we wanted to,” Sparky said. “We don’t have enough soldiers to spare more than a token force to assist.”

      “I could send them a couple of Taliath?” Ladan offered. “That might help them hold out a little longer.”

      Alyx looked at her brother. “I don’t trust having Taliath anywhere near the council. The Tregayans have always been allies, and I hate to abandon them to defeat, but it’s too risky.”

      “Magor-lier, I know you’re already aware of my views on this, but there’s something else you need to consider,” Adahn spoke up firmly. “The mages that follow you have friends and family who still work for the council. It’s not only me that thinks we should help them. Leave them to their fate, and you risk losing your mages.”

      She considered that, sharing a look with Tarrick. Adahn was popular amongst her mages, his easy charm and pureblood family making many ex-council mages inherently comfortable with him, and by extension, more comfortable following her. If he said this was how they felt, he was likely right.

      “Adahn, even if I wanted to, there’s not much I can do. Our warrior mages are on ShadowFall or the north of Rionn. I can’t afford to recall enough of them to make any difference to the situation in Tregaya. Those in the mine in Tregaya are teachers or too young or old—I won’t send them out to fight.”

      “You could recall the mages from ShadowFall. The Taliath are back in the world, you’ve done what you set out to do. If they are true allies of ours, they should be able to look after themselves.”

      “He has a point,” Ladan spoke, clearly reading the look on her face and trying to forestall her temper.

      “You forget that I’m trying to build a new mage order, not just survive this war with Shakar,” she told Adahn coldly, ignoring her brother. “The Taliath potentials deserve our protection, and they will have it.”

      “At the expense of the lives of mages?” he pushed.

      “Yes,” she said clearly. “Because mages are no more important than anybody else that lives in this world, Adahn. If I haven’t made that clear to you by now, then I don’t know why you still follow me.”

      “You’ve made it clear, Magor-lier,” he said steadily, blue eyes meeting hers. “But it’s going to take more than a handful of years to change thinking that is generations old.”

      Finn unexpectedly came to her defence. “I agree with you, Adahn, but change has to start somewhere. As the leaders of the new way of doing things, we have to set an example with our behaviour and actions. We have to think beyond just winning this war.”

      “All right.” Adahn smiled, the intensity vanishing from him in a flash. “My piece is said, and I accept your words.”

      “On that cheerful note.” Alyx matched his smile, hoping he truly meant it. “Unless there is anything further that we urgently need to discuss, I suggest we break until after the wedding. I think all of us could do with some time to rest and not think about war and Shakar.”

      Her suggestion was taken up with alacrity. While the others rose to their feet and milled around, making plans for catching up before the wedding, Alyx caught Finn’s eye. He gave her a little nod.

      “Will you come home with me, Alyx?” Dawn asked, eyes shining. “I can’t wait to show you my dress.”

      “I have a couple of things to do, but I’ll be over soon,” Alyx promised, excited by the thought. She wondered what wonderful creation Sorin had come up with.

      Eventually all but Finn had gone. He stood, stretching, before walking over to stand by the window that looked out over the garden. Alyx went to join him.

      “Your shield’s up?” she murmured.

      “Always,” he replied, then gave her a little smile. “He’s moving on Carhall—just like we hoped.”

      “A lot earlier than expected,” she pointed out.

      “This was never an exact science. There are going to be other miscalculations.”

      She nodded, unable to help the little smile on her face. “You know what this means?”

      His green eyes flashed. “It means we can start implementing our plan. Now we just need…” His voice trailed off, there was no need to say it aloud. They both knew. He frowned a little. “We need to be careful of what Adahn was saying—our mages will be crucial to success. Even if our crazy plan works, if we lost them, it would all be for nothing. With his mages, Shakar can rebuild.”

      “They’ve made a choice to join me, knowing everything I stand for. And if the council doesn’t do something to help themselves, well, all their mages might soon be mine anyway. There will be no alternative for them.”

      Finn nodded agreement. Sometimes it seemed as if the destruction of Shakar was such a mammoth task it could never be done. Sometimes she wondered if the road she was on would ever end. But sometimes, just once in a while, she thought about the little steps they were taking, and she had hope.
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      Being both lord of Widow Falls and now-acknowledged heir to Garan Egalion, there was no avoiding a sumptuous court wedding for Ladan when he’d announced his betrothal. Still, he and Dawn had managed to limit the guest list for the actual ceremony to those that could fit in the smaller of the two palace halls.

      Alyx admitted that Nario wasn’t wrong—the thing did drag on—but she was so happy for her brother that she barely noticed. He looked so tall and handsome in his finery, so much like their father, and Dawn was more beautiful than any bride Alyx had ever seen.

      The celebration following the wedding was a much more exciting affair. The great ballroom of the palace in addition to all four lesser ball rooms were opened wide for everyone in the nobility to attend.

      “I remember a time when you couldn’t wait to be standing up there yourself,” Cayr said later, as they sat watching the dancing together. Her gaze had been on Ladan and Dawn dancing—Ladan tilted his head close to his new wife to hear something she was saying, before smiling and whispering something in reply. Whatever it was, Dawn’s face lit up—but Alyx shifted her attention away from them to give Cayr a sheepish smile.

      “I think I was more excited about the dress I would wear and the perfect shoes and the fact everyone would be watching me,” she admitted. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had those fantasies.”

      “They look happy, don’t they?” he said, a touch of wistfulness in his voice.

      “They do.” Alyx smiled. “We haven’t had a chance to talk since I got back. I missed you.”

      His blue eyes brightened a little at her words. “I missed you too. Sorry I couldn’t make it to the meeting yesterday morning. Sparky tells me the emperor wouldn’t agree to your latest request for alliance?”

      “No, and I don’t think he’s going to change his mind anytime soon,” she said. “However, this is a wedding, and we should leave talk of Rionn’s impending doom until tomorrow.”

      “Impending doom?” Cayr raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps we could put that off until next week?”

      Alyx chuckled. “I do as my king commands.”

      A comfortable silence fell between them as they idly watched the dancers. Even Alyx’s father was up dancing with Sparky’s wife. She took a sip of her wine, an amused grin spreading over her face when she spotted Nario, standing at attention with another Bluecoat at the main entrance. He looked horribly bored.

      “I’ve been thinking of marrying recently,” Cayr mused.

      Startled, Alyx almost spat out her mouthful of wine. She hadn’t even known he was courting anyone, let alone thinking of marriage. “Really?”

      “Really.” He nodded, the look on his face telling her how serious he was.

      She cleared her throat, putting down the glass and giving him her full attention. “Do you have a particular candidate in mind, or is this just a general desire that has come upon you?”

      Cayr’s gaze was back to the dancing, his hands toying with the edge of the silk tablecloth. Eventually he took a breath and turned to meet her eyes.

      “I’m going to marry Jenna, Alyx.”

      It took her a full moment to register that her mouth was hanging open as she stared at him in slack-jawed astonishment. “Excuse me?”

      “Which part didn’t you hear properly?” he asked dryly.

      She flashed him a scowl. “To be clear then, you’re talking about Jenna Aridlen? Adopted daughter of one Lord-Mage Casovar?”

      “Jenna has changed a lot, you know that,” he said patiently. “She’s done her best to make up for her father’s mistakes, even though she’s not to blame. All these years she’s protected me, never once asking for recognition.”

      “That’s because it was safer for her that nobody know she’s a Taliath.”

      “No.” There was a note of finality in Cayr’s voice. “She’s become a close friend. I trust her, and I’m asking you to trust me.”

      She frowned. “That hardly sounds like a declaration of undying love.”

      Cayr’s face clouded over. “Well, undying love seems to me to cause much more pain than it’s worth.”

      Alyx flinched, heart sinking. She’d never stopped feeling guilty for what she’d done to him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, I wasn’t aiming that at you.” He sat forward earnestly. “I told you years ago that I accepted what happened between us, and I meant it.”

      She studied him, trying to tell if he was being honest. “But Jenna of all people? You’ll face mutiny from your court—and not just because she’s the adopted daughter of a traitor. She has no noble blood, no standing. You’re the king of Rionn, you need to think about marrying for strategic advantage. Doesn’t Mastaran have a niece our age?”

      “Says the young noblewoman who would have married an illegitimate, half-Shiven Bluecoat captain!” Cayr countered.

      She gasped as if hit, and remorse flooded his face. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “He’s been gone three years.” She waved off his concern, quickly and neatly shoving her emotions back into their box. “And while you are correct, I am not the king of Rionn. The court would have been scandalized and probably ostracized me, but that’s the worst that would have happened. You could face unrest amongst your nobles.”

      “So? We might not even survive the next year. I’ll fight tooth and nail to protect Rionn, but the odds are against us. We’ve already lost people we love. Marrying Mastaran’s niece won’t help us defeat Shakar or Shivasa, and while I would give anything for my country, I want my own little piece of happiness.”

      Alyx stared at him. “You love her.”

      “There is a reason I chose her to marry.” He huffed in irritation.

      “Have you asked her yet?”

      “No.” A troubled look crossed his face. “We are close, but I don’t think she’s aware that I…and I’m not even sure that she—”

      “She does.” Alyx didn’t even hesitate. Whatever her personal feelings on Jenna, Cayr’s happiness was all that mattered.

      His head shot up. “How do you know that?”

      “Women’s intuition.” She grinned at his scowl, but then sobered. “She burns to avenge her parents, Cayr, and she places the blame for their deaths squarely at Shakar’s feet. And she’s a Taliath, a powerful warrior.”

      “I know all that. So what?”

      “So she chose to stay here, with you, for the past three years. Doing nothing but ensuring your safety. She could have been out fighting with me, taking her revenge. But she stayed.” She smiled a little. “You don’t do something like that for a friend, or even a king.”

      A wondering smile spread across his face as he processed her words, joy lighting up his eyes. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Of course I did. You’re my dearest friend and I want you to be happy.”

      Cayr leaned closer. “I want you to be happy too.”

      “I’m happy enough, thank you.”

      “Oh, Alyx,” he said, and his voice ached with sadness. “I know you. You still grieve his death. Deep down, you haven’t moved on, you haven’t stopped loving him, not for one second.”

      She stared at him, utterly torn open by his words. Too much. “Why would you say that?” she whispered.

      “Because it’s the same for me.” His voice broke, and he cleared his throat before continuing. “He was a part of me, just like you are. We belonged to each other in a way that nobody else ever can or will.”

      She swallowed, pushing aside his words and what they made her feel. Unable to sit any longer, she rose from her seat. “I think I’d like to dance. I’ll see you later.”

      He didn’t try to stop her.

      

      Adahn looked up as Alyx approached, one eyebrow raised in query. He looked handsome and debonair in his court finery—as at ease amongst the nobility as he was amongst the mages.

      “Dance with me?” She held her hand out to him.

      His lips quirked in a smile and he took it. “I wasn’t afraid to ask you.”

      “Is that right?” she asked, allowing herself to be led onto the dance floor.

      “I was, however, a little afraid to approach the king of Rionn and ask his best friend to dance.” Adahn’s smile widened. “I thought there was a definite chance of being imprisoned in the palace dungeons.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t worth risking the palace dungeons?”

      “Well…to be honest no.”

      They both laughed. It felt good to laugh. “At least I know where I stand.”

      “There are, however, circumstances where I might be encouraged to risk the palace dungeons for you.”

      “And what might those be?”

      He pulled her a little closer. “I know you’re the Magor-lier, but…I more than just like you, and I think we could be good together. I would never hurt you.”

      His face was uncharacteristically earnest as he waited for her response, his hand warm where it rested on her hip. He really was handsome. It was on the tip of her tongue to refuse him, but then Cayr’s words came back to her. They weren’t true. He was wrong. “Adahn, we—”

      She broke off as a servant materialised discreetly at her side, bowing slightly before offering a folded note. The writing on it was unmistakably Brynn’s, though it was messy and the paper was crumpled. Was that blood splotched on one corner? Worry swamped her.

      “What is it?” Adahn asked

      “Brynn. He needs to meet with me. He’s on his way to my house.”

      “Do you want me to come with you? At the very least, you should have a guard.”

      She shook her head. “The city is so heavily protected tonight I don’t think I need a protection detail just to walk across the palace gardens home, and there’s no use both of us missing the party. Stay here and I’ll find you when I get back.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.” His gaze was warm and concerned, affection filling his voice. Impulsively, she leaned up and pressed her mouth to his in a soft kiss. He started in surprise, and she smiled as she pulled away and left him staring after her.

      Worry for Brynn replaced her uncertainty over kissing Adahn as she left the ballroom. Not sure what she would be facing, she ran for the mage offices to change out of her ballgown.

      Once changed, she briefly debated contacting Tarrick to ask him to come with her, but didn’t want to interrupt anybody else’s fun, and if Brynn’s news was urgent, she could spoil their evening then.

      “Alyx!”

      Alyx turned as a voice hailed her from behind, a smile lighting up her face at the sight of her godfather. Astor spent a lot of time riding between Alistriem and the border on Cayr and Alyx’s behalf and she’d been disappointed he hadn’t been back in time for the wedding. He still wore his travelling clothes and his jaw showed a few days’ worth of silver stubble. “You made it!”

      “Just barely.” He returned her hug. “As you can see, I’m not quite dressed for a party.”

      “I’m sure nobody will notice,” she assured him. “Plenty of wine has been consumed.”

      “Then I’d best get in there before it runs out. What’s your excuse?” He gestured to her lack of formal clothes.

      “I’ve just had word from one of my mages arriving in the city. It sounded important. I’ll try and come back before the party is over.”

      “All right, I’ll let you go. I need to go back to the border in a few days, but try and find some time for your godfather before you leave Alistriem, will you?”

      “Absolutely. Now go and have some fun.” She smiled as he kissed her cheek before continuing into the ballroom.

      

      Safia met her at the front door, offering to bring drinks when she explained that Brynn was coming. As with most people Brynn ever met, Safia adored the young man and always blanketed him with food and attention when he came.

      “It’s late, Safia, go back to bed. Brynn and I can look after ourselves.”

      “Yes, Lady Egalion.” He bowed.

      The house was dark, the entrance foyer lit only by two wall sconces either side of the front doors. Alyx went to the kitchens to get a jug of cider and some mugs and was just re-entering the foyer when the door opened and a cloaked figure entered. Smiling, she placed the tray on a small table and walked over into the pool of light cast by the flickering sconces.

      “Brynn, I hate to tell you, but you didn’t quite make it in time for the wedding,” she teased. “I don’t think Dawn plans to forgive you anytime soon.”

      He didn’t reply immediately, and Alyx frowned as he reached out a hand to lean against the door while using the other to pull back the hood of his cloak.

      “Brynn? What happened?” she demanded as soon as she caught sight of his face. His eyes were sunken and a dark bruise coloured the left side of his jaw. Now that she was closer she could see that there was a gash in the right arm of his tunic, caked in dried blood. Her heart leapt in her chest.

      “Alyx,” he rasped. “I had to…they tried to stop me…” He shook his head, swayed alarmingly on his feet.

      “Calm down.” She took his arm to steady him, worry flooding her. “You need to sit and rest.”

      He shook his head. “Need to tell you.”

      “Tell me what?” Fear made her voice sharp.

      “It’s…” He coughed and almost fell. Alyx caught him and they both staggered. Panic started seeping through her. Brynn looked in bad shape, and clearly he was desperately trying to tell her something.

      “Brynn, please, what’s wrong, what happened?”

      “I…” he mumbled, then his eyes flickered closed. “So tired.”

      There was a blinding flash and both front doors flew inwards. Both she and Brynn were thrown across the floor. Brynn landed hard, his head cracking on the marble. Alyx summoned enough magic to soften her fall and instantly rolled towards Brynn, who was out cold.

      A shadow flickered over her and she turned to face it, magic flaring to life, but she was too slow. Something heavy came crashing down on her head and blackness claimed her.
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      Alyx opened her eyes with a start.

      Her heart thudded in her chest as if she’d been in the middle of a nightmare that was now forgotten. The cold, bumpy surface she lay on was most definitely not her bed in Alistriem. Adrenalin surging, she rolled quickly to her feet, hands flaring with a green shimmer. The glow punched through the otherwise dim light, revealing that she was in a cell.

      Rocky walls surrounded her on three sides and a barred opening stood before her. The air was cold and dank, smelling of damp and something else she probably didn’t want to know the source of.

      Closing her eyes, she tried to remember what exactly had happened. It was useless. She’d been at the wedding. She’d gone to meet Brynn, and then…whatever faint recollection she had was blurred and intangible, and there was a lingering grogginess in her mind that indicated she’d probably been drugged. Which meant she could be anywhere. Panic closed over her chest—how much time had passed?

      Whoever had taken her had left her in the clothes she’d changed into after leaving the wedding, but her mage staff was gone. Her heart lurched when she realised her cloak was gone too. Had she worn it back to her house to meet Brynn? Her memory teased her, offering wisps of recall, but nothing substantial enough to grasp.

      Fear was useless, so she pushed it away and allowed anger to take its place. Raising an arm, she loosed a concussion ball at the bars of her cell. Instead of destroying the metal, however, her magic hit a shimmery wall and winked out of existence. Frowning, she tried again, a stronger blast this time. The same thing happened.

      Switching to her telekinetic magic, she reached out to try and yank the bars from their foundations. Try as she might, however, she couldn’t grab hold of them. Something was blocking her.

      “Dammit!’ Alyx let loose with a burst of temper, and her third concussion ball gouged out a chunk in the wall, spraying chips of stone all over the cell. The subsequent concussive burst inside the small space was deafening and Alyx winced and covered her ears, riding out the squeezing sensation in her chest.

      Once the reverberations had subsided, she tentatively reached out to touch the bars. Cold metal slid under her fingertips—there was nothing tangible she could feel that could be inhibiting magic. Frowning, she tried extending her telepathic ability beyond the bars to see if anyone was nearby. Nothing.

      There must be some type of mage shield surrounding the bars which was impervious to her magic. Deciding on a more practical approach, Alyx gripped the bars and gave them a good shake.

      Nothing.

      Unsurprised, she peered out into the corridor beyond. It looked just like the palace dungeon in Alistriem, a long corridor with cells just like hers on either side, a handful of flickering torches providing the only light. The floor was hard-packed earth, suggesting she was underground.

      Who had taken her? Shakar? But why would he imprison her instead of just killing her outright? She closed her eyes and focused the way Howell had taught them when learning to erect their mental shields, running her mind back through the hazy flashes that remained of her memory.

      There! Brynn had been knocked out. Someone had leaned over—she hadn’t caught sight of their face, they’d hit her before she could focus on…a flash of black fabric swirling around a pair of leather boots.

      A mage. The Mage Council.

      Alyx groaned and allowed her head to fall forward against the bars. The council had taken her.

      A stab of worry hit her—Brynn. He’d been trying to tell her something, but her abductors had interrupted. Whatever it was, it must have been important, possibly the reason that she’d been taken.

      A door banged down the hall, and she backed away from the bars, preparing herself for whoever was coming. Her fingers twitched, searching uselessly for the reassurance of her mage staff.

      When the tall, broad shouldered figure stopped in front of her cell, the momentary cheeriness she’d felt at realising it wasn’t Shakar who’d taken her vanished in a heartbeat. Instead, she was plunged back into the Sandiran palace the night Dashan had died, her heart shattering into a thousand pieces, Galien’s triumph and delight tearing her apart.

      This man had killed Dashan and then lorded it over her. Was she burning with the desperate desire for revenge, or utterly torn apart by the grief that had never gone away?. It was impossible to tell. Everything was so tangled up inside her chest.

      “Well,” he drawled. “I never thought it would be so many years before I saw you again.”

      She said nothing. It took everything she had to keep her shoulders straight and meet his dark Shiven gaze as the emotion churned within her.

      He stepped closer to the bars. “I heard your attempt to escape earlier. You didn’t really think we’d put you in a cell you could just blow your way out of, did you?”

      “I never took you for being particularly clever,” she managed. Her hands were white-knuckled fists at her side, nails cutting into her skin. The pain helped her focus. “Not that stupidity completely explains your odd loyalty to the council.”

      His smile faded and a flash of something almost like emotion flickered in his eyes. “They took me in when my parents abandoned me. They cared for me, they fed and clothed me, and they taught me how to become the most powerful mage alive. I will never forget what they’ve done for me.”

      Her shoulders relaxed a little. No matter what had happened, this was still Galien. The same cruel bully who’d known her at DarkSkull. Who’d tried and failed to best her a number of times. And as her fear began to fade, a cold anger grew in its place. This man had killed Dashan.

      She flashed his mocking smile back at him. “Shakar is the most powerful mage alive.”

      “I’m sure he likes to think so. There will come a time when he will learn different.”

      Delusional as well as arrogant. “Well, your precious council decided it would be better to kidnap me instead of kill me. Why am I here, Galien? Where’s Brynn—did you take him too? Is he okay?”

      He shrugged. “They think you’re useful, for now. As for Brynn, he was alive last I checked.”

      Alyx pushed away her worry for Brynn, since showing it would only give Galien satisfaction, and instead smirked. “Oh I see. You’re not powerful enough for their liking. They want two mages of the higher order, just to be safe.”

      It had been a guess, thrown out as much to taunt Galien as anything, but he flinched. It was miniscule, but the reaction was there. The council did want her as protection. Which meant there was only one place she could be. Her mind raced to try and piece it together, but Galien’s presence distracted her and she wanted to push her advantage.

      “We’re in Carhall, aren’t we, and the city is close to falling?” she said. “And you aren’t enough to stop it. That’s why the council wants me.”

      “I’m plenty enough,” he snarled, leaning closer. “And as soon as I drive back the Shiven army surrounding this city, they will see your uselessness and have you killed.”

      Alyx stepped away from the bars and crossed her arms. “Off you go, then. You picked the wrong side, Galien. They might not have realised it yet, but I’m the future of the mage order. They’re quickly becoming irrelevant. I’m looking forward to the time when those snivelling old men you call a Mage Council try to kill me.”

      “Oh, it won’t be them. It will be me,” he promised. “I’ll gut you like the worm you are.”

      Satisfied with having the last word, Galien turned and strode away. Their conversation had restored some of her confidence—he was still too easy to bait, too arrogant. What he’d done to her in Sandira…she was different now. Older. Stronger. She was a leader. He remained a minion of the council.

      She told herself all those things but the doubts crowded in, trying to break her confidence. He’d had the benefit of the past ten years of tutoring by the council. Her training had been ad hoc and not always successful.

      Sighing, Alyx slid down the wall and drew her knees up to her chest, resting her head on them with the intent of sleeping. There wasn’t much more she could do than rest and be ready for whatever came next.

      

      Her sleep was restless, filled with dreams of men in green falling off horses and Shiven warriors swarming over the walls of Carhall. It was impossible to tell whether they were figments of her imagination or flashes from when she’d been drugged. When she woke, it was to what sounded like shift change amongst the guards at the end of the hall. A tray of food had been delivered, containing a bowl of oatmeal and mug of water. She ate hungrily, deciding the oatmeal likely meant it was morning.

      Not long after she’d finished eating, Galien re-appeared, this time with six militia soldiers flanking him.

      “What do you want?” She remained at the back of the cell, eyes running over the drawn swords of all six soldiers.

      “We’re going on a little trip,” he told her, jangling a pair of metal cuffs. “I’m going to come in there, and you’re going to allow me to put these on you.”

      She snorted. “I’d like to see you try.”

      “If you try to attack me in any way, we will kill your friend Brynn.”

      “Brynn’s here?” Alyx stepped forward, a mixture of relief and concern flooding her. “Is he all right? Where is he?”

      Galien’s sneer deepened. “He’s here, and we’ll keep him alive as long as you cooperate.”

      Alyx stepped back, away from the door. “Come in, then, I won’t attack you.”

      Galien gestured for the door to be unlocked, and once it was, he stepped inside. He approached Alyx warily, but she stood completely still while he secured the cuffs around her wrists. Brynn’s life wasn’t worth disobeying Galien, and if she allowed him to take her out of the cell, it would give her the opportunity to study her surroundings and identify potential escape methods.

      As soon as the cuffs clicked shut, her access to her magic vanished. A bitter laugh escaped her. “I see you found a use for Shakar’s medallions.”

      “You weren’t the only ones clever enough to capture them for your own,” he smirked. “Melted down they can be used to make pretty much anything.”

      The soldiers closed around them as Galien took a firm grasp of Alyx’s arm and marched her upstairs. They climbed enough stairs to confirm her supposition the cells were underground, and at the top they emerged onto the ground floor of the building she remembered clearly as the Carhall Town Hall.

      People moved around them, most seeming intent on their own business, and none of them looked twice at Alyx or Galien. He led her out the front doors and down into Centre Square. She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the bright sunlight glinting off the marble paving.

      The square was as impressive as she remembered, but she didn’t have much time to admire the view. Galien hurried her into a waiting carriage. He closed the doors behind them, and as the carriage lurched into movement, he pulled the blinds down over the windows.

      “I’ve been here before,” Alyx told him. “I know where we are.”

      He made no response, so she sighed and settled back into her seat. They jolted along for some time before squeaking to a halt. Galien opened the door before grabbing her arm and pulling her out behind him. She stumbled on the step, and it took a moment to right herself. Once she did, she found herself standing at the base of one of the city’s outer walls.

      “This way,” Galien said shortly, gesturing to a flight of steps leading up to the top of the wall.

      He kept a firm grip on her shoulder as they climbed, and the militia followed closely behind, swords hovering in readiness. It was strangely amusing that they obviously considered her so dangerous. It made her wonder what they’d been told about her.

      When they reached the top, an old mage and more militia soldiers waited for them. It took her a moment to place the mage, but the air of arrogance and authority that hung around him like a cloak was unmistakable. Cario’s grandfather stood before her.

      “Councillor Duneskal,” she greeted him. “What a surprise.”

      “Alyx Egalion,” he returned coolly. “It’s been a while.”

      “Since I met you at the council meeting here in Carhall and heard you talk about murdering Taliath?” She raised an eyebrow. “Yes, I suppose it has been.”

      “Leave us, Galien,” Duneskal said, and the younger mage bowed before walking away. Reluctance showed in every stiffened line of his body. He didn’t like being dismissed. It made her smile.

      “You always did have an unhealthy fascination for the Taliath,” Duneskal commented, turning to stroll over and lean against the wall parapet.

      “Because I don’t condone murdering them out of hand?”

      “Because you took one as a lover.”

      She froze. “He wasn’t my lover.”

      “A mere technicality. It was inevitable. Fortunately for all of us, we removed that threat.” He waved a hand. “That was years ago, and the past is the past.”

      Alyx looked away, wrestling viciously with her emotions until she had them under control. If she’d had access to her magic in that moment, she wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t have used it to kill Duneskal where he stood. “Why did you bring me here?”

      “Look out there.” He pointed. “See the camps, the soldiers? Shiven, all of them, and within miles of Carhall.”

      She stepped up to the parapet, staring out over the flat plains surrounding the city. Just over a mile to the south there was thick forest, but otherwise it was all open grass. Her heart thudded against her ribs in shock to see the encamped army filling the plains, just far enough distant to be out of the range of longbows or catapults. It was difficult to count the number of tents at such a distance, but there were at least several thousand.

      “How did they get through Tregaya so quickly?” she asked.

      “Mages.” Duneskal pointed towards one grouping of tents right at the edge of Alyx’s vision. “If it weren’t for our own mages, that army would have been here weeks ago.”

      Alyx sucked in a breath. So many! She frowned as she stared at the distant tents, asking questions while she stalled for time to think. “If that’s the case…why haven’t they sent their mages against Rionn?”

      “A good question.”

      “They want you,” she murmured, feeling a stab of satisfaction despite the dire situation they were in. Finn had been right. “He wants you.”

      Duneskal nodded. “We’ve come to that view also.”

      “Why?” She rounded on him. “Why does he want to destroy the Mage Council so badly? Leaving Rionn undefeated behind him is a tactical error, and he doesn’t make those.”

      “He’s a madman.” Duneskal shrugged. His words were casual, too casual. Once again he was lying to her. “I apologise for the manner in which you were brought here, but we gave you the chance to work with us and you refused. You left us no choice but to force your cooperation.”

      “You want me to save your city?” she asked.

      “Carhall has never been breached. We simply need your assistance to help fight back the Shiven-trained mages.”

      “You have a mage of the higher order already. Why do you need me?”

      “There are too many for Galien alone to defeat.” Duneskal smiled.

      “Where are your mages?”

      “They’ve been deployed attacking the Shiven army as it progressed north and trying to limit the effect of the Shiven mages.”

      Alyx stared at him in shock. “You haven’t recalled them into the city?”

      “The Shiven progressed more quickly than we’d hoped.” Duneskal looked slightly discomfited. “We lost our communication lines before we could recall them. Galien has contacted those still alive telepathically, but it’s almost impossible for them to get back inside the city. We barely managed getting you in here. The militia are working on it.”

      “How many warrior mages do you have in here?”

      “Just our personal guard. Maybe ten mages.”

      She let out a long breath. The council had severely miscalculated. No wonder they’d resorted to kidnapping her. “You need to start evacuating the city, Councillor Duneskal.”

      “Carhall isn’t going to fall. Especially not if you agree to help us.”

      Swallowing, Alyx turned to survey the view from the walls. There were Shiven everywhere, camps only a mile or two from the city walls. “If those Shiven take this city, hundreds of the people living here will die. Militia will die. Do you want that on your conscience?”

      “The city has never fallen, and it won’t under our watch.”

      “I can’t stop that,” she said quietly. “There are too many. I suggest you start evacuating the city, save as many people as you can. Where is the king?”

      “Taken north for his own safety. He left with his family a week ago.”

      At least there is that. “I can’t stop what’s out there, Duneskal. They will breach these walls,” she said firmly.

      “A disappointing attitude,” Duneskal said. “Perhaps some time to think about it might change your mind. Galien?”

      The mage reappeared at the top of the steps.

      “Alyx needs some time to think. Please take her back to the cells.”

      

      She tried reasoning with Galien as they rode back through the city streets towards Centre Square. “Surely you can see the reality?” she asked him. “We both attended Master Renwick’s strategy classes.”

      “The council knows what they’re doing.”

      “Are you sure about that? They need to start evacuating this city before that army out there surrounds us completely.”

      “It is of little matter if they surround the city,” Galien said. “They won’t be able to breach the walls, not with a mage of the higher order defending them.”

      “Do you truly believe you can face down so many mages, not to mention an entire army, and win?”

      “I do as I’m ordered,” Galien said coolly. “I suggest you do the same.”

      “You’re even more of a fool than I thought you were.”

      Nothing but silence greeted her words. Alyx looked out the window, watching the life of Carhall happening on the streets outside.

      She wondered if they knew what was coming.
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      Once back in her cell, Alyx paced its small confines restlessly. Duneskal’s display had shaken her, but she pushed it to the back of her mind in favour of more practical thoughts—namely the likelihood of a rescue.

      Ladan would be frantically trying to figure out what had happened to her, as would Tarrick and her mages. Guilt curdled in her stomach at the knowledge Ladan and Dawn’s happiness had been marred so quickly.

      Adahn and Astor had known she was going to meet with Brynn. But even armed with that information, Alyx wasn’t confident they would work it out. They wouldn’t necessarily tie Alyx’s meeting with Brynn together with her abduction. And even if they did, it was likely they’d assume Shakar had taken her, and if that happened, none of them would know where to even start looking for her.

      No, she was going to have to get herself out of this mess. Galien was the main obstacle to escape. If she could overcome him, she would have no trouble with any other mages in the city—especially if Duneskal had been telling the truth and there were only ten warrior mages inside the walls. Of course, if she managed to escape the cells, then she would have to get out of the city, sneak through—or fly over—the surrounding Shiven army, and get back to Rionn alone.

      Leaving Carhall to its fate in the process.

      Guilt niggled at her, but Alyx pushed it away. She hadn’t been lying to Duneskal; she couldn’t stop an entire army even if she wanted to. And even if she agreed to work with Galien, he’d never do it. Her thoughts raced around her head, too fast.

      One step at a time.

      The first step being her cell. Magically protected as it was, she couldn’t blast her way out. The guards that delivered her food were careful not to open the doors. Maybe she could try talking to one, tell him who she was, bribe him in some way to let her out.

      Her busy thoughts were interrupted when the door down the hall opened again. Stepping back from the bars, she braced herself for Galien. He appeared at the doors, the two guards behind him carrying something.

      “You remember our deal?” he asked mildly.

      She nodded once, sharply.

      Chuckling at her forced compliance, he unlocked the door. The guards carried in an unconscious body and dumped it on the floor. Her attention was firmly on Galien in case he attempted anything, and so she didn’t realise it was Brynn they’d carried in until the cell door was closed and Galien was walking away.

      He lay prone where they’d dropped him, his clothes torn and dirty. She scrambled over and used her magic to help gently lift him and place him on the pallet.

      “Brynn?” she asked, brushing dirty blonde hair from his eyes. There was a nasty gash on his forehead, blood clotted around it. His skin was deathly pale. He murmured and shifted slightly at her touch.

      She laid a hand on his throat and used what little healing magic she had to try and help him. Despite years of working side by side with Finn, she’d only ever absorbed a fraction of his powerful healing talent—really all she could do was provide energy.

      Brynn murmured again but after a while seemed to relax and fall into a more peaceful sleep. She sat back and watched him, worry and fear rising up in her like a vice. She hadn’t felt this in a long time, not since…she clamped down on the emotion.

      Brynn was her friend, she loved him, and he was going to be fine.

      But at the same time, the anger inside her, her hatred of the council, burned even stronger.

      

      It was dark when he finally woke, mumbling her name and opening his eyes.

      “Brynn?” Alyx scrambled over to him. “How do you feel?”

      “Alyx?” he murmured, blinking. “I feel terrible.”

      “You’ve got a head injury. I’m worried your skull might have been fractured. You really need to see a healer.”

      “I’m glad you’re okay.” He tried for a smile. “I thought they might have killed you.”

      “Did they torture you?” she asked softly.

      “They questioned me.” He smiled faintly.

      “Why? What did they want to know?”

      “There was someone there…I can’t remember…he made them stop, I think.” Brynn frowned again. “A mage–he took my memories.”

      Alyx sat back. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Not…your fault. I’m so tired.”

      “Sleep.” She touched his forehead gently. “I’ll watch over you.”

      

      “I really can’t remember anything.” It was the first thing he’d said in hours, and it broke the heavy silence that had fallen over the cell. Alyx had been half-dozing against the rough surface of the wall and jerked awake at Brynn’s words.

      “You look a little better.” Some colour had returned to his skin, though he still looked gaunt and sickly.

      “I feel a little less terrible than I did.” He frowned, touching his head. “How did I get here?”

      “We’re in Carhall. We were kidnapped and brought here by the council. I don’t remember much, and if a mage took your memories, it’s unlikely you’ll ever get them back. Don’t tire yourself out trying to remember.”

      Brynn winced. “Did I imagine seeing Galien?”

      “No. He’s here.”

      His eyes wandered around the cell. “Did Duneskal tell you why he’d chosen this particular time to kidnap you?”

      “Carhall is under attack.” She told Brynn everything she’d seen and heard. “The council believes they can hold the city if I help Galien.”

      “But you can’t?”

      “I saw a glimpse of the Shiven army out there and he told me there are something like forty mages with the army. I can’t stop that alone. I’m not even confident I could do it with Galien, even if he agreed to work with me.”

      “I think you’re selling yourself short,” he said softly.

      She looked at him. “I may be powerful, but I can’t save this city. The best I can hope for is to escape, and then try and help from the outside. Perhaps we can find a way to help the Tregayans flee, or at least shield them while they do.”

      “And the council can’t be convinced to evacuate the city?”

      “I tried, but Duneskal wouldn’t listen. They haven’t even considered the fact that Shakar might be out there with that army.”

      Brynn sighed and laid back down. “I’m glad you’re planning on running things better when the entirety of the mage order is under your control.”

      “I’ll make sure of it,” she said quietly.

      “I’m glad you plan to survive this.” A smile ghosted over his face.

      Exasperated, she tried not to snap. “Brynn, I’m not miserable, you know. Not like Cayr seems to think anyway. I’m just so tired. I wish this could all be over so that I could stop and try to build some sort of life for myself.” Since going to DarkSkull, her life had been almost entirely dictated by the fact she was a mage of the higher order. It had restricted who she could love, what she could become. If she managed to destroy Shakar then maybe she could win herself freedom from that.

      A brief silence fell between them. Brynn placed his head back down and closed his eyes. His voice, when he spoke, was so quiet that Alyx barely heard him.

      “Being away from Sarah so often is a constant, unending struggle. It hurts. If she died, I can only imagine…”

      Brynn’s soft snores soon filled the room as he drifted into sleep. Alyx sat with her knees against her chest, arms wrapped tightly around them, staring into the darkness and fighting to hold on to her shield of numbness.

      

      “How long have we been here?” Brynn asked as they ate their most recent meagre offering of food. He was sitting up, and looked a lot better than he had. Alyx hoped he was through the worst.

      “I was awake for about two days before Galien dumped you in here, but I have no clue how long I was out before that. Judging from the meals, I think it’s been almost another two days since then.” Hopefully the council had seen sense and was evacuating the city. From what she’d seen on the walls, the Shiven would encircle Carhall soon, if they hadn’t already.

      Brynn nodded. “And why haven’t you just blasted your way out of here already?”

      She explained about the shield over the door.

      “Oh,” he said. “So how are we going to get out?”

      “That’s where you come in.” She waggled her eyebrows at him.

      He grinned. “I know that compared to most men, I am a giant of strength, but I don’t think even I could rip out those bars.”

      “A giant of strength?” Alyx unsuccessfully hid her smile. “I think that ‘vertically challenged’ is a better description.”

      His mouth dropped open. “Did you just call me short?”

      “I absolutely did.”

      He scowled at her. “How does this plan involve me?”

      “You remember that Galien isn’t exactly a thinker?”

      “I do.”

      “He usually sends the guards with our food alone—he doesn’t come with them.”

      “So, not a thinker, but a master of delegation?”

      Now Alyx scowled. “I suggest that the next time a guard brings us food, you have a nice chat with him.”

      Brynn’s smile widened as he caught on. “And perhaps ask him nicely to unlock the doors, with that useful mage talent I have?”

      She shrugged. “It’s a thought.”

      “And worth a try.” Brynn chuckled. “Do you think Tarrick and the others will be on their way?”

      She sighed. “If they’ve found our trail. Counting travel time, it has to have been at least two weeks since we were taken.”

      “But you’re not hopeful.”

      “How would they have found our trail?”

      Brynn shrugged. “I don’t think we should underestimate them. They often get overshadowed by you, but Tarrick is pushing Rothai for strongest warrior mage alive, Cario is a master diplomat, Dawn has enough faith for all of us combined and Finn can think so logically and rationally it’s scary. And that’s not accounting for your Taliath brother and father.”

      Alyx looked over, smiled. “You’re right. I’ve been very lucky.”

      “You’ve been very smart about who you’ve gathered around you.” Brynn snorted. “What do we do once we’re outside the cell?”

      “Sneak out of the Town Hall. Sneak out of the city. Fly over the Shiven army and somehow try and find Tarrick and the others..”

      “That’s your plan?” Brynn’s eyebrows shot skyward.

      “Do you have a better one?”

      “No, but I’m going to work really hard on trying to come up with one, because flying with you always makes me seasick.”

      “Plan away,” she said, reaching out to shove him playfully in the shoulder.
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      It was a long time before anyone came again with food—longer than the previous intervals, Alyx was certain. Brynn had managed several hours more sleep before a guard appeared carrying a tray with two bowls and a small jug of water.

      Brynn was waiting at the bars, smiling widely. “Hello.”

      Even from the back corner of the cell, the sheer charisma of his magical voice washed over Alyx—he was using every inch of mage ability he had on the guard.

      “Hello.” The man smiled, uncertainly, as if he really wanted to, but didn’t know why.

      Brynn beamed back at him. “I could really use some fresh air. Do you think you could let me out for a walk?”

      The guard hesitated. “Our orders are to make sure you stay in here.”

      “Surely a few minutes of fresh air won’t hurt? I promise not to try and escape,” Brynn said, a cajoling note filling his voice.

      The guard’s expression turned dazed. “I suppose it wouldn’t matter,” he muttered. “Just for a few minutes. It is pretty damp down here.”

      “That would be wonderful. I’ll owe you one,” Brynn said.

      “It’ll have to be quick.” The guard pulled some keys off his belt and stepped forward to unlock the door. It swung open with a screech, and Alyx didn’t hesitate. She leapt forward, slamming hard into the opening door and sending the poor guard stumbling backwards. Their tray of food clattered to the ground. Before he could reach for his sword she summoned her telekinetic power, ripping his sword belt from his waist and sending it flying up the corridor. It landed with a distant thump.

      She used more magic to yank the dagger he wore at his belt and rap him smartly over the head with the hilt. His body crumpled to the floor.

      “Heavy handed,” Brynn noted. “But effective.”

      “At least I didn’t promise not to try and escape.”

      “Couldn’t you have saved our breakfast?” He stared mournfully at the remains of the oatmeal splattered all over the floor. “We haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

      She was about to reply when a powerful shuddering swept through the corridor. Alyx gripped one of the bars for support as the walls rocked around them.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “I have no idea. But I’m not waiting around to find out.”

      She set off down the corridor at a swift jog, Brynn at her heels, magic illuminating her arms as she held it ready. The other cells were empty, and they hit the stone steps leading upwards without running into anyone.

      “There is a curious lack of guards around,” Brynn muttered as they climbed, echoing Alyx’s concerns aloud.

      They’d just cleared the top step when another resounding shudder shook the ground under their feet. Alyx slapped a hand against the wall for balance, fear shooting through her. It would be beyond horrifying if the roof collapsed on them and they were trapped underground.

      “That’s not normal.” Brynn’s voice was heavy with dread.

      “You don’t say.” She paused and closed her eyes, sending out her telepathic magic. She had to reach farther than expected before hitting a raucous cacophony of thoughts, most of them reflecting panic and chaos, and it took a while to find a mind calm enough to read what was happening. It wasn’t good. Gritting her teeth, she expanded the reach of her magic.

      Her eyes snapped open, fixing on Brynn’s light green eyes in the dimness. “The city has been under siege since last night. Shiven soldiers have fully surrounded Carhall. The mages started their attack a few moments ago.”

      Brynn’s eyes widened. “That’s why the ground is shaking. The Shiven aren’t going to breach the outer city walls without mage power.”

      Alyx shivered. “Everyone is so afraid. It’s awful.”

      “Stop.” Brynn laid a hand on her arm. “There’s no need for you to keep picking up on all of that.”

      She nodded. “In better news, there were less minds than I expected outside Centre Square—they must have finally seen sense and evacuated most of the residents. From what I could tell, the militia are still deployed along the outer walls, but most of the minds I touched are expecting them to fall to the Shiven mages soon.”

      “And then they’ll concentrate their defence here in Centre Square, which won’t hold forever against magic either.” Brynn shook his head. “The council were fools to think they could hold off Shakar’s army.”

      She nodded. “At least we have a clear run out of the cells. All the guards have been sent to help man the inner walls around Centre Square.”

      “But then what?” he asked. “It’s going to be almost impossible to get out of the city now unless you fly us. Can we really just leave everyone here behind?”

      Alyx looked away, unable to help remembering the hundreds of thoughts filled with fear. Damn. “No, we can’t.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      She thought quickly. “I’ll see if I can locate Galien. Maybe we can do something to hold the Shiven mages off, at least temporarily. If we can take them on together it might allow the militia left in the city to gather and fight a way through for Town Hall and the Hub to evacuate.”

      “The other council mages should be able to help too,” Brynn added.

      It might have been over eight years since she’d last been at DarkSkull, but Alyx had no difficulty telepathically locating Galien. It had been a survival mechanism, something she’d done far too often to ever forget.

      She was on the verge of speaking to him when she caught one of his surface thoughts. Frowning, she delved deeper, surprised he wasn’t shielding. What she saw sent any hope she had fading into oblivion. Cursing, she withdrew her magic. “Tarrick, Finn, and some of the others are in the city. Galien knows they’re here and he’s planning a trap. He wants to kill them.”

      Brynn frowned in puzzlement. “Why is he bothering with them while the city is under attack? And how did they get inside the walls in the first place?”

      “I don’t know!” Anxiety was creeping through her—standing still wasn’t helping. “I didn’t dare reach further into his thoughts in case he sensed me.” She considered her options, a list that was becoming rapidly shorter. “I’m going to find Galien and deal with him before the others walk into his trap. I need you to go and find them and warn them.”

      “What about the attack on the city?”

      “I can only do one thing at a time!” she snapped, overwrought with competing emotions. “Galien isn’t going to work with me, not ever. The fact he is wasting time carrying out petty revenge when the city is about to fall…no, he’s clearly lost perspective. I need to shut him down as quickly as possible, then we can do what we can for the Tregayans.”

      “You’re sure this isn’t about revenge for him killing Dashan?” Brynn raised his eyebrows.

      For a moment she stared at him, unbelieving. “For the past three years I have done everything I can to make nice with the council and seek their help against Shakar. They tried to kill my father. They would have tried to kill my brother. They did kill Dashan. Yet I put aside my feelings every single time I met with them. You have no idea what that has been like, so don’t you dare stand there and suggest I’m putting my personal feelings above what is best for all those people out there.”

      “I’m sorry, Alyx.” He spoke quietly, but his face was stricken with guilt. “I spoke without thinking. Will you let me come with you?”

      “Your talent will be of no use against Galien.” Her voice was harsh. “I need you to find Tarrick and send them to help me. Then see if you can get to the council members and this commander of theirs. If we’re going to try and help the city, we’ll need to do it together.”

      Brynn hesitated, indecision in his green eyes, but then he nodded. “Where are they?”

      She closed her eyes. Dawn was not difficult to find, and for a moment she hovered, debating whether to reach out. But no, she couldn’t afford the time or energy to argue her plan.

      “They’re closing in on Centre Square. If you run, you might be able to catch them coming in the eastern gate.”

      Brynn sighed. “Tarrick’s going to turn purple when I tell him you’re fighting Galien alone.”

      Alyx found a smile for him. “Have fun with that.”

      “You made a promise to them. You said you would keep yourself safe.”

      “I’ve held to that promise, and I’m sending you to them now so that you can bring them to help me. I’m not being reckless. I’m the Magor-lier, and it’s not Shakar I’m going to face.”

      Brynn hesitated a moment and then nodded. “I’ll bring help as quickly as I can.”

      

      Alyx passed soldiers running down the halls as she headed to where her magic told her Galien was, but none of them seemed to take any notice of her. All looked afraid, and she didn’t blame them. The mage attack on the walls was continuing, if the irregular shaking of the ground was anything to go by.

      She ran lightly down a wide set of marble steps. An arched set of wooden doors stood closed at the bottom. Here she paused, taking a deep breath. Galien was on the other side waiting for the others to walk into the trap he’d set them. His shielding was down deliberately so they could find him—but it also meant she had been able to find him.

      She was alone, with no mage staff. But she wasn’t afraid. In fact she was relieved—it was finally time to end this enmity with Galien. Her magic glimmered inside her, and she reached for it, allowing it to sweep through her.

      Then, she opened the door and walked through.

      Another set of steps beyond led down into a cavernous militia exhibition hall. Galien stood in the centre of the sawdust-covered floor, surrounded by rows and rows of empty seating reaching up towards the roof high above. Tall oak pillars lined the oval floor, the seating in wedges between each pillar. At the very top, a viewing gallery ran around the entire surrounds of the hall.

      “Are you really going to abandon the city to the Shiven army?” Her voice rang out clearly. “What about your soldiers on the walls? The people still in Centre Square? The council?”

      He spun, cat-like, at the sound of her voice. His eyes narrowed, but there was no surprise on his face. “I was hoping to keep you contained until I’d dealt with your friends.”

      “Unfortunately, they can’t make it. You get me instead.”

      He shrugged. “I’ll kill you first, then hunt the others down one by one.”

      She began walking down the steps to the arena. “You do realise how dire things are? Shiven mages are attacking, concentrating all their magic on the south wall around the gates—it won’t hold much longer.”

      His head craned upwards, eyes focused as if staring through the roof up to Centre Square. “Yes, the city is under siege. There’s nowhere for your friends to run, and once you’re dead, nothing to protect them.”

      A retort was on the tip of her tongue, glib and cutting, but as she was about to utter it, she thought of those still trapped in the city. So, instead she swallowed the words and took a deep breath. “How about we put aside our differences for the next twelve hours. We fight together to push back the invading army, or at least hold them back long enough for those remaining to get out.” She held out her hand, opening her thoughts to him to show her sincerity. “What do you say, Galien? After twelve hours has passed, you can try and kill me again.”

      His eyes narrowed, fixed on her hand, and he hesitated.

      “If nothing else we could win time for your precious council to escape,” she urged.

      Time lengthened, stretched out, then snapped back into focus as Galien shook his head. “Nothing is going to stop the Shiven taking this city today, you were right about that,” he said. “I just want to make sure you’re all dead before I get out. I will be the Magor-lier. Once you’re dead, the mages will have no choice but to follow me. Then I’ll have an army to drive back the Shiven and defeat Shakar.”

      Damn. She was genuinely disappointed, surprising herself.  But at least now she’d done everything she could. “That’s supposing you kill me.”

      “Supposing?” He raised an eyebrow. “That’s a foregone conclusion.”

      He struck quickly and powerfully. A gust of air swept down the hall towards her, pulling up all the sawdust from the floor into a spinning tornado. Just as quickly, she drew on her flying ability, using it to maintain control as Galien’s wind swept her up towards the ceiling. At its apex, she increased the strength of her magic and broke free of the wind. It whistled shrilly in her ears as she dove towards him, eyes closed against the dust in the air, telepathic magic telling her exactly where he was.

      But he had telepathic magic too. Just before she hit him, the wind died as suddenly as it had risen and in its place a wall of fire leapt into existence. Alyx dodged desperately to avoid it, almost losing control of her flight. Careening sideways, she stumbled to a landing seconds before hitting the low wall below the bottom tier of seating.

      Galien let the fire die and stalked towards her. His staff was raised, the bright light of anticipation in his eyes. He wanted this. He wanted her. He was a fool. She summoned her magic, lifted her hands and sent concussion burst after concussion burst at his oncoming form. Green light flashed, but Galien’s shield absorbed the blasts, robbing them of their concussive power. He kept moving, coming straight at her, and without a staff to defend herself, she raised her own magical shield.

      He was moving too quickly to stop himself and the two shields crashed together, sending out a sonic boom. The pure visceral thrill of her power and his exploding together rushed through Alyx, and in that moment, she felt invincible.

      This is what it is like when two mages of the higher order battle!

      It was nothing like fighting Casovar. Then, she’d been hurt from his torture and scared—fighting him had been a desperate, instinctive affair. Galien was no Casovar. Excitement licked at her, born of adrenalin and the sweet rush of her magic flooding her body.

      Alyx stepped back, flicked her wrist and yanked at his staff with her telepathic magic. It flew halfway to her before he recovered, yanking it back and attacking her mind with a vicious and unhesitating assault. But here she had the advantage—she’d defeated Casovar’s attacks on her mind many years earlier, and Galien was not as accomplished in telepathy as Casovar had been. She thrust Galien from her head with every bit of strength she could muster, following him out with the intent to explode into his mind.

      He felt her coming and launched a counter attack—two blue concussion bursts firing out from his staff. She raised a hand and matched him. Green and blue crashed together, the opposing forces enough to send another sonic boom ripping through the air. They were blown off their feet and across the open space. Alyx drew on her flying magic quickly enough to control her fall, and looked down the hall to see Galien land gently on a cushion of air.

      Splinters of wood and dust rained down from above—one of the wooden beams supporting the roof had cracked almost all the way through. She spat sawdust from her mouth, then gathered her magic, shaped it, and reached out to tug hard at one half of the broken beam, tearing it free. With a roar of effort, she sent it spinning towards Galien. Flames leapt into life, burning white-hot, reducing the beam to cinders so that by the time it reached him it was a harmless pile of ash drifting to the floor.

      “Is that all you’ve got, Egalion?” he taunted.

      He called up his wind power again, this time stirring all the air in the hall into a frenzy so that Alyx’s vision was obscured by flying debris. Closing her eyes, she located Galien’s thoughts, then leapt upwards and flew unerringly through the gusting winds to where he stood.

      She collided with him at full speed and they both went rolling along the floor, the gale still screaming around them. Galien grabbed at her, trying to get a hold on her throat. She fought as Dashan had once taught her to, moving quickly enough to keep free of his grasp while landing punches anywhere she could.

      They rolled over and over. The wind shrieked, tugging at her clothes and hair, trying to distract her. She ignored it, ruthlessly drew upon her telekinetic magic to keep Galien’s hands from getting too tight a hold on her. He retaliated by setting fire to her clothing. She rolled off him to douse the flame, glanced over when he didn’t follow up. He crouched, watching her with a feral snarl twisting his handsome features. But he was sweating freely, chest heaving as he gasped for air. The wind had faded to nothing. He was starting to tire.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” She threw the words back at him at the same time she launched herself towards him, using magic to increase the force and speed of her motion. Her knee slammed into his stomach, her palms shoving him down hard.

      He roared in anger, the cries cutting off as she closed a hand around his throat, using the weight of her body to keep him pinned down. He threw his magic at her, but she was in a position of strength. Her fingers tightened, cutting off his breathing. He twisted and writhed, pale skin turning red as he gasped for air.

      “Now you know what it’s like to have someone choking you,” she snarled at him. “And I’m not afraid of the DarkSkull masters catching me. This is what you were afraid of, wasn’t it, the first time you saw me? You knew I was stronger, better, that one day we’d end up here! That’s why you’ve always hated me so much.”

      All of Alyx’s long-repressed hatred and anger swelled to life, everything she’d hidden and buried and refused to acknowledge. All the torture and bullying she’d endured from him. It gave her strength, enough to close her fingers more tightly around his throat. “You’re done, Galien.”

      And Galien, the slow realisation of defeat dawning in his eyes, used the final card he had left to play.

      “He’s alive.”

      The thought crept into her mind, the touch of his telepathic magic sickening. She shuddered, not letting up on her steady attempt to choke the life out of him.

      “Your Taliath. He’s alive.”
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      What?

      Her grip faltered, shock flooding her. Snarling, he used that briefest moment of distraction to hurl his body upwards, trying to break free.

      She summoned magic, using pure strength to fight him off and hold him down. But her fingers loosened slightly on his throat, and her hesitation was enough. He gasped like a fish beneath her.

      “I lied, and you believed me.” He spat the words at her. “Your paltry magic couldn’t even tell I was lying that night and you think you can defeat me. I never killed Dashan. The council took him—he’s been here in Carhall all this time.”

      What? It couldn’t be…he was lying to her again. Trying to save himself. But what if he wasn’t? A gasp escaped her, a momentary slumping of her shoulders, but that was all Galien needed. She found herself flying sideways as he got the leverage he needed and used his magic to fling her away.

      On instinct alone she staggered to her feet, barely avoiding the fireballs he tossed at her. Her roiling thoughts were a distraction, one she couldn’t afford, but she didn’t know how to still them. Galien came at her again, and she took to the air, flying up through his wind to perch on the railing of the gallery high above.

      “Come down and face me,” he roared. “Or I’ll kill you where you are. And then I’ll kill your friends. Including him.”

      She clung to the railing, fighting desperately to keep her focus amongst the emotion flooding her. No. Dashan. He couldn’t be…it wasn’t possible.

      “Weak,” Galien taunted.

      She tasted blood on her lip from where he’d landed a punch, and her body was bruised and battered. It didn’t matter—her magic was still strong inside her, and Galien hadn’t been able to hide the weariness in his voice. He was taunting her because he needed to end this quickly.

      She took another deep breath, fighting and clawing to bring back her focus. He’d used Dashan once before to break her. She wouldn’t let it happen again. No matter the truth, all she had to do right now was concentrate on this fight. If she did that—she’d win. She’d seen the full extent of Galien’s power now, and hers was greater.

      Galien roared again. She remained still as he began drawing on an incredible amount of magic. Flame flew from his hands, controlled and shaped into an enormous wall of fire that stood at least six men high and ten across. He sent it at her, moulding it as it moved through the air, turning it from red hot to white hot flame. Alyx took a breath and summoned her shield.

      The fire hit the shield and battered at it, flames licking hungrily over its surface, seeking entrance any way it could. Heat bled through and sweat slicked her skin. She steadily controlled the amount of power feeding into the shield, using more and more as Galien fed more of his own energy into the strength of the flames.

      The shield was the weakest of Alyx’s talents and the one that used the most energy. For the first time, her reserves began to drain. Fortunately, Galien didn’t know that. He gave up as her shield held, the fire vanishing as if it had never been. The scent of charred wood filled her nose. The beams around her had blackened, in some places all the way through. Concern flickered in her. The roof might not hold much longer.

      But the fire had taken up a considerable amount of Galien’s strength. He was still standing but his shoulders had sagged and it looked like he was working hard not to sway on his feet.

      Alyx dropped from the ceiling to land in front of him. They both raised their hands at the same moment. White flame flared from the tip of Galien’s staff and silver-green concussive energy from Alyx’s palms. Magic exploded through the room, encompassing everything in its path.

      Her magic leaped and twisted with life as it poured out of her, meeting and countering the threat posed by Galien’s magic. The air crackled with power too strong to be contained. The room began to disintegrate. Splinters tore from the walls and floor, spinning around in a frenzied dance. As she poured more and more power into the deadlock, another beam snapped above them and came crashing to the floor. Seats at the edge of the stadium were torn up and joined the spinning hurricane of debris filling the open space. Neither of them were holding back—they were throwing everything they had at each other.

      This is the true power of a mage of the higher order. This is my power!

      Dimly aware of the destruction around them, Alyx gritted her teeth and held on. They strained against each other for what seemed like hours, neither giving in, neither willing to be the first to break. Whoever broke now would die. Through the disintegration of the hall, and the flying destruction, Galien’s face was clear—the familiar sneer marring his handsome features and the hate that had always been written in his Shiven eyes.

      Alyx waited. She waited until she could sense that Galien had engaged every part of himself in their battle, until he had nothing left but to hold her off.

      In that moment, she moved. As Howell had forced her to learn so long ago—the use of more than one ability concurrently—she reached for the one remaining whole beam in the roof above them. She almost couldn’t do it. The strength required to rip the beam from the roof was close to impossible while holding off Galien. But she worked at it slowly, gritting her teeth and almost crying along with the effort, and then she had it.

      Alyx focused her gaze on those dark eyes one last time. “Goodbye, Galien.”

      With every bit of strength she had left, Alyx brought the broken beam arrowing down on Galien’s head. He didn’t see it coming, didn’t even know what was happening as it slammed into him and he dropped to the ground, his neck broken and body crushed.

      Alyx let go of her magic, staggered, nearly fell. Blackness dotted her vision as she took deep, gasping breaths. Unable to stand upright, she hunched over her knees.

      Above her there was a loud, wrenching sound followed by an echoing crack. Without the final beam to hold it up, part of the roof spectacularly caved inwards, raining more splinters and flying debris onto the ground around Galien’s body. Alyx dropped and curled into a ball, reaching wearily into her magic again to raise her shield. There she huddled until the crashing and tumbling stopped.

      Soon there was only the faint rustling of debris that had been dragged off the floor by their battling magic settling back to the ground. After a few moments, she stood, groaning, trying to stretch her stiffened and sore body. Parts of fallen beams, stadium seating, and unrecognizable rubble were piled haphazardly all around her. A jagged hole in the roof let in bright sunlight.

      “Alyx!”

      The door at the far end of the hall opened and Tarrick’s lanky form came running in, followed closely by Cario, Brynn and the twins. All five slid to a halt at the carnage before them, frantic gazes surveying the rubble until they landed on Alyx in relief.

      She raised a hand in greeting, still too breathless to be able to muster speech. It took a few moments for them to clamber their way over to her. Tarrick was the first to get there, his eyebrows shooting skyward at the sight of Galien’s crushed body.

      “I told you she was doing fine,” Dawn said, almost crossly.

      “Yes, but…” He trailed to a halt.

      “What the hell happened?” Finn asked, jaw slack as he took in the destruction around them.

      “Magic,” Cario said simply.

      “You and Galien did all this?” Tarrick was staring, as wide-eyed as Finn.

      “Yes,” Alyx managed. “Was hoping…you might be here faster.”

      “I don’t know why she just didn’t sort him out like this seven years ago,” Brynn offered.

      “She could have,” Cario remarked. “Galien was never the threat to her that he thought he was. The exhibition games showed that very clearly.”

      “Seems like if she had, she would have destroyed DarkSkull Hall along with him,” Tarrick said in awe.

      “Are you…” Alyx panted. “Everyone…okay?”

      “We’re all fine, but we can’t say the same for Carhall,” Cario said. “The Shiven had just broken through the south wall before we got here.”

      “I’ve been monitoring the thoughts of the militia commanders,” Dawn said in response to Alyx’s questioning look.

      “How did you…find me?”

      “That’s a long story, and we’ll tell you later.” Tarrick looked at the others meaningfully. Alyx didn’t miss the mutinous look that flashed across Brynn’s face, but didn’t have the breath or energy to demand he explain what he meant.

      “Here, let me help.” Finn stepped over to Alyx and laid a hand on her shoulder. Almost immediately she felt sweet energy flow through her body.

      “Are you all right?” Dawn asked softly. “Did he hurt you?”

      “I’m fine, just a little banged up,” Alyx said. “I think I used most of my reserve of magic to kill him. Thanks, Finn, that’s enough.”

      “We need to get up to the great hall,” Tarrick said. “The Shiven army was heading straight for Centre Square—”

      “—and is probably here by now…” Cario interjected.

      “…and we agreed to meet the others in the Hall,” Tarrick continued over him. “Ladan will bring them and meet us there.”

      “Ladan’s here? What others?” Alyx was beginning to get her breath back and Finn’s healing had helped with her energy and restoring some of her power. Clarity returned to her thoughts and she stood straighter, stretching weary muscles.

      Dawn opened her mouth, then shut it again. “He’ll meet us there,” she repeated.

      “What is going on?” Alyx demanded, before realisation flooded her. Galien’s revelation, his attempt to distract her. It all fell into place in her head, like dominos in a perfect line. It was Dawn she looked to, voice pleading. “He’s alive, isn’t he? Dashan?”

      “Yes,” she said simply, reaching out to take her hand.

      Alyx clung to Dawn’s hand, swallowing, trying not to let the storm of emotion that was threatening to drown her come out. “He’s here. He’s the commander who’s been running the defence of the city.”

      “Yes,” Dawn said again.

      “How did you…” Brynn ventured.

      “Galien dropped that little gem in the middle of our fight. He did it to distract me, to try and save himself.” Abruptly she was winded again, and it had nothing to do with physical exhaustion. Reeling, she wasn’t even close to processing the news, what it meant. It was like there was some sort of block in her head, keeping her numb. She wondered if it was overuse of magic.

      “Alyx.” Tarrick said soberly, with the tone of voice he used when what he was saying was of utmost seriousness and gravity. “We will tell you everything, I promise, but not now. We need to move fast. While we came to get you, Ladan was fetching the council members and the remainder of the militia guard still here. We’re going to get out together.”

      “All right,” she said, accepting that. “Lead the way.”

      

      Cario was intimately familiar with the layout of the inter-connecting buildings of Town Hall and led them up from the destroyed exhibition hall into the main corridors. They were eerily empty, and Dawn explained that everyone who could fight was out trying to hold the Shiven back while non-fighters had already fled.

      “Why are we meeting them in the hall?” Alyx asked.

      “It was the one place all of us knew in case we got separated, and it’s defensible,” Cario said tersely.

      They rounded a corner into a much narrower hallway, and Cario slid to a halt by a decorative copper statue. A narrow door was set into the stone beside the statue, and he reached out to yank it open.

      “Back entrance,” he said. “Go up, quickly!”

      Alyx followed the others up a narrow staircase to emerge into the back of the hall. She stopped to catch her breath. On the opposite side of the hall, the great arched doors that marked the entrance were closed, but shaking on their hinges. The cavernous space was empty. Memories flooded back—long boring sessions of watching the council members talk, hiding up in the gallery above while they spoke of murdering Taliath potentials.

      “Now what?” Alyx looked at Tarrick.

      “We wait for Ladan,” he said grimly.

      “We didn’t exactly expect the city to fall right in the middle of us rescuing you,” Finn said.

      “And then what?” she asked.

      “There’s an escape route to get the rest of the fighters out of the city. Dashan had it set up—once we’re all together, he’ll take us there.” Cario said, then glowered at the look Tarrick shot him. “What? You think she’s so fragile we can’t even mention his name.”

      “I just—”

      “Enough.” She glared at them. “All our focus needs to be on this situation. Me included. All right?”

      Terse nods followed, then Dawn spoke. “Shiven fighters are approaching the main doors. Their thoughts…they’re using a marble statue to slam against the doors. I count maybe twenty. They think the council members are hiding in here.”

      “That’s the way Ladan will be coming,” Finn said tightly. “He won’t know Cario’s back entrance.”

      Dawn spoke again. “Centre Square is breached. It’s hard to tell what is happening, so many chaotic thoughts.”

      “Dawn, withdraw!” Alyx said firmly, remembering what had happened to her earlier. “Restrict your magic to our immediate vicinity. Are there any mages out there?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” The telepath’s frown of concentration deepened.

      Her words were punctuated by the sound of something heavy thudding into the hall doors. They shook violently, but held. Without needing to be told, Cario reached out a hand, using his telekinetic power to bolster the doors as they were hit again, harder this time.

      “I’ve managed to distract those carrying the statue,” Dawn said. “They’ve dropped it, but more are coming to help, and I can’t hold off so many minds at once.”

      “What if we let them in?” Finn suggested. “Together we can take twenty or so.”

      “I can help,” Alyx said instantly. “Maybe I could throw a shield over us.”

      Tarrick gave her a look. “You just fought and killed Galien, and your shielding is your weakest talent. Are you telling me you could do that and cover all of us?”

      Alyx conceded with a shrug. “I still have some power left. If Finn helped me—”

      “They’re about to break through anyway.” Brynn pointed at the ever-widening crack in the left door.

      “What if we let them in, then I bring down the wall over the door?” Alyx asked Tarrick. “Then the way in will be blocked entirely and we can pick them off.”

      “Then how does Ladan get in?” Finn asked.

      Alyx swore. “Dawn, where is that brother of mine?”

      “He’s coming.” Her eyes snapped open. “The council members are with him, and whatever militia they could muster. Ladan thinks they were seen, and there are more Shiven soldiers on their trail. He and Dash are leading them straight here.”

      “Ok, let’s do it. Cario, lift the bars from the doors. Let them in,” Tarrick ordered, but his words were dim. All Alyx could hear was the echoes of what Dawn had said. Dashan. His name echoed over and over in the back of her mind.

      “Alyx,” Brynn said, his voice soft and gentle. Something in her face must have worried him. She shook her head, waving off his concern. Concentrate, Alyx.

      “Heads up!” Tarrick bellowed.

      Shiven soldiers came flooding into the room as one door slammed open. Cario stepped forward, using his power to divest the Shiven of their weapons one by one, sending swords and bows flying across the room and out of reach. Alyx raised her hands in preparation to launch a concussive burst.

      “Alyx, wait!” Dawn shouted. “They’re coming through behind.”

      Shuddering under the force of a mighty kick, the second door flew inwards. Then Alyx’s brother, sword raised, came through the gap. Behind him huddled three men in mage robes surrounded by a handful of militia. One of the mages had telekinetic ability and was using it to help keep the Shiven away. The militia were bloodied, and all of them had wounds. But Alyx didn’t register any of it.

      Because running a step behind, bringing up the rear, was Dashan Caverlock.

      Her numbness evaporated in a heartbeat and emotion flooded in to take its place. For a moment there was only pure, blinding joy. Then she took a step backwards, stumbling into Dawn and sending the telepath’s staff dropping to the floor with a clatter she barely heard. Ladan laid into a Shiven warrior from behind, killing him before engaging two or three more warriors at once. Dashan matched him thrust for thrust. The mages ran for the relative safety of where Alyx and the others stood.

      Her quick gaze recognised Duneskal, Walden, and Yirith—white faced from the effort of expending his magic—before snapping back to Dashan. He killed his last opponent and came to a stop. He turned and said something to Ladan, then his head came up as he scanned the room for any more threats. When his gaze fell on Alyx, his entire body stilled. His eyes widened, both in stunned recognition and a strange surprise, like she wasn’t what he’d expected.

      Then Ladan grabbed his shoulder, shouting, “There are more behind us, we have to go!”

      As their eye contact broke, Alyx shuddered and turned towards Dawn, who was staring at her as if she didn’t know what Alyx would do. Strangely, that gave her the ability to behave calmly.

      She took a deep breath, not exactly sure what she was thinking or feeling, and right at that moment there was no time for either. “Can you sense a way out of here? If there are more Shiven behind those we just killed, we’ll have to go back the way we came. Find us a path not filled with Shiven.”

      “I’ll work it out.” She nodded and closed her eyes.

      “Tarrick, we need to go out the way you came in,” Dashan yelled as he arrived with Ladan. The remains of the militia milled behind him.

      Tarrick nodded. “Take them on ahead. Alyx and I will bring up the rear.”

      “Hold on and wait for Dawn to find a path!” Alyx ordered, stopping their forward progress. “There’s no point rushing straight down and into an army of Shiven.”

      “Got it!” Dawn’s eyes snapped open. “I’ll lead the way.”

      “And once we’re out of Centre Square? Then what?” Alyx asked.

      “I had an escape route prepared,” Dashan responded. “Whatever militia are left in Carhall will be gathering at a spot along the western wall. If we can get there, we’ll break out of the city.”

      “What about those who couldn’t make it to your rendezvous point?” Brynn asked. “Are we just going to leave them behind?”

      “I’ve given the retreat order, most of them should be clear.” Dashan spoke as if he hadn’t been dead for three years, jaw clenched in familiar frustration as he snapped at Brynn. It was both maddening and perfect at the same time. There was no space for any distractions. “The council refused to budge from Centre Square because they believed it would hold. I can’t save everyone. We have to go, now!”

      “You’re the Magor-lier. We need to get you out,” Cario said, gaze firm on Alyx.

      A bitter twist of nausea and guilt clenched her stomach at those words, but she accepted the truth of them with a nod. “All right, let’s go.”

      Finn shook his head. “What about the army laying siege outside the walls?”

      Dashan snapped, “we’ll be relying on you mages to clear a path for us.”

      She refused to let her eyes linger on his face, instead turning to move as they finally headed for the stairs.

      Duneskal’s words brought them all to a halt. “We should stay here.”

      “Grandfather, this is not the time to—”

      “We are mages.” Duneskal cut across Cario as if his grandson hadn’t spoken. “We can hold out here. We can’t just let the city fall.”

      “There is an army of hundreds outside. You can’t prevail against that,” Ladan said.

      Alyx stepped forward, channelling her frustration and anxiety into sharpness. “You should consider yourselves lucky I’m even bothering with you three after what you’ve done to me, so don’t waste my time. Get moving, now.”

      “The Mage Council does not take orders from you,” Master Walden said contemptuously.

      Alyx stared at him. “Fine. Then stay.”

      “Alyx—” Dawn ventured but she cut her off.

      “It’s their choice. Go!”

      Cario hesitated only briefly before following Tarrick. “You always were a fool, Grandfather.”

      “Mage Egalion!” Duneskal’s voice thundered at her as she paused in the doorway.

      Alyx stopped, turned back. “Come with me, or stay here and die. Your choice.”

      Duneskal hesitated further, and it was Walden who shouldered past him, looking suddenly haggard. Yirith followed suit. Contempt for both of them flashed over Duneskal’s face, but eventually he too headed for the stairs.
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      They clattered down the narrow stairwell and burst out into the hall at the bottom. Unlike earlier, it was now filled with running green-clad soldiers. Alyx almost collided with one of them as she exited the stairs, trying to keep up with the others. Tarrick took her arm from behind, steadying her, and then they were running again.

      Dawn led the way, Ladan a step behind. Dashan hovered by the councillors, hurrying them and keeping a protective eye on their surroundings at the same time. Fighting sounded not far off. A woman screamed, her voice cutting off abruptly.

      They crossed the wide hall and headed through another doorway that led into an empty room. Without hesitation, Dawn ran over to the sliding door opposite and hauled it open.

      “The Shiven haven’t reached this section of the building yet. We’ve got a clear run to the inner western wall,” she said.

      “Good, that’s the way we need to go.” Dashan shouldered past her. “Stay right behind me and let me know if we’re about to run into any danger. Ladan, watch the old men.”

      He led the way across the small garden beyond the doorway, and from there it was a short distance to a narrow gate set into the inner wall. Then they were running through the city via a series of narrow, winding alleyways. Despite the flushed faces and staggering steps of the old men, Dashan refused to slow the pace. Dawn ran with eyes half-closed, Ladan’s guiding hand on her shoulder, warning them if any Shiven approached.

      The sounds of fighting filled the city around them. At one point they had to cross a main street filled with militia battling Shiven at both ends, but Dashan and Ladan merely shouted for them to keep running. Smoke billowed into the air to the south; something had caught fire and was burning strongly.

      Eventually Dashan led them into a large courtyard that ran alongside the outer city wall. A small gate was set into the thick stone on the other side of the yard, though it was hard to see through the milling horses and riders—at least a hundred of them, all militia.

      “The gate is camouflaged on the outside to make it look like part of the wall,” Dashan explained. “My scouts have used it as a secret way to get in and out of the city.”

      A familiar young man emerged from the throng and saluted Dashan. “Commander!”

      “Are they ready to move, Rodin?”

      “Yes, sir. We were just waiting for you.”

      “How many got out?”

      “Three full units just before the Shiven surrounded us completely. More have been trickling out at night since, as you instructed. Those still fighting in the city have orders to retreat as soon as the council members are out safely.”

      “Good. Send the retreat order at once. Then find some spare horses for the mages.”

      With that, Dashan was gone, disappearing into the mass of militia. Alyx dragged her eyes back to Rodin, suddenly realising he was speaking to her. Focus!

      “Are your party all well enough to ride un-aided?” he asked.

      “We’re fine.” She nodded.

      “Good. If you’ll wait here a moment.” Rodin followed Dashan into the throng of horses and riders, returning a few moments later with horses for each of them.

      Behind her, Duneskal was muttering some sort of complaint, but Ladan’s terse words quieted him. Mechanically, Alyx hauled herself onto the back of a chestnut stallion. Despite her best efforts, Dashan’s sudden appearance had completely thrown her, and she was struggling to keep her thoughts focused.

      Dashan is alive.

      The words screamed through her entire soul, but there was no time to react to that knowledge. They were trapped in a city surrounded by Shiven and facing the possibility nobody was speaking aloud—that Shakar was out there too.

      Taking a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders and kicked her horse over to Tarrick. “If we’re going to force our way out, I’ll need to ride up front. You and Cario bring up the rear so that once I blast a path through, you can keep them from following too closely.”

      “And the rest of us?” Dawn asked.

      “Stick as close together as you can. If things get too bad, I’ll drop a shield over us, but then I’ll need your strength to maintain it, Finn.”

      “Understood,” Finn said. “I’ll keep close to you.”

      “What if Shakar is out there?” Tarrick asked, saying aloud what had been hovering in the back of Alyx’s mind.

      She gave a little shrug. “We put our heads down and ride as fast and far as we can. I don’t know what else we can do,” she said.

      Dashan reappeared, now mounted. “We need to go now, before they find us here and realise we’re about to escape. Alyx, can you clear a path through the Shiven army once we’re beyond the wall?”

      She hesitated briefly before replying, his appearance once again throwing her thoughts into turmoil. Stop this!

      “I should be able to.” She explained her plan.

      “Good. I’ll ride up front with you, and Ladan can take the rear.”

      “I’ll ride with Alyx,” Ladan said firmly. “You watch the council members.”

      She glanced at her brother, startled by the suppressed anger in his voice—there was a glimpse of the old Ladan in the tautness of his features.

      “Fine.” Dashan wheeled his horse around and shouted an order to the gathered militia. “Everyone close up in tight formation and stick as close behind the Magor-lier as you can. Go!”

      Without a word, Alyx kicked her horse out of the gate as it swung open before her. Ladan rode at her left, and the other mages and the militia followed, Dashan shouting orders for them to fall in line.

      The Shiven army had completely encircled Carhall, and while many of their number had entered the city, it didn’t take those still outside the walls long to spot the streaming line of riders trying to escape.

      A horn blast rang through the morning air, then a second and a third as various Shiven units responded. Like a slow-moving stream, warriors began moving across the open grassy plain to cut them off. Sunlight glinted from their naked swords, their challenging shouts drifting in snatches on the breeze.

      Taking a few seconds to get accustomed to the stride of the horse under her, Alyx waited until she could almost make out the features of the individual Shiven racing towards them. Then, sitting up straighter in the saddle, she took a breath, fought past her exhaustion, and let loose with her magic.

      Her control suffered when she was this weary, and the concussion bursts that flew from her hand were nearly as large as the horse she was riding. They flew across the intervening distance in bright green flashes. When they struck, a massive tectonic boom exploded through the air. Shiven went flying like they were nothing but straw dolls, and Alyx had to erect her shield to prevent the backlash hitting those behind her.

      As soon as the concussion wave had passed by them, she dropped the shield and sent another two bursts flying. It was enough to blow a large hole in the Shiven line. Even then, the left and right flanks reformed quickly to try and get in front of them. Gritting her teeth, Alyx dug deep for more strength, sending two more blasts to her left and right, destroying the closest of their pursuers. Behind them, more blasts went off as Tarrick waded into the defence of their rear.

      Then they were through and racing south across the open plains towards the forest. Behind them, the Shiven massed in complete disarray, and relief edged her weariness. They probably wouldn’t be able to pursue them immediately.

      “Veer to the southeast,” Dashan shouted from behind. “There’s an escape route set up; supply camps, more soldiers and fresh horses.”

      Alyx glanced back, then reined in her horse, allowing Dashan to catch up. “Then take the lead.”

      He gave a quick nod as he flew past. She waited—Ladan sticking close by—while the hundred-odd militia raced by her, then urged her horse after them at the rear.

      

      They rode as far and as fast as the horses could manage. Dashan took a handful of militia scouts and pushed ahead to ensure the route ahead of them remained clear. The rest followed more slowly to allow the injured soldiers to keep up.

      Nobody talked. The relentless pace made it necessary to focus all their energy on simply staying awake and in the saddle. When they did stop to rest and water the horses, Alyx moved from her saddle to the softest place on the ground she could find to catch an hour or two of sleep before moving on again. They had a single purpose—get as far from Carhall as fast as possible.

      Regular messages came back from Dashan, letting them know the best route to follow to avoid the Shiven lines. In his absence Rodin commanded the group in regular consultation with Tarrick. Exhaustion pressed down on her like a weight, and any scrap of strength and focus she had was used to help Dawn scan their surroundings for danger.

      Almost a week later the terrain grew steeper, their pace slowing as they climbed what felt like an unending incline. When they finally reached the top, she was astonished to look down and see DarkSkull Hall in the valley far below them. In her haze of weariness, she hadn’t even noticed they’d been climbing the northern valley wall.

      Trying not to sway in the saddle, she followed the long line of horses down into the valley. Night fell as they rode, but as they emerged at the bottom, a large cluster of tents and horses grew visible. The flickering light of lanterns shone from the windows of the DarkSkull buildings that hadn’t been completely destroyed in Shakar’s attack.

      Her tired horse stumbled to a halt behind the others in a cleared area before the steps leading up to the main hall. Someone was shouting orders, and around her everyone was dismounting. Trying, and almost failing, to keep her eyes open, Alyx threw a leg over the saddle and slid to the ground.

      Her legs gave out, and she would have crumpled to the grass if she hadn’t the presence of mind to grab hold of the stirrup. It took a moment for her to steady herself and then she stepped away from the horse, allowing it to be led away by an unfamiliar militia soldier.

      “You okay?” Tarrick appeared, Finn hovering at his side. She waved off his wordless offer of healing energy. He looked as exhausted as she felt.

      “I’m awake,” she said wryly. “Which is something. Where are the others?”

      “The whole group got here safely, and Dashan apparently rode in last night. I saw him and Ladan together just a few moments ago,” Tarrick said. “They were heading into the old stables.”

      “So was Dawn,” Finn added. “I gather it’s being used as a meeting space.”

      “We’re all exhausted.” Tarrick looked dubious. “Maybe we should just…”

      He trailed off, clearly uncertain. She was tempted to take the out he offered, to find somewhere to sleep and deal with what came next when she felt better, stronger. In all the fighting and running, there’d been no time to talk, no time for questions. But now they’d stopped running.

      He was alive. He’d been alive and in Carhall for three years. She didn’t even know where to begin with that. Questions crowded into her thoughts, bringing with them a tangle of conflicting emotion, a knot so confused she couldn’t tell them apart.

      “No,” she said softly. She wasn’t going to be able to rest until this was over. “We should at least take stock of our situation before getting some sleep. Come on.”

      The grassy area around the old DarkSkull stables was covered in orderly rows of tents. Fires had been lit outside several of these, and green-jacketed militia sat around them, talking and cooking food. The scent of grilling meat filled the air. Alyx’s stomach grumbled—it had been days since she’d eaten anything more substantial than oatmeal or a hunk of stale bread.

      She used a quick burst of telepathic magic as they tiredly picked their way between the rows of tents, tent ropes, horses, and people—there were sentries up in all the watchtowers and along the valley walls, mages included. No Shiven patrol would get near DarkSkull without them knowing about it.

      After the magic she’d used in Carhall, even that effort left her with a dull ache at the back of her skull. Thoughts of the impending meeting sent the ache into overt throbbing.

      Finn pushed through the door first, Alyx following behind Tarrick, eyes roving the interior. The open space between the rows of stalls had been filled with a long table and a scattering of crates, large pieces of rubble, and boxes that served as chairs. The surface of the table was covered with maps, and lanterns sat high on the wall above, giving the place a warm glow.

      All at once she was edgy and restless, nervous energy filling her despite her weariness. There was no more battle to focus on. Nothing to use as an excuse to delay dealing with reality. Cario and Dawn sat at the table, Tarrick and Finn joining them with quick smiles of greeting that quickly faded in the sober atmosphere. Ladan leaned on one of the stall doors. Finally her gaze landed on Dashan, standing at the head of the table, one booted foot resting on a box.

      Nobody was looking at the maps. Or each other.

      “What comes next? Can we expect pursuit?” Tarrick spoke first, his voice determinedly casual. Alyx shot him an incredulous look—that was what he was going to start with?

      Dashan glanced at him. “We have a good head start on the Shiven, and I had measures in place to divert any attempts to follow us. Plus, their army will be busy consolidating their hold on Carhall. I’d say we’ve got a couple days of safety here to rest horses and men.”

      “I—” Finn cleared his throat, but Ladan’s patience snapped and he pushed off the stall door, angrily cutting him off.

      “I’d like to know what the hell you’ve been doing these past three years, Dashan. Did you have a reason for making all of us think you were dead? Or did you just enjoy being the big man in charge in Carhall too much to let us know you were alive?”

      Dashan’s eyes flashed. “How about you back off and give me a second to explain. I don’t need to stand here and be interrogated by you.”

      Ladan’s face darkened with fury, and before any of them could stop it, he leapt over the table, crashing into Dashan full-force. Part of Alyx yelled at her to stop them, but the rest of her was frozen, slow to follow what was happening. Slow to react. The others at the table seemed equally uncertain.

      “You bastard!” Ladan shouted as they hit the ground. “Do you have any idea—”

      The rest of his words were muffled as he hauled Dashan to his feet and slammed him against the stable wall. Dashan shoved him back, but Ladan didn’t loosen his grip. He slammed Dashan against the wall again.

      “I didn’t remember!” Dashan roared, shoving Ladan off him with enough force to send Alyx’s brother staggering away. He turned to face the rest of them, chest heaving. “I didn’t remember.”

      Alyx’s eyes shot to his, because of course he was only looking at her, pleading written deep in his brown eyes. Shocked silence filled the room, but she barely noticed. She couldn’t see anything but him.

      “Everyone out,” Alyx said into the silence. “Go. Dash and I need to talk.”

      “Alyx—” Tarrick began.

      “Don’t.” She levelled him with her hardest stare. “Just go.”

      The mages filed out of the stables with varying degrees of reluctance. Ladan left last, the anger on his face fading a little as Dawn took his hand. When the door swung shut behind them, Dashan moved to pick up the crate that had fallen over during his scuffle with Ladan, breaking their stare.

      “Dashan…” Alyx’s voice broke on the word, and all of the energy that had been building up inside her suddenly drained away, leaving her limp and worn out.

      He sat, smiling bitterly as he looked up at her. “Three years is a long time, isn’t it?”

      “Just tell me what happened. Please.”

      Something in her voice—the utter weariness or long held grief—registered with him, and he was up in a flash, moving with Taliath-quickness to gently take her arm. “You need to sit down. Come on, mage-girl.”

      The words brought tears straight to her eyes, and she allowed him to lead her over to the table and sit her down. She hadn’t heard those words in so long. Had thought she would never hear them again. All at once she wanted to put her head down on the table and cry. Fighting that urge was almost impossible, and when she met his eyes, his face was equally stricken.

      “You really thought I died?”

      “In Sandira,” she whispered. “Yes.”

      He nodded, pulled a box close to hers and sat down. “I woke up in Carhall three years ago as a guest of the council, and had no idea how I’d gotten there.”

      “You remembered nothing?”

      “I knew my name, that I was a Bluecoat and that I came from Alistriem, but that was all,” he said. “The council told me I was a Taliath, that I’d been badly hurt in a battle. I had a pretty nasty head injury.” He pointed to a narrow white scar that ran along his hairline before disappearing into the dark brown curls of his hair. “The healers said that was what had caused the memory loss.”

      Her gaze lingered on his scar. Her emotions were churning, but a hint of anger was beginning to establish itself over the others. “Did you remember how you got hurt?”

      “No,” he said quietly, voice rich with pain. He couldn’t look at her.

      “You got hurt because you sacrificed yourself for me.” Bitterness rang through her voice. “Because you decided all on your own that you needed to die so that I could live.”

      “I know.” His gaze remained firmly fixed on the floor. “I remember that night. I remember everything now.”

      She frowned. “When did you remember?”

      He finally lifted his head. “Just over a week ago, I rode out of Carhall leading a unit of scouts to explore the approach of the Shiven. We passed another unit of militia with two mages guarding a cart being led into the city—and a young woman lay bound and unconscious in the cart. It was you, Alyx.” His jaw tightened, his eyes still on his hands. “And the sight of you…it all came back, all at once in a rush. I fell from my horse, and I was unconscious for hours. When I woke up, all my memories were there.”

      Her heart lurched. She believed him, and the thought of him remembering like that was awful. “That must have been terrible.”

      “The rage…” he whispered, and she glanced away as his body suddenly vibrated with it, his hands curling into white-knuckled fists on his lap. “I found them questioning Brynn, and I made them stop,” he said, voice full of barely-controlled fury. This was a Dashan she’d never liked to see. “Then I got word that the Shiven were surrounding the city. I did what I could to get the residents out, defying the council’s orders, and I set up this escape route.”

      “Tarrick and the others, they knew you were alive before I did.”

      “Not for long,” Dashan said. “Brynn ran into me on his way to find them. They went to help you while Ladan and I went for the councillors.”

      At a loss, she let her gaze wander around the room. An awkward silence fell, a silence full of tension and energy and discomfort.

      “You died,” she said eventually. “I accepted that. It…it stole something from me, losing you, but it’s been three years.”

      Dashan looked up, his dark gaze filled with despair. “I don’t know why they didn’t kill me, or let me die from my injuries, but I suppose by then they were growing scared and decided a Taliath might be useful to defend their city. And as long as they kept me away from you…”

      Eventually she looked at him and gave a little shrug. “I don’t know what to say, what to do next.”

      “Neither do I.” He rose slowly from the chair. “Go, talk to the others. I don’t think I can deal with them yet, but they’ll want to know what happened. Then get some rest, mage-girl. You’re going to need it.”

      

      They were waiting for her outside the barn in a worried huddle, as if in the past few minutes she might have suddenly absorbed Dashan’s invulnerability. That made her simultaneously tired and sad. Everything in her longed for sleep, but they deserved to know the truth too.

      “He lost his memories,” she said, relating to them everything Dashan had told her. “And then Galien used his magic to convince us of Dashan’s death. I was so weak after the fight in Sandira, so grief-stricken by what you and he had done, I didn’t even think to…” She shook her head, voice trailing off.

      “So what now?” Tarrick asked. He looked grim.

      Her heart sank like a heavy stone in her chest. “I guess this is where we see how much you actually meant it when you agreed to follow me three years ago. Because I’m not changing my policy on working with the Taliath just because Dashan is back.” The idea of it all falling apart again, after she’d worked so hard to build a new way of doing things…tears pricked at her eyes.

      Their silence was a living thing, the thoughts racing through each of their heads almost tangible. Surprisingly, it was Finn who spoke first.

      “I meant it, Alyx. When I agreed to the way you wanted to run the mages, I meant it. And that still stands. We’ll find a way to work through this.”

      The healer mage was sent stumbling several steps backwards as his sister launched herself at him, throwing her arms fiercely around his neck. Alyx had to fight a similar urge, and the tears now flowed freely. She scrubbed at them.

      “It’s the same for me.” Tarrick’s face was drawn, the shadows under his eyes visible even with his dark skin, but he had a little smile on his face as Dawn finally let her brother go.

      “Thank you.” Alyx’s voice shook with relief.

      Ladan was still holding on to his anger—it must’ve been easier for him than the grief of learning he’d mistakenly believed his best friend was dead for so long. “You really believe him?”

      “I do,” she told him.

      His shoulders relaxed fractionally, and he gave a little nod. Dawn took his arm and the two of them wandered away.

      “The militia commanders have a tight watch set over the valley,” Tarrick said. “We’re safe enough here for now.”

      “Time for sleep.” Alyx couldn’t stifle the yawn that swept over her.

      “Let me walk you,” Cario offered. “One of the militia came by while you were talking to Dashan. I can show you where they’ve set us up.”

      She nodded, waving a farewell to Finn and Tarrick, who mumbled something about finding their own beds.

      A comfortable silence fell as they made their way back through the camp. Cario led her inside the old boy’s dormitory building and showed her to one of the rooms. What had once been a window was now a hole in the wall high above the bed. The stone around the edges of the hole was blackened and charred.

      “Get some rest,” Cario told her. “I’ll find somewhere nearby if you need me.”

      “Thanks, Cario.”

      He hesitated before leaving. “I assume you know that you don’t need to question my trust in you.”

      She gave him a tired smile. The one person she would never have to question, no matter if she bedded twenty Taliath. “I do.”

      

      Alyx slept the sound sleep of exhaustion, and when she awoke, it was to the glimmer of early dawn shining through the hole in the wall. Yawning, she sat up on the narrow pallet. Everything that had happened flooded back, and she let out a breath as if winded. Raising a trembling hand to her eyes, she rubbed the sleep out of them before hunting around for her boots.

      A short exploratory walk found the old dormitory bathing room untouched and still functioning. It was temporarily empty, and Alyx took the chance to slide into a steaming bath of hot water.

      The warmth soaked away some of the stiffness her body had accumulated in her fight with Galien and the long ride from Carhall. As she scrubbed her skin and hair with soap, she ruefully catalogued her myriad of bruises and scrapes—from the look of them, she was going to be sore for a few days yet.

      As the blue light of early dawn turned to actual sunlight, Alyx rose from the bath and dressed quickly. Once clothed, she walked over to the doorway and lingered, a smile curling at the edges of her mouth as she spent a moment looking out at the sky and fields surrounding DarkSkull Hall.

      It was the loveliest sunrise she’d seen in a long while.
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      The camp was bustling when Alyx stepped outside, but what first caught her attention was the sheer number of mages in the vicinity. The first one she recognised was Adahn, hand lifted in greeting as he crossed to her. She smiled in genuine pleasure at the sight of him.

      “The Magor-lier was kidnapped,” he said in response to her unspoken question, easy grin firmly in place. “Tarrick gathered every mage in Alistriem to come after you. We’ve been on your tail since Carhall—we were waiting outside the city for Dawn to call us in if Tarrick needed more mages to get you out.”

      “I’m glad.” She smiled. “If the city hadn’t been falling, he might have needed you all to get me out of the council’s clutches.”

      “Sounds like you managed that all on your own.” Respect filled his voice, and there was a glitter of something in his eyes she couldn’t read. “Everyone here already knows you bested Galien by yourself.”

      “It wasn’t easy,” she said ruefully.

      “But you did it,” he murmured. “I always wondered if that was why he hated you so much, if he sensed you were more powerful than him.”

      “Well, you knew him better than I did,” she said pointedly, referencing Adahn’s membership in Galien’s group at DarkSkull.

      He flashed his grin at her. “I’m reformed now.” The smile faded to a look of affection. “I was worried about you, Alyx. I’m so glad that you’re safe.”

      “Thank you for worrying.” He had shifted closer to her, and the memory of kissing him flashed through her mind. She’d done it because she’d been trying to disprove Cayr’s words and because, despite everything, she genuinely liked Adahn. In a world without Dashan, there might have been hope to build something with him, but now all of that was thrown back into confusion.

      “Adahn…” She hesitated. “You’ve heard that Dashan is alive?”

      He looked away, blue eyes flashing, and gave a sharp nod. “I heard. The council were using him to hold Carhall. And before you ask, of course I haven’t forgotten why they came after him in Sandira.” He let out a breath, turning back to her. “It’s been three years, Alyx, and things are different now. I won’t give up on you because he’s back.”

      “Why?” she asked softly.

      He shifted even closer, smiling, lifting a hand to sweep the chestnut hair from his eyes. “You and I make sense, Alyx. You’re strong and brave and I’m reckless and brave. We’re mages, we understand each other, we understand the same world. Together we could be an amazing team.” He paused. “And we both know he is dangerous for you.”

      “If you think—”

      He lifted his hands to ward off her quickly rising temper. “It’s a reality. The council might be almost gone, but a lot of mages still think like they do. If you and he were together…”

      His voice trailed off, and she didn’t dispute his words. Even last night she’d been afraid her closest friends might change their minds about following her because of Dashan’s reappearance. Still, Adahn pointing it out didn’t warm her to him and she looked away. “I can’t make decisions about any of this right now. Not in the middle of a war.”

      “I understand that.” He shifted away from her, light mood reasserting itself. “How can I help?”

      “Can you find the others? We need to talk through what happens next. Get them to make sure Dashan and Ladan are there too.”

      “I live to serve.” The cocky smile flashed and he was off.

      Alyx turned for the stables and almost ran into Dawn. A smile spread over her face and she hugged the telepath warmly. “I’m so sorry for ruining your wedding.”

      “Me too,” Dawn said ruefully. “How are you?”

      “Sore, still a little tired,” Alyx said. “And my magic probably isn’t quite back at full strength yet.”

      Dawn gave her a look mixing amusement and exasperation. “That is not what I was asking and you know it.”

      “Brynn!” Relief swamped through Alyx at the sight of him jogging towards them, and it wasn’t entirely from the fact he looked much healthier than he had in Carhall. “You look good,” she said, running her eyes over him with a smile.

      He nodded, touching the bandage on his right temple. “After Finn worked on me, I pretty much slept straight through. I just woke.”

      “Good. You can join us for a meeting.” Alyx cast an anxious look around the valley. “I don’t want to linger here too long.”

      He nodded and fell into step with her and Dawn, asking, “How are you, anyway?”

      She shrugged. “I overextended my magic, and I’m a little bruised, but I’ll be fine.”

      Brynn blinked in surprise, then shared raised eyebrows with Dawn. “That’s not what I meant.”

      Alyx tried not to roll her eyes—if people were going to be tip-toeing on eggshells around her for the foreseeable future she was going to get really annoyed really fast. “Did someone tell you Dash’s story?”

      “Cario told me as I was dressing just now. I can barely believe it.”

      “You and me both.” She tipped her head towards the stables. “Everyone is inside. We’d best not keep them waiting.”

      Alyx and Brynn were the last to arrive. Everyone else was already hunched around the map table, staring at the lines and squiggles as if they held the answer to defeating Shakar and the entire Shiven army. All the windows and doors in the stables had been opened to allow in the sunlight, though it also let in the cool morning breeze. She wished she had her cloak.

      “How are our honourable council members doing?” she asked.

      Cario flashed an amused smile. “They’re busy annoying their militia guard—I’m not sure the creature comforts here are quite up to their lofty standards.”

      Ladan looked over at her. He looked calmer than he had the previous night, all traces of anger gone. “What do you want to do with them?”

      “Well, they’re not my prisoners, but if they want my protection we’ll need to take them back to Alistriem with us,” she said. “I’m guessing the best way through will be via Widow Falls?”

      “You’ve still got an armed outpost there?” Dashan asked Ladan. He was sitting at the head of the table, one booted foot propped up on its edge.

      Ladan nodded.

      “Good, but we need to stay here another day at least,” he said. “The soldiers and horses all need rest.”

      Alyx glanced at him. “Will you bring the militia into Rionn?”

      “No. None of them will be willing to hide out in Rionn while Tregaya is under attack. Besides, we can be useful, even if we’re now cut off from the army in the north.”

      We? Did Dashan still consider himself the leader of the militia? She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

      “Are you certain King Mastaran is safe?” Tarrick frowned.

      “The king and his family are alive and in a safe location,” Rodin answered. “Nobody knows where he is apart from Dashan and myself, and he has a heavy guard with him. Two council warrior mages are his personal bodyguards.”

      “It’s worth pointing out that just because the Shiven have Carhall doesn’t mean they have Tregaya,” Cario spoke. “The entire northern half of the country, and much of the west, remains under militia control, and there are two or three other heavily fortified cities the Shiven will need to take before they’ll control those areas. It will be some time before they have the resources to do that.”

      “He’s right,” Dashan said. “Tregaya is far from lost and contingency plans were set in place months ago. The king is actively controlling the militia in the north.”

      “What is your plan for the militia remaining under your command, Dash?” Alyx asked, taking a seat and leaning over to get a proper look at the map they were studying.

      “We’ll split into smaller, more mobile units and harry the Shiven army as they try and push north.” He pointed to a few locations on the map. “If we can’t stop their forward progress, we can certainly slow it up.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Adahn spoke. “Conducting a guerrilla war will create a continuous drain on the Shiven resources and delay them from pushing further north.”

      It was a statement of the obvious, something everyone in the room had grasped for themselves. Dashan’s dark Shiven eyes landed on Adahn, a hint of amusement in them. “Right. And who are you?”

      “Adahn Torse.” He smiled easily. “I’m one of the Magor-lier’s senior advisors. We met in Sandira, if you recall.”

      Alyx sighed inwardly, trying not to roll her eyes. The last thing she wanted was some sort of rivalry between Adahn and Dashan. She needed to nip this in the bud, and quickly.

      “You’re one of the Magor-lier’s advisors?” Dashan clarified.

      “That’s right.”

      Dashan shifted his gaze to Alyx. She was close to certain she was the only one that could read the flicker of amusement in his voice. “That’s the Alyx I remember, still insisting that people refer to her by title.”

      She gave him a look, leaving him in no doubt of what she thought of his teasing. “I’m the head of the mage order. My advisors give me the respect that position deserves. I demand it from them.”

      The amusement escaped into a quick grin. “Oh absolutely, I completely agree, your Magor-lier-ness.”

      Tarrick’s head fell forward until it hit the table with a loud thump. Finn snorted. Dawn smacked her brother in the head. Alyx thought she might lift into the air, her heart was so light. Adahn said nothing, but his jaw was clenched, his gaze focused on the map.

      “Back to the matter at hand,” Cario said, trying but failing to hide his smirk. “Brynn, I assume the news you came to Alistriem with was related to Dashan’s existence?”

      “It has to be.” Brynn nodded. “Rothai put me on the tail of one of Shakar’s mages who was looking to infiltrate the council. Presumably I saw Dashan in Carhall and travelled to Alistriem to tell Alyx. They got to both of us before I could.”

      She looked at Tarrick. “What I want to know is how you found me?”

      “Safia saw everything that happened,” he explained. “He came straight to the palace to tell us that mages had taken both you and Brynn.”

      “Dawn did the rest,” Finn said with a proud smile for his sister. “Safia got to us quickly enough that Dawn could just reach far enough to catch their thoughts heading north and work out they were council mages, not Shakar. Tarrick immediately rounded up every mage in Alistriem and we came after you.”

      “I didn’t even think about Safia,” Alyx mused, shooting her friend a grateful look. “Thank you, Dawn.”

      Ladan cleared his throat. “Back to the plans. We stay here another day to rest, then we head back to Alistriem as fast as we can. King Cayr needs to know about the fall of Carhall, and we need to plan how we’re going to respond to it.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Dashan drawled. “I want to see Cayr, and the Bluecoats. I have capable captains here who can manage things until I return. Rodin will be in overall command.”

      Their eyes met, and she couldn’t ignore how glad she was that he wasn’t staying in Tregaya.

      “The mages that came with me are well-rested,” Adahn said suddenly. “It might be worthwhile if we ride out now and scout out the way head, make sure there aren’t any nasty surprises in your path, like a second Shiven force following the first.”

      “Good idea.” She smiled at him. “Do that, and we can maintain contact with telepathy. Either Dawn or I will check in with you every few hours.”

      Adahn’s departure broke up the meeting. After a brief hesitation, plus a gentle nudge from his wife, Ladan joined Dashan to pour over the maps and discuss strategy in more detail. Tarrick pulled up a chair too. Alyx joined the twins in seeking more sleep.

      

      She slept away most of the morning and early afternoon, allowing her body and magic to regain strength. As late afternoon settled over the valley, she took a walk to loosen still-sore muscles. Without conscious effort, her steps took her to the dome housing the Taliath sword she’d been so fascinated with during her time at DarkSkull.

      She wasn’t the only one. Councillor Yirith stood before the cracked dome, eyes on the empty casing inside that had held the sword.

      “Someone stole it?” she asked, stopping beside him. “A looter, maybe?”

      “No,” Yirith said distantly. “It’s why he attacked DarkSkull first. He wanted to strike a blow against the council, yes, but he also wanted his sword back.”

      A shocked gasp escaped her. “The sword you were keeping here was Shakar’s?”

      He nodded. “He had it made during his time on ShadowFall Island. We kept it here as a way to remind ourselves of what had happened. To keep alive the memory of all the mages he’d killed.”

      “More likely it was to remind yourselves how scared he made you,” she countered. “Why does he hate you so much? I don’t understand. It’s not just about power—I’ve felt his bitter hatred, it’s personal.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago.” Yirith gave himself a little shake, seemingly coming back to himself. “And if I told you, you would twist it all around to make us sound evil, just like you always do. You never learned how to think outside black and white terms, despite how hard Rothai and Romas tried.”

      “Oh I learned,” she said, cold and cutting. “I’ll see you later, Yirith.”

      

      After walking off her anger with Yirith and his condescension, she settled by a small campfire with Tarrick and Finn. Ladan and Dawn had been conspicuously absent all day, and Alyx was glad that amidst everything they could find some time just for themselves.

      Tarrick eventually rose to walk a patrol, and Finn soon after to seek his bed, leaving her by the fire. She welcomed the opportunity to be alone and have some time to process recent events. It was a lot to accept. The council had been reduced to three old men and a scattering of surviving warrior mages, leaving her to lead the mage order and face down Shakar. But overriding all of that—Dashan was alive.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, he appeared out of the darkness. For the first time since she’d learned he was alive, she felt as if she had enough control of herself to look at him properly as he walked towards her.

      He was older, that was the first thing that popped into her mind—he would be twenty-seven now, given their age difference. His features were subtly different, his face was harder and there were faint lines around his eyes. The lines only added character though, and the touch of maturity in his features made him even more handsome. He walked with the grace of a Taliath, tall and muscular, his dark eyes watchful and rarely still. The aura of reserve he held close around him like a cloak hadn’t changed.

      “Scare everyone off?” he asked, taking a seat to her left, but leaving a comfortable distance between them.

      “They’re sleeping.”

      “And you’re not?”

      She shrugged. “I got some earlier.”

      “You look better than you did,” he said, then hesitated. “Can I ask you something?”

      She glanced at him. “Yes.”

      Dashan took his time, shifting slightly along the log they leaned against to get more comfortable. “Would you prefer that you never discovered I was alive?”

      The answer came instantly, without any hesitation or doubt. “Not for a second,” she said firmly, meeting his eyes for the first time since that moment in the Great Hall.

      He smiled then, that tiny smile that curled up one edge of his mouth and lit up his eyes. She almost leaned into him, the response so instinctive it scared her. Instead she stayed where she was and tried not to feel cold.

      “What sort of mages do you think would be most useful to you for this guerrilla war you’re planning?” she asked, turning the conversation to business.

      Surprise lifted his eyebrows. “You’re going to help me?”

      “Like Adahn said, your plan is a good one, and it will certainly help us in Rionn if you’re harrying the Shiven in Tregaya.”

      “How is Rionn coping?” he asked soberly. “I would get regular reports over the past few years, but I usually left those for my captains to keep up with. I was too focused on Carhall and Tregaya.”

      “We’re barely holding on. You’ll see for yourself when we get back. I’m sure Ladan will be happy to give you an outline.”

      “He seems different,” Dashan said. “I saw him laughing this morning. I think I can count on one hand the number of times I remember him even smiling.”

      Alyx chuckled. “He’s changed a lot. He and Dawn married recently, and I think she makes him so happy he can’t maintain that angry, stern exterior of his. I tease him about it all the time.”

      He nodded, accepting that, and his expression changed slightly, as if his thoughts were shifting. “You know, when I first saw you back in Carhall, it was…you’ve changed too. More than the rest of them, I think.”

      She gave a startled laugh. “You think so?”

      “You’ve got such a presence about you now. Part of it is your magic, anyone near you can feel your power, but it’s more than that. You command the attention of everyone around you without even thinking about it.” Sadness crossed his face. “It will take some getting used to.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that, and he didn’t seem to expect a response. Silence fell, and Alyx listened dreamily to the crackling of the wood in the fire. It was a peaceful night. She grabbed on to that moment of peace and kept it close—it wasn’t going to last.

      “In answer to your original question, I could use any telepaths you could spare me, and some warrior mages,” he said eventually.

      “I’ll discuss it with Tarrick.” She looked over, trying to keep her voice casual. “How long will you stay in Alistriem?”

      He turned to her, shifting slightly to bring them closer. She didn’t move away. His gaze caught hers and held it. “Not long, Alyx. I think that’s best for both of us. The last thing I want is to cause you more pain or unsettle the life you’ve built. And for me—” His voice dropped to a whisper. “It’s like I only saw you yesterday in Sandira, and now I’ve woken up in a world where you’re not mine anymore.”

      She bit her lip, the words spilling out of her. “Dash, I had to let go…to become the Magor-lier, I had to let go of me and what we were together. You were right, I’m not her anymore.” And that was a good thing—she’d become what was needed to lead the fight against Shakar. But she also mourned the girl that had spent those magical weeks of an Alistriem summer with Dashan, free and in love. Before knowing he was a Taliath. Before Shakar’s re-emergence and the destruction of DarkSkull.

      He stood, brushed the soil and leaves from his breeches, and gave her another one of those sad smiles. “Give it time, mage-girl.”

      Her gaze tracked him as he left, her thoughts returning to her conversation with Adahn earlier that day and the realisation she would have to talk to him soon. Nothing had changed. Not in three years of thinking Dashan was gone. Because he’d been wrong. Maybe too much time had passed to go back, and maybe they could never be fully together because of what they were, but it didn’t matter. She was his. Always.
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      At the touch of familiar dark magic on her mind, Alyx woke with a gasp, sitting straight up on her pallet. Rain pattered against the stone wall outside but otherwise all was quiet. Her heart thundered in her chest—nightmare or reality? She threw out her telepathic power, withdrawing almost instantly when it brushed up against Shakar’s familiar mind. She froze, heart continuing to pound as she sat still as stone. But his magic didn’t follow her.

      Tentatively, she reached out again. He wasn’t looking for Alyx, but he was close enough for her to sense him, and his thoughts were less ordered than usual. Hesitating only a moment, she decided to take advantage of his distraction. As delicately as her skill allowed, she hovered over the surface of his thoughts. What she learned had her leaping from the blankets.

      “Dawn!”

      “Alyx?”

      “Help me wake the others. Quickly! Are you all in the old boys’ dormitory too?”

      Dimly she sensed Dawn scrambling, untangling from Ladan’s sleeping form and waking him in the process. “Yes. Cario’s on your floor, two doors down. Finn, Brynn, and Tarrick are near us on the ground floor. I’ll get them. Ladan’s already going for Dashan.”

      “Meet in the foyer. Now!”

      She yanked on boots, reached for her staff, cursed when she remembered it was gone, then pulled her door open and ran. Cario was fast asleep but thankfully fully dressed on top of the covers.

      “Cario!” she hissed. “Up, quickly!”

      As soon as she saw his bright blue eyes blinking awake she turned back for the door. His long strides caught up to her and they ran down the stairs, clattering out into the dormitory foyer. The single lamp lit by the door flickered wildly as it was shoved open—Ladan, with Dashan on his heels.

      “What’s going on?” Tarrick demanded, striding into the open space, Brynn and the twins flanking him.

      “Shakar’s on his way here. Right now,” she said, trying to keep panic from her voice.

      “How close?” Ladan demanded.

      “I don’t know. I was sleeping, and my magic snagged his unconsciously,” she tried to explain. “I was able to read his intentions because he was distracted. He’s after the councillors.”

      Dashan didn’t hesitate. “I’ll rouse the militia.”

      “Dawn, go with him,” Alyx said tersely. “Your telepathy can help find and gather them all more quickly.”

      As they ran for the door, Cario turned back and started up the stairs. “I’ll get the councillors and bring them to you.”

      “Tell them to hurry, but reassure them,” Alyx called after him. “We’ll do our best to protect them.”

      Finn stepped forward. “The focus needs to be on getting you out, Alyx, and well away from here before Shakar arrives. Not the council.”

      “We leave the council members behind,” Ladan added. “If it’s them he’s after, hopefully he won’t keep coming after us.”

      “No,” Alyx said clearly. “I’m not leaving the masters to die.”

      Ladan’s features went taut with anger. “You owe them nothing. Every moment we stand here arguing about it puts you in greater danger.”

      She stood firm. “They are mages, and that makes them my responsibility. I owe them my protection as much as I owe any other mage. There is no picking and choosing about who we do and don’t like.” This was directed at Tarrick, Brynn, and Finn. “We are not the council. Remember that.”

      Tarrick’s jaw was clenched tightly. Her heart went out to him—he was clearly torn between duty to the council he’d been raised to respect and his desire to protect Alyx—but he gave a terse nod. Finn was looking at her oddly, like for the first time he truly understood something. “Then we all go together,” he said simply.

      “And then what?” Ladan demanded. “We keep running until he catches us or we run out of places to hide?”

      “I—” Her words were drowned out in the resounding boom of a concussion burst rocking the valley. Orange light flashed through the windows followed seconds later by the ground shuddering beneath their feet.

      For a moment they simply looked at each other in horror. Alyx swallowed. Shakar was here.

      “Too late,” Brynn spoke for all of them.

      Ladan was already backing towards the door. “We go for the horses while Cario gathers the mages. Dash will be doing the same with the militia. Quickly now!”

      It was still raining outside, but the valley floor was alive with activity as soldiers ran to bolster the perimeter defences. Alyx paused on the threshold, scanning their surroundings, trying to work out where Shakar was. Could there be some way to flee without him knowing they’d gone? It was certainly possible he was directing this attack from a distance.

      “Let’s go!” Tarrick shouted, grabbing Alyx’s arm.

      She yanked her arm away. “I can run on my own. Dawn?”

      “We’ve roused the soldiers—they had contingency plans for the valley being attacked, so they’ve all got rendezvous points to head for. We’re on our way to the stables. Dash says we don’t have the numbers or defences in place to stand and fight Shakar—he wants to know if you agree?”

      Alyx hesitated only briefly. Running wasn’t a good solution, but she couldn’t see how staying and fighting would lead to anything but death. “No, he’s right. We’re headed for the stables to ready the horses while Cario gathers the council members. Can you send to Cario to meet us there too?”

      A pause, then, “Done. I’m on my way to the stables. Dashan will be close behind.”

      Shakar hadn’t come alone. Two warrior mages and a stream of Shiven soldiers had cut off the open space between the dormitories and the stables. Another concussion burst went off, bathing the open space in bright orange. It lit up Dashan as he led a group of militia to intercept. One of the mages stood at the top of a large piece of fallen rubble, hands raised as he used his magic to attack every militia soldier in sight.

      Unhesitating, Dashan went after him, leaping gracefully up the rock, sword raised and glinting in the light of magic. Ahead of Alyx, Ladan lengthened his stride, letting out a roar as he drew his sword and joined the militia fighting through to the stables.

      Alyx and Tarrick, flanked protectively by Finn and Brynn, summoned magic and helped Ladan fight through, their green and pearlescent magic lighting up the night in a beautiful echo of their opponent mage.

      Moments later they were clear and sprinting towards the stable door. Inside, Dawn was already working quickly and calmly to saddle the horses. Alyx glanced back when she realised the night had gone quiet and the flashes of concussive magic had temporarily ceased.

      Dashan was still on the rock, but the Shiven mage lay crumpled at his feet. As he turned to go back down, the air shimmered and a cloaked figure flashed into existence behind him.

      His power was like a slap, clear across the space to where Alyx stood. And it was instantly familiar. The magic of her nightmares.

      “DASHAN!” she screamed.

      He heard her and spun, sword raised, but the cloaked figure was too quick, knocking Dashan a hard blow. He dropped, rolling precariously close to the edge. Alyx took one step forward then launched into flight, magic burning through her as she used it desperately for speed. She hit the cloaked figure mid-air. They tumbled endlessly towards the ground. In such close contact the tendrils of his magic clung to her, winding around and through hers, dark and oh so familiar.

      Her magic fought back instinctively, and then they slammed into the ground. She caught a flash of pale skin, the blink of an eye, and then her vision blurred and she slumped into the wet ground, almost eating a mouthful of mud. He’d vanished from underneath her as quickly as he had appeared.

      That was a mage ability she hadn’t seen before.

      Alyx scrambled to her feet, breathing hard, trembling from head to toe at the knowledge she’d just faced Shakar in person for the first time.

      “Dashan!”

      She sprinted for the rock. A concussion burst hit the ground at her feet, lifting her bodily off the ground in a flash of blue light. Instinctively she reached for her flying power, using it to spin mid-air, and then to propel herself forward to where Dashan had been standing. As she flew she drew magic, located the mage with her telepathic ability, and sent two bright green concussion bursts at him.

      They went off with a magnificent explosion of light and power. The moment she landed she summoned her shield just in case, but there was only silence. She’d hit her target and the second mage was dead.

      “Dash?”

      He was alive, moving, clambering to his feet. A moment later he was almost knocked off his feet again as she threw herself against him.

      “Alyx, I’m all right!” he said. “I’m fine. Invulnerability, remember?”

      She nodded, pressing her face into his neck and holding onto him as tightly as she could. His arms settled around her, holding on just as fiercely.

      “I’m okay, Alyx.” He eased her back from him, Shiven eyes alive and well as he watched her.

      “Good,” she said firmly. “Now, let’s get out of here.”

      “Alyx!” It was Tarrick, shouting up at her.

      “We’re fine.”

      They dropped quickly to the ground and made straight for the stables. The open space was filled with stamping, snorting horses picking up on the anxiousness of their riders. Her mount tossed his head and backed up a step as Alyx approached, her gaze searching to make sure everyone was there. They weren’t. “Where’s Cario?”

      “With his grandfather.” Dawn looked grim. “They’re in the main hall—I think Walden had the bright idea they could hole up and hide in there.”

      “What are they thinking? That Shakar will just give up and go away?” Dashan asked incredulously.

      “Cario was trying to convince them to come with him and meet us here, but then his mind was cut off, like another telepathic mage was blocking me.” Dawn didn’t say any more. They all knew what that likely meant.

      Alyx took a breath, bracing herself for the inevitable barrage. “We need to go back for him.”

      “Alyx, no!” Tarrick’s response was quick and firm, brooking no argument.

      “Tarrick, it’s as simple as this,” she said steadily. “I’m not leaving Cario to die. I won’t deliberately engage Shakar, and I won’t put myself in unnecessary danger, but I will not leave him to die any more than I would leave you. Is that clear?”

      “I—”

      “This is what you didn’t understand that night in Sandira,” she cut him off, trying to keep the remembered grief from her voice. “I won’t walk away from those I love and leave them to die. I can’t. I will avoid Shakar if I can, but I won’t leave.”

      Tarrick took a deep breath, the air fraught with tension. She kept her gaze locked on his, willing him to decide differently this time. And after what seemed like an eternity, his hard expression softened and he slowly nodded his head. “All right.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered, almost swaying with relief.

      Finn glanced between them. “How can you avoid engaging him?”

      “He’s here for the councillors—the need to destroy them burns in him. I tried to protect them, but their choices have doomed them. I can’t save them now. We just need to get Cario clear.” It was brutal, what she was suggesting, and it felt like a failure—that at the first hurdle she was leaving her ideals behind, but what other choice did she have? Damned foolish old men!

      “All right, Alyx,” he said simply.

      Tarrick straightened. “Ladan, you and Dashan will come with Alyx and me. Dawn, Finn, Brynn, you take an extra horse and ride hard and fast to get clear of the valley. Once we have Cario safe, Alyx will fly straight to you and the rest of us will find our own way out.” He met Alyx’s eyes. “That’s the only way we’re doing this.”

      She wanted to hug him. Instead she settled for a warm smile. “Deal.”

      Brynn swung himself into the saddle without preamble, reaching out to take the reins of the closest horse. Dawn went to Ladan, leaned up to kiss him hard, then joined her brother in mounting up. They rode out at a gallop. Ladan’s expression was lost, like his entire life was riding out with them.

      “She’ll be fine, big brother.” Alyx squeezed his arm. “Now let’s get Cario and get out of here.”
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      With Tarrick in the lead, they walked cautiously up the steps and through the front doors of the hall. It was dark inside, the only light from the occasional flash of lightning coming through the windows.

      Alyx’s hair was plastered to her skull, and she was soaked through. Water ran in rivulets down her face and she took a second to wipe it away. She shivered, and not entirely from the cold. The last time she’d been here she’d walked into a hall full of dead mage students. Howell’s body had been in the library lying alone amidst his beloved books. Her heart clenched. Focus.

      “Tarrick, any thoughts on using my telepathic magic to find them? It could risk Shakar knowing I’m here,” she murmured.

      “No,” Ladan answered quickly, Tarrick nodding agreement. “Right now Shakar’s attention is on the councillors. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “I’ll take the lead. Ladan, you bring up the rear,” Dashan breathed. “We head for the main hall but do nothing until we find out what’s going on in there. Clear?”

      They passed the deserted dining room and the hallway opposite where Alyx had once attended language classes. The place felt and sounded empty—Shakar hadn’t brought any of his mages in here with him. If he was still here. Frustration niggled at being unable to use magic to sense ahead. Finding Cario was going to be difficult without it.

      She opened her mouth to suggest a small, shielded burst of telepathic magic, but as she did a shudder swept through her and she stopped abruptly.

      “Alyx?” Ladan stopped beside her. “What is it?”

      She took a deep breath, tried to fight another shudder. “He’s here.”

      “How close?” Tarrick hefted his staff, glancing around as if Shakar was about to leap out from the walls around them.

      “I don’t know. Close. Definitely in the hall. I can feel his magic.” It was the same dark presence from her nightmares, unmistakable, and tinged with triumph. Nausea curled in her stomach. She fought to keep her shield up, to keep the darkness out of her head. “I think he’s found the councillors. He can’t hide his glee.”

      “Keep going,” Dashan said.

      They moved on, but now Alyx started every time she heard a noise, fear leaping in her each time they rounded a corner, expecting Shakar to appear any second. She was terrified for Cario, hoped he had the sense to distance himself from the councillors if Shakar had found them.

      Tarrick waved them silently past the main doors into the hall and instead led them down a corridor which ran parallel to the length of the hall. Reaching a side entrance, they huddled low, straining their vision to try and see what was happening. The space beyond was dark—the storm outside had moved past the valley, taking the lightning with it.

      “I’ll have to use magic,” Alyx murmured. “Just to find Cario. Otherwise we’ll be stumbling around blind in there.”

      Tarrick gave a stiff nod. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. First she summoned a tiny trickle of magic, keeping it as small as she could, then cautiously she reached out, seeking Cario’s mind. Terror gripped her at the thought of Shakar picking up what she was doing, and the moment she found Cario’s thoughts she let go of her magic completely.

      “He’s in there, down the end to our left.” She swallowed. “He’s scared, but uninjured.”

      “Shakar?” Ladan asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s Cario doing, just standing there?”

      “I don’t know, Ladan. If you want me to risk Shakar sensing me by using more magic, I can find out,” she hissed, irritation flaring to mask her worry.

      “No, we can’t risk it,” Dashan said. “Best case, we get Cario and slip out while Shakar is busy with the councillors. If we hit trouble, Ladan, you get Alyx and Cario out. Tarrick, you and I will give them time to flee before following.”

      Dashan’s eyes flicked to hers as he spoke. She wanted to scream at them both, to say no, to say she couldn’t survive him dying again just to give her time to flee. But she’d learned from that night in Sandira that as much as she wanted her friends to respect her choices, she had to respect theirs in return. And her survival was critical.

      “There’s an exit at both ends of the hall, as well as this doorway,” Tarrick added. “If we get separated, you all know the ways out of the valley. Get out as quickly as you can and keep moving. We’ll trust Alyx and Dawn to contact everyone once we’re clear. If you don’t hear anything, make straight for Alistriem.”

      Alyx shivered at a scenario where both she and Dawn weren’t able to contact anyone, but nodded agreement. It was a sound plan considering the circumstances, and she intended to hold up her end of the bargain. Once she got clear, she’d fly straight to safety. Even so, she reached out to grab Dashan’s arm as they rose to move.

      “No ridiculous heroics,” she hissed. “Promise me!”

      “I promise I’ll do my best to get out,” he said solemnly. “If you promise me the same thing.”

      She nodded, and he smiled at her. Even in the darkness it lit up her heart, and if the circumstances weren’t so dire, she would have kissed him then and there, three years apart be damned.

      They moved out into the dark space, Alyx and Dashan in the lead, Ladan and Tarrick close behind. Their breathing was frighteningly loud in the open space, though the darkness closed in around them like a blanket. Alyx held her magic ready—once they got closer to the opposite end of the hall she’d use another burst to pinpoint Cario. Though it was strange they couldn’t hear anything—if he was there, where was Shakar? And where were the masters?

      They stopped abruptly when a violet pearlescent glow lit up the darkness ahead—another mage was there, walking quickly towards them. It took a few moments for Alyx’s eyes to adjust to the light, but when they did, she wasn’t sure she was seeing right.

      “Astor?” Puzzlement filled her, followed by a rush of relief. Her godfather’s presence was welcome…but Astor didn’t have concussive power, so how was it his staff glowed with the shimmer of a powerful warrior mage? She shook her head, wondering if her eyes were playing tricks. “How are you doing that? You’re a…”

      “Lesser mage?” he asked, arching an eyebrow.

      Ice-cold tendrils wrapped around her chest in a grip so firm her breathing stopped for a moment.

      No. Oh no. Not this.

      “Alyx?” Dashan’s glance was shifting quickly between her and Astor—as always he knew the instant something was wrong with her. “What is it? Astor, what are you doing here?”

      She barely heard him. On the heels of her shock came a deep flood of bone-melting grief. Not Astor. Her godfather. The man she’d loved and admired her whole life.

      “It’s him,” she whispered, somehow finding the power to speak, her eyes firmly fixed on her godfather despite the tears now blurring them. “All this time.”

      Clothing rustled as Ladan appeared at her side, hearing the distress in her voice even if not understanding yet what was happening.

      “What’s him?” Tarrick snapped out. “Lord-Mage, what are you doing here?”

      Astor smiled slightly. “I came for the council, of course.”

      “Alyx!” Dashan cried out a warning.

      Responding to his tone, Alyx raised her shield without thought. A concussion ball easily as powerful as hers slammed into it, shooting violet sparks in the air.

      “What the hell…?” Ladan stared at Astor, where the attack on Alyx had originated.

      “He’s Shakar,” Alyx shouted, the intensity of Astor’s attack breaking through her grief. Anger rose now, hot and cleansing. She lifted her right hand, magic illuminating it in a bright green glow. “It’s you.”

      “It is.” Astor moved closer. She’d never felt such power radiating from a mage before; it was almost enough to burn her. All this time he had hidden it. She couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing or hearing. The nightmares that tormented her, the endless waves of Hunters trying to kill her, the attack in Sandira that led to Dashan’s ‘death’... her beloved godfather the cause of it all? A man she thought loved her, who she loved and admired. All this time it had been Astor? It was only her terror for Cario that allowed her to scratch and claw her way to enough focus to function. “Where are the councillors?”

      A wide, almost maniacal grin spread over Astor’s face. It twisted the familiar features she’d grown up loving, turning them into something she only recognised from her nightmares. He moved the arm holding his staff and the violet light pulsed more brightly, showing the three dead bodies piled on the floor just behind him.

      Walden, Yirith, and finally, Cario’s grandfather.

      “The council is finally gone, Alyx. I destroyed them. You should be happy, it was what you wanted too, wasn’t it?”

      She swallowed, gaze fixed on the bodies. Old men all, they looked so helpless and fragile lying there in a heap. She couldn’t tear her eyes away. “Cario?” she whispered.

      Astor shrugged a little, lifted his hand. A floating body emerged from the dimness to land at Alyx’s feet. Cario’s bright blue eyes stared up at her, alive but trapped, unable to move. Another magical ability she’d never seen before. Fear struck, threatening to overwhelm her—Shakar was so much more powerful than she could ever be.

      “I have to admit, I planned to use the young man as a tool to torture his grandfather before killing him,” Astor said. “Sadly, though, Councillor Duneskal seemed far more concerned with saving his own skin. But you…well, I didn’t expect this level of stupidity from you, Aly-girl. And over a single mage.”

      She needed to play for time. Enough time for either Dashan or Ladan to come up with a way out of this. Even if it was only extending the time until he killed them. “You could have killed me when I was a little girl. You could have killed me a thousand times since. Why wait until now?”

      “I have to admit to a certain...reluctance to hurt you.” There was an odd softness to his voice that clashed with the contempt ripping over his face. For a heartrending moment she saw her godfather, the man that had loved and cared for her since childhood, but then the contempt won and harshness returned to his voice. “But mostly, there was never really a need. You’re not a threat to me.”

      The words sank in, but distantly. She was thinking while he spoke, trying to come up with a plan. A thought came to her and she spun. “Dash, get Cario and the others clear. I’ll be right behind you.”

      He met her gaze, hesitated for only the briefest of seconds, then gave her a sharp nod. Alyx stepped forward, covering them, as Dashan launched into movement. Her magic leapt out, quick as she could, to take hold of Cario and send him sailing towards Ladan.

      “Trust me, Tarrick!” She flung the thought at him, and then Astor was on her.

      He went for her mind and body at the same time but her mental and physical magical shields were firmly up and he couldn’t get in. The force of energy he sent her way, however, battered her shield and sent her stumbling backwards several paces.

      “Why?” she shouted, trying to keep his focus on her. Dashan and Ladan were lifting Cario’s dead weight between them while Tarrick hovered protectively. Then they were moving, heading for the exit. “Why become a monster? Why destroy so many lives?”

      He laughed and attacked again. Her shield held off the concussion bursts, but they were powerful. Maintaining the shield under such a barrage drained her energy. She summoned her own magic, throwing a few concussion bursts at him. She had no hope of damaging him, but all she needed was to keep his attention on her for a short while longer.

      Her magic dissipated before hitting him, like sliding off an invisible shield. Even though she’d known that would be the outcome, she gasped. Taliath invulnerability in a powerful mage was a fearsome thing to behold.

      “I’m no monster, Alyx. I assure you I am a completely sane and rational man.”

      She stepped forward. “Was it because you became invulnerable? You thought you could have whatever you wanted. Is that why you took a Taliath as a lover?”

      Shakar’s face twisted and madness flashed briefly in his eyes, belying his claim and erasing all traces of the loving godfather she’d grown up knowing. That loss hit her like a punch, and she bit her lip, refusing to be shaken. She had to focus or she’d die here.

      “I loved her!” He screamed the words across the open space, and she flinched at the desperation in them. His magic exploded out of him, manifesting in a great wall of flame bearing down on her. She leapt into the air, flying above the crackling fire and landing on the other side.

      “You’re not capable of love,” she shouted back.

      “They killed her.” His face was a mask of raw, aching grief. “I loved her and she died because they ordered it. I couldn’t save her.”

      “Who killed her, Astor? Was it you? She gave you what you needed to become invincible so you murdered her?” Alyx gritted her teeth as he attacked her mind, as always unable to hold him off. But he wasn’t as disciplined as usual, his emotion chaotic and uncontrolled. What she saw in his thoughts made her gasp in surprise. He withdrew with a scream of rage and she stumbled backwards with the suddenness of it.

      “Dawn, are you clear?”

      A moment’s silence, then, “We’re out of the valley headed south.”

      “Good, I’ll be with you soon.” Alyx expanded her magic, looking for Tarrick. His thoughts were frantic, torn between coming back to help and trusting her as she’d asked. But he was with Dashan and Ladan and they were mounted, riding hard for the valley exit. Cario was on Tarrick’s horse. She used a touch of effort to reassure him. “I’m fine. Keep moving!”

      Breaking off, she met Shakar’s gaze, the gaze of her godfather, and some of the grief from earlier came back. “I’m glad I finally know who you are.”

      “You’ll die happy then.” He’d calmed, sanity reasserting itself. He was done playing with her.

      “I’d prefer to leave that to another day,” Alyx said, and took off at a run for the doors.

      He came after her, loosing energy balls and firing at her fleeing back. She erected her shield, blow after blow slamming into it as she sprinted for the door. Then he used his telekinetic power.

      Her feet came out from under her and she hit the stone floor hard. Gathering her strength, she leaped back to her feet and was immediately buffeted by another burst of his power.

      “Coward,” he hissed into her mind.

      Alyx ignored him, using her flying power with more control than she ever had before, using it to keep her balance against his power, to keep her feet moving towards the door.

      Crying aloud with the effort, she spun, lifting her hands and sending bright green-silver concussion bursts flying directly at him. Carefully controlled, they exploded before hitting him, lighting up the cavernous space in a green glow and blinding Shakar for a precious few seconds.

      Then she reached the exit and leaped into the sky.
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      Once clear she hovered high in the dark skies over DarkSkull Hall. The air outside the front entrance shimmered and he appeared out of nothing, staring up at her. She tensed.

      He couldn’t fly.

      She almost laughed at the frustration evident on his face—he had an ability to move between particular, specific locations, but he mustn’t be able to fly. Dragging together what strength she had left, she erected her mental shield. Then, she flew higher, so high into the dark sky that not even Taliath vision would be able to see her. Once well away to the north, and confident he hadn’t been able to track her with his magic, she turned and wheeled back south.

      It took her less than an hour to find Dawn and Brynn, the extra horse following behind with Brynn’s hand firm on the reins. Alyx dropped wearily into the saddle.

      “Get your mental shields up!” she snapped. “He’ll come after us if he can find you and we’re close enough.” She explained what she’d learned about his ability.

      “I’ve been monitoring the others,” Dawn called over. Exhaustion tinged her voice. “The militia have splintered into several groups, all riding to different rendezvous points throughout Tregaya. Rodin is in command. Finn got separated from Brynn and I—we ran into a group of Shiven on the way out—but he’s clear and safe now.”

      “Great work,” Alyx said, relieved. “Can you check in with Tarrick?”

      Dawn closed her eyes for a few moments, Brynn reaching over to help guide her horse. When they snapped open a smile was creeping over her face. “They’re following us as fast as they can. Cario is free of whatever magic Shakar had him trapped in—it must fade with distance.”

      “What happened back there?” Brynn demanded.

      Relief swamped her so strongly at Dawn’s words that it took Alyx a moment to collect her thoughts and respond. She had to lift her voice to be heard over the thundering of hooves.

      “So the council is gone then,” he said grimly.

      “We’re the council now,” she said. A new confidence was trickling through Alyx—what she’d seen inside Shakar’s mind the source of it. He was undoubtedly more skilled, possibly more powerful. But maybe, just maybe, there was a way to match him.

      

      They didn’t stop until the horses were floundering and the early light of morning lit up the sky. They’d unsaddled and watered the horses and were starting a fire when Tarrick, Ladan, and Dashan found them. Dawn beat Alyx to her brother by a few steps, so she turned to Tarrick instead.

      “Thanks for trusting me.”

      He gave her a little smile. “Thanks for doing what you promised.”

      “Alyx!” Dashan was there then, shouldering past Tarrick to haul her into his arms. She didn’t fight it, instead wrapping her arms around his waist in relief. He was solid and warm, the world disappearing for a moment as if three years had never been.

      Cario’s voice broke through her daze. “Hey, I’m alive too, you know?”

      Alyx was out of Dashan’s hug in a flash and running over to Cario. He smiled wearily at her, opening his arms.

      “You shouldn’t have come after me,” he murmured in her ear.

      She stepped away. “I’ll always come after you, Cario.”

      He gave her a little bow, but there was nothing mocking in it. “My Magor-lier.”

      

      They rode hard for Alistriem, crossing through the narrow piece of Shivasa and stopping only briefly at Widow Falls for supplies and to change horses. They were three days out of Alistriem, encamped by a swiftly flowing stream just off the main road, when Ladan finally raised the spectre of what they’d left behind.

      “There’s a good chance he’ll guess where we’re going and come after us,” he said as they chewed on strips of salty dried beef.

      “He wanted the council and now they’re dead. Maybe that will be enough for him,” Cario suggested. “For now, at least.”

      “He truly didn’t seem to consider me a threat,” Alyx mused. “Although that could change now that I’m effectively the new council.”

      “Confrontation with Shakar is inevitable,” Tarrick said, surprising them all. “And going back to running and hiding isn’t the solution. We should be smart and cautious, but stand and fight if he comes.”

      “I’m probably in range of Rosa,” Dawn said of the telepath stationed at the palace. “It might be worth checking in and warning them what’s happened. Adahn and the others will be almost there too, I reached him a while ago and his thoughts indicated the way ahead is clear.”

      “You’d better get her to warn Cayr we’re bringing an extra guest,” Alyx said with a glance in Dashan’s direction. There’d been no time for conversation in their ride from Tregaya, nor much time for figuring out what she was supposed to do now that he was suddenly back. Nonetheless, she had to fight back a smile every time her eyes fell on him. Cayr was going to be overjoyed.

      Dawn settled back against her saddlebags, Ladan’s arm draping around her shoulder in silent support. Brynn appeared with a half-loaf of bread and tossed a piece to Alyx before dropping beside her. She swapped him for some of the dried beef she was chewing on, chuckling when he made a face.

      Dawn’s gasp of shock caught them both by surprise, and Alyx was halfway to her feet before she realised there was no immediate physical danger.

      “What is it?” Dashan demanded.

      “Alyx, I…oh Ladan.” Her hand shot out to take her husband’s. He turned grim, and his shoulders stiffened as if he was bracing himself. “There was an attack on the palace last night—they were after Cayr. Hunters. So many.”

      Terror clutched at Alyx’s chest. “Is Cayr okay? Dawn, tell me!”

      “He’s okay. Jenna was with him. She…” Dawn shook her head as if trying to process the information that had been given to her. “It’s your father.”

      Alyx swayed on her feet. Brynn quickly reached out to take her arm and steady her. She leaned into him, needing his support. “He’s…is he–?”

      Dawn shook her head, tears glistening in her eyes. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t sound good. Cayr was with Rosa when I reached her. He said you and Ladan should both come as quickly as you can.”

      Alyx nodded, meeting her brother’s stricken gaze. “I’ll go now. We’ll fly. I can get us there in a few hours.”

      “He planned this.” Ladan began pacing, shoulders rigid. “Hit the council and Carhall with his mages and use all remaining Hunters to take out the king of Rionn. Cut the legs out from the resistance against his Shiven army.”

      His words didn’t help. She stared at him. Not Papa.

      Dashan was there then, his hand gently squeezing her shoulder, gaze warm and reassuring. “Take a breath, Alyx. You go, we’ll be right behind you.”

      She nodded, swallowed. She needed to be calm to use her magic. “Follow us as quickly as you can.”

      “We will,” Brynn said steadily, still at her side. “Go, do what you need to do.”

      

      Alyx and Ladan landed inside the palace gates just under a day later, tired, aching, and filled with dread. She’d reached out to Rosa as they approached, and Cayr was coming out to meet them, his handsome face uncharacteristically grave. The strength suddenly went out of her legs, and Ladan reached out to steady her just in time. His shoulders were rigid, face a featureless mask.

      “Alyx, Ladan, I’m so sorry.” Cayr came to a halt before them. His blonde curls were tousled, as if he’d been running his hands through them over and over. Guilt shadowed his blue eyes, tiredness obvious from his wan appearance.

      “How is he?” she managed to force the words out through the sudden lump in her throat.

      “It’s not good,” he said, meeting her eyes. What she saw there almost made her burst into tears on the spot.

      “I should go and…we should see him.”

      “I’ll take you.” He was hurting for her, but she couldn’t acknowledge that. If she did, she might explode into a million pieces.

      

      Together, she and Ladan pushed open the door of the room. Their father was unconscious on the bed, the peaceful expression on his face marred by the stitched wound down his left cheek.

      Ladan took a single, heaving breath at the sight. “I want to hit something,” he said tightly, his face grim with pain. “I should have been here. I should have–”

      “This isn’t your fault,” Alyx murmured.

      He nodded, but she sensed he didn’t truly believe her words.

      Cayr hesitated at the door, “He saved my life, you know? He and Jenna together. There were Hunters everywhere, and they…” Cayr smiled slightly, even though there was a sheen of tears in his eyes. “Your father was magnificent.”

      It was hard to summon anything but worry for her father, but she couldn’t let the pain in Cayr’s eyes go unacknowledged. “Is Jenna okay?”

      “Some cuts and bruises, but nothing too serious,” he said.

      “I’m glad.” She squeezed his hand. “I’m glad you’re okay too.”

      He tried to smile but couldn’t manage it. Instead he settled for squeezing her hand back before leaving the room and closing the door quietly behind him. Alyx moved over to sit on her father’s bed. He was pale and gaunt, his breathing shallow.

      The door opened to admit Leanli, and he and Ladan had a brief conversation. Once the healer had gone, Ladan pulled up a chair beside her.

      “How bad?” she managed.

      Ladan cleared his throat. “He sustained several deep wounds and lost too much blood. It weakened him.” He paused. “He collapsed after the fight. Infection set in soon after and his body hasn’t had the strength to fight it.”

      “What about Leanli’s healing magic?”

      Caged frustration filled her brother’s voice. “His invulnerability limits the amount of magical help Leanli can give him.”

      When Alyx reached out to touch her father’s face, his eyes flickered open. Pain echoed in them, but then he smiled when he saw them both.

      “I thought Taliath were supposed to be invulnerable,” she murmured.

      “Almost…” His voice was faint. “Too many though.”

      “Don’t talk,” Alyx soothed when she saw how much effort it cost him. “You need to rest.”

      His eyes flickered closed again and she thought he’d lapsed into unconsciousness, but then he rallied. “You okay?”

      Alyx huffed a laugh. “You’re worried about me right now?”

      “Love you…my girl.”

      “I love you too.” She swallowed through the lump in her throat. “Papa, Dashan is alive. Surely you want to survive this so you can lecture me about how inappropriate a Bluecoat captain is for the daughter of Lord Egalion?”

      Garan’s eyes flashed with light at her words. “He’s good for you, Aly-girl. Don’t let them…don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      “I might,” Ladan grumbled, making them all chuckle.

      Garan’s laugh turned into a choking cough. It took too long to subside, leaving his breathing harsher than it had been. He shook his head slightly, a wince crossing his face. “Ladan, Alyx. You’re both so strong. You don’t need me anymore.”

      “That’s not true!” Ladan’s voice was tight with pain. Alyx reached for her brother’s hand and he took it in a vice-like grip.

      A faint smile crossed their father’s face. “Don’t be sad for me. It’s my time. This is how I was always meant to go…a fighting Taliath. I’m happier than I can ever express that I got to be that once again.”

      “Papa,” Alyx whispered, her chest feeling like it was being torn asunder. “Please don’t leave.”

      “I go to Temari now,” he said heavily, eyes sliding closed. “Love you both. So much.”

      Alyx clung to her brother, tears streaming down their cheeks as their father’s breathing slowed, and then came to a stop. One last breath escaped him and then he was still.

      It was as if her heart was being literally torn from her chest. Her beloved father, the tall, strong, too-serious man who’d raised her and loved her and protected her. He was gone.

      Goodbye, Papa.

      “I wish—” Ladan’s voice was ragged, rough. “I wish I hadn’t missed all those years with him.”

      She turned and threw her arms around his neck, holding him as his shoulders shook and warm tears soaked into her skin.
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      Three days later the others arrived. The time had passed mostly in a blur for Alyx, and, she suspected, for Ladan too. They kept to their father’s home, spending the time sleeping when they could, and in silent companionship when they couldn’t.

      Dawn let her know of their approach to the city, and Alyx went over to the palace to greet them. As leaden with grief as she was, she couldn’t miss Cayr’s reunion with Dashan.

      Alyx walked into the courtyard just as they were coming through the main gates. Cayr was there, hopping eagerly from foot to foot in anticipation, his own grief momentarily forgotten. Dashan let out a loud whoop of laughter when he saw the king, dismounting and crossing towards him in two strides. “Well, if it isn’t my old friend Cayr!”

      “Dashan Caverlock.” Cayr shook his head, eyes wide with astonishment and joy. “I don’t believe it.”

      “It’s true,” Dashan said. “I have become even more handsome since the last time you saw me.”

      Cayr laughed. “Oh, Dash, you have no idea…”

      “I’m glad to see you too.” Dashan clapped him on the back, before Cayr pulled him into a fierce hug. They clung to each other for a long time.

      When they parted, Dashan’s expression turned sober. “Alyx. Is she okay?”

      Sadness filled Cayr’s face. “She’s—”

      “I’m all right, Dashan.” She walked over to join them. And for a brief moment, when he turned and smiled at her, it was true.

      “Alyx.” Dawn came over, throwing her arms around her tightly. Alyx fought tears, reinforcing her mental shield so that Dawn didn’t have to deal with the strength of her grief. Eventually Dawn pulled back. “Where’s Ladan?”

      “He’s at home,” Alyx said softly. “Go to him—he could use you right now. I’ll stay here for a bit, give you both some space.”

      Dawn nodded and squeezed her hand. “Reach out if you need anything at all.”

      Alyx glanced over at Cayr and Dashan, clearly waiting for her, and gave Dawn a little smile. “I think I’m going to be okay.”

      A matching smile curled at Dawn’s mouth. “I think you will be too. See you soon, Alyx.”

      Cayr slung his arm around her as she re-joined them. Dashan shot her a look, eyebrows raised, and she gave him a little shake of her head. Cayr didn’t know about Astor yet—she literally hadn’t had the heart to tell him, her emotions too fragile.

      They walked in silence together towards the king’s private study, and for once nobody bothered him or needed his time. Jenna stood at the door. A stitched wound over her left eyebrow marred some of her beauty, but she looked stunning as always in silken dress and slippers.

      “Magor-lier, may I have a word?” she asked.

      Alyx nodded, waving Dashan and Cayr through into the study. Once the door closed, a silence descended. She waited for Jenna to speak, not sure what it was the woman wanted to talk to her about.

      “I hope you know, Alyx, that I did everything I could. Your father, he told me to stay with Cayr.” Astonishingly, tears glistened in Jenna’s cool blue eyes. “He said that no matter what I had to protect him. And there were so many. When he was swamped, I couldn’t get to him, not without leaving Cayr.”

      “Jenna, stop.” Alyx surged forward, taking her arm. “My father’s death isn’t your fault. You did the right thing. You saved Cayr’s life, and I will always be grateful to you for that.”

      “I wish I could have done more.”

      “They say you were magnificent. A true Taliath.” Alyx smiled through her own tears. She missed her father with a deep, yearning ache, but the words were genuinely meant. “I’m glad you’re on my side, Jenna Aridlen. I’m glad you’re on his side.”

      She nodded once, then stepped back. “I should let you go.”

      Alyx paused in the doorway, glancing back. “You’re nothing like Casovar, Jenna. I hope you know that.”

      

      “So you really had no memory at all?” Cayr marvelled. The fire had burned low in the grate, and Alyx was sure it was past midnight. She sat stretched out on a soft couch, sipping at a mug of cider, while Cayr sprawled on a sofa opposite her. Dashan sat on the floor between, back against a chair, longs legs stretched out before him. They’d already finished three jugs of the cider.

      Dashan shrugged. “I knew I was from Alistriem, but didn’t know who my parents were, or remember anything about my life here.”

      “And you led the militia forces that whole time?”

      “Not straight away, but once I recovered from my wounds, I started working with some of the militia—those I’d worked with at DarkSkull remembered me and we were very quickly successful. From there, it wasn’t long before I found myself commanding the defences of the city. Even so, the council were careful to keep me out of public sight as much as they could. I finally understand why, now.”

      “Didn’t Rodin and the others tell you who you were when they recognised you?” Alyx asked quietly.

      Dashan looked up, replying just as quietly. “They told me I had been a Bluecoat captain, and that I’d led a unit sent to DarkSkull Hall as the escort for a noble Rionnan mage, a Lady Egalion.”

      “What did they say about me? Good things, I hope,” Alyx said lightly, trying to break the sad tension suddenly filling the room.

      “They liked you very much. They told me you were a powerful mage, and that when they had known you, you’d been betrothed to the prince of Rionn.” Dashan shrugged. “I thought no more of it. I had no conception that if I was a mere Bluecoat captain, I would have had any association with someone like you beyond being your guard.”

      “Dashan, if you truly had no memory, and you were building a life for yourself in Carhall…” Cayr paused. “I just wonder if it’s difficult now, if you still feel like you belong there.”

      Dashan studied the mug in his hands, a pensive look on his face. “I remember everything now; my childhood, everything. This is my home, where I belong. I didn’t realise it at the time, but the past three years have been empty.”

      “Empty?” Alyx spoke without thinking—his words mirrored her feelings so well.

      “I just mean…I thought I had a full life in Carhall, but I was only living part of my life, without even realising it.”

      Cayr chuckled, emulating Alyx’s attempt to lighten the atmosphere. “Not a full life? So no blonde barmaid and illegitimate offspring tucked away somewhere?”

      Silence dropped over the room like a blanket, and Cayr’s face fell as he realised what he’d said. “I’m sorry. Blame the cider. That was a stupid question.”

      Alyx turned away, unable to decide whether she desperately wanted to hear Dashan’s answer to the question or not.

      “No blonde barmaid and no illegitimate children,” he said quietly.

      “I think we should talk about something different.” Alyx put down her now-empty mug.

      “I agree. I’ve told you everything about the past three years of my life,” Dashan said. “I want to hear what’s happened with the both of you.”

      “Well,” Cayr smiled. “That’s a story and a half.”

      “Before we do.” Alyx swallowed, tears rising unbidden before flooding down her cheeks. Annoyed at herself—would these emotions never stop threatening to choke her?—she scrubbed at her face. “Cayr, there’s something we have to tell you.”

      “Alyx, what is it, what’s wrong?” Concern flooded his face and he sat forward.

      “You know that Shakar followed us after Carhall fell.” She sought for the words, struggled to find the right ones.

      “Yes, yes.” He waved her off impatiently, his worry growing. “I know he killed the council and you barely got away.”

      “Cayr.” Dashan’s voice was heavy with regret. “Shakar is someone we know. Someone close to you and Alyx.”

      Shock and puzzlement flooded the king’s face. “What?”

      “I’m so, so sorry.” She took a breath. “All this time it was Astor.”
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      Alyx awoke with a sore neck, and she blinked, trying to work out where she was. Empty glasses and jugs littered the table directly in her eyeline. Soft light glimmered behind closed curtains.

      Cayr’s sitting room.

      After the revelation about Astor, Cayr had changed the subject, his characteristic reluctance to deal with difficult issues shining through. For once it hadn’t annoyed her, instead coming as a relief. They’d talked late into the night, telling Dashan everything that had happened during this absence. It had been close to dawn before they’d fallen asleep where they sat, exhausted and still slightly inebriated.

      A soft snore broke her from her thoughts. Cayr was stretched out on the couch opposite, asleep, and Dashan lay flat on his back on the floor, the source of the snoring. She gazed down at his sleeping form for a long moment, unable to help herself after so long thinking she’d never see his face again. He looked more peaceful asleep, younger even.

      Tearing her eyes away, she sat up, groaning softly as a pounding head added to her sore neck. Then, as on every morning since it had happened, she remembered her father had died. She bit down hard on her lip, tears rushing to her eyes.

      She had to move. Distract herself from the grief.

      Her intention had been to sneak out quietly and make her way home, but she opened the door to find Jenna still standing there, gaze alert and watchful. Not far away were three mage guards—Tari, Adahn, and Chestin.

      “They found you on their own,” Jenna spoke first, not sounding at all tired despite the fact she must have been up all night. “Don’t blame me.”

      Alyx smiled at her. “Thanks for watching over us last night.”

      She said nothing to that, only inclined her head slightly. Alyx turned away, moving to join her guards. Adahn fell into step behind her while the other two went on ahead after she told them she was heading back to the mansion.

      Outside, the air was cool and heavy clouds overhead promised rain at any moment.

      “Is there anything I can do?” Adahn asked after a while.

      “Thank you, but no. I’ll be okay,” she said softly.

      “Because it was him that you needed.” A trace of bitterness edged his voice, even though he clearly tried to hide it.

      She sighed, slowing until they came to a stop. It took a few moments to muster the resolve she needed to look him in the eyes. He already knew what she was going to say, it was written in his hard blue gaze. “Yes. I’m sorry, Adahn.”

      “So that’s it?” his voice was soft, almost pleading.

      “I like you and I respect you more than I can say. You’ve become one of my closest friends,” she said. “But I don’t feel any more than that for you. I’m sorry.”

      He nodded, jaw clenching. “All right. I accept that.”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but despite her best intentions had no idea what to say to try and make things better. In the end he turned away, beginning to walk off. She fell into step with him and they walked in silence back to her home.

      

      The house was quiet when she entered, leaving her guards stationed outside, but Dawn and Ladan were both up and eating breakfast when she walked through to the dining room. They sat close together, and some of Ladan’s grim aura had softened.

      “Are you just getting home?” Dawn asked with a smile.

      “Yeah. The three of us had a lot of catching up to do.”

      “I bet. How are you doing?”

      Ladan’s gaze lifted to hers at Dawn’s question, and Alyx sighed. “Part of me is still aching with grief and wants to burst into tears every other minute, and another part remains utterly thrown by Dashan’s re-appearance. The rest of me knows Shakar is still out there to be dealt with and is both heartbroken and furious to know it was Astor all this time.”

      For a moment Dawn just stared at her. Then she said quietly, “I think that’s the most honest you’ve been with me for a very long time, Alyx.”

      She considered that for a moment, reaching out to take a sip from Ladan’s glass of juice. Her brother’s green gaze lingered on her, but it was a comforting weight. “What I saw inside Shakar when he attacked me…he’s so twisted up. Now I know how he ended up like that. It wasn’t becoming invulnerable. It has nothing to do with being a mage of the higher order. Those things were just awful coincidence. He loved his Taliath and the council killed her. He was angry and he wanted vengeance. He bottled up his grief and anger and those emotions were so powerful they turned him.” She paused. “I don’t want that to happen to me.”

      “It won’t,” Ladan said quietly.

      “No,” she said, meeting his gaze.

      “Here, eat.” Dawn pushed a plate of toast at her. “Tarrick wants to meet over at the palace as soon as you’re feeling up to it.”

      Part of her quailed at the thought. She was wrung out, empty from tears and the ache of missing her father. Her conversation with Adahn hadn’t helped. But in another part of her there was a spark, a little flicker of warmth from a night spent in the comfort and safety of her two oldest and dearest friends, the only family she’d ever had before DarkSkull. So she focused on that spark, protected it so that it would grow stronger.

      Then she picked up a piece of toast and stood. “Let’s go.”

      

      They were all in the mage offices—Tarrick, Finn, Cario, Brynn, even Dashan and Cayr. Jenna too, hovering protectively by the door. Alyx smiled at the warm hugs of support from Tarrick and Cario. The tears in Finn’s eyes as he told her how sorry he was he hadn’t been there to help brought matching tears to hers. “It’s okay Finn, there’s nothing you could have done. Leanli was here, and he tried everything.”

      He said nothing for a moment, then he threw his arms around her, hugging her tightly. Closing her eyes, she hugged him back, taking the comfort he rarely offered.

      Eventually he stepped back, looking a little embarrassed. “Shall we get to it?”

      “Before we talk about anything, we have a serious problem,” Dashan cut in before Tarrick could start. “Alyx, I’m sorry, I know this isn’t a good time to—”

      “There’s no good time for any of this,” she cut him off. “If there’s a problem, we need to deal with it.”

      He nodded, eyes roving the room. “I think there’s an informer amongst us. Someone who was reporting information to the Mage Council and maybe even Shakar–spying, essentially.”

      Alyx stilled. “Dashan, I—”

      “No, hear me out.” His jaw was set stubbornly, and she sighed. There was no getting through to him when he was like this. “You told me last night that Galien and the council came for us in Sandira, came to kill me and you if you’d absorbed my invulnerability.”

      Ladan nodded. “Right, because of their policy about Taliath.”

      “Exactly,” Dashan said steadily “Because they knew about me and Alyx.”

      Alyx nodded slowly. “They knew details, specific details. Information that only a handful of people could have known or guessed.”

      Understanding spread over Dashan’s face. “You already worked this out.”

      “I…” She trailed off as realisation hit her like a thunderbolt. Now it makes sense. Relief and joy hit her so hard she had to brace herself against the table for support.

      “Alyx?” Ladan pressed.

      “I figured it out three years ago,” Alyx said. “The specific details Galien knew, it could only have come from one of a few people. Those in this room and my father.”

      A thick silence fell. Of course, it was Finn who spoke first. He sounded utterly bewildered. “You knew this and you did nothing? All that time we’ve been working under you, trusted with everything.”

      “I don’t understand,” Tarrick frowned.

      Ladan was angry. “Something needs to be done to find out who this spy is, and if you won’t do it, Aly-girl, then I will. You should have done something a long time ago.”

      “Being my brother doesn’t give you the right to lecture me. I won’t—”

      “That’s exactly what it does do,” he cut over her. “This affects more than just you. A spy with the level of access to our planning that your closest friends have compromises our entire effort against Shakar.”

      “He’s right,” Dashan said firmly. “We need to—”

      “Stop!” She lifted her hand, then glanced around the room. “Yes, I knew the council had information that could only have come from someone here. I also knew that Shakar’s Hunters had been finding us too quickly and too often—it was a suspicion I held even before Sandira.”

      The confusion on Dawn’s face matched that of everyone in the room. “Why didn’t you just read our thoughts to find out who it was?”

      “Because I only became certain after Sandira, when the trust between us had been completely shattered and we were trying to rebuild it.” She glanced around the room, looking at each of them in turn. “I wrestled with it for days, but when it came down to it, I fundamentally could not believe that any of you was a spy. I decided to trust in that, to have faith. If I was going to build a new mage order, if I wanted you all to have faith in me, then I had to have faith in you too. So I decided that there must be another explanation. And in the end, there was.”

      Finn looked close to tears. “What was it?”

      “Astor.”

      Understanding dropped over their faces with varying degrees of speed. Cayr sank into a chair, head dropping into his hands. Quicker than thought, Jenna had moved to his side, resting a hand on his shoulder.

      “Astor is Shakar.” Alyx’s voice trembled a little as she said it out loud. “Shakar knew all about me and Dashan, and Astor knew all of our secrets. After the attack on Sandira—he warned me of the spy, pointed out the specific detail the council knew. He was trying to drive us apart.” Wonder filled her voice. “But he failed. I didn’t let him.”

      The silence that followed grew so long that she began to feel uncomfortable. It was hard to read the expressions on her friends’ faces. Cayr was looking at her with pride, Dashan with an amusing mix of horror and affection.

      Tarrick rose slowly to his feet. There was pain in his dark eyes. “You have shown more trust in me than I ever did in you, Magor-lier.”

      Alyx waved him off. “Tarrick please, don’t.”

      “He’s right,” Finn said. He seemed equally stricken. “I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Fools,” Dawn muttered under her breath.

      Ladan gave Alyx a look that warned her this wasn’t the end of him lecturing her on the topic, then cleared his throat. “There are things we need to discuss. Your Highness, it might be time to discuss your news.”

      “Yes.” Cayr straightened in his chair and Jenna took a step back. “Amidst all the grimness of the past week or so, I have some good news to share with you.”

      Relieved at the attention shifting away from her, Alyx lifted an eyebrow. “What is it?”

      “The Zandian emperor has sent a message offering to come to Alistriem and attend discussions with myself, Mastaran, and the leader of the Shiven rebels.”

      For a moment it was possible to hear a pin drop in the room as everyone swivelled to Cayr in astonishment. Alyx and her mages had been working on getting the emperor to agree to a meeting for years, and now… “He’s willing to come here?” she asked.

      A wry smile tugged at Cayr’s mouth. “The emperor graciously acknowledges that given the state of the war, neither Mastaran nor myself are in a position to travel away from our homes.”

      She stared at him in astonishment. After the emotional hits of the past few weeks, it was difficult to accept that something good was happening. “When did this happen?”

      “Sparky suspects the emperor’s generals told him of the unexpected and rapid advance on Carhall by the Shiven army. It seems to have prompted him to action,” Ladan said.

      Alyx shot a look at Finn, he gave her a little knowing smile.

      “I have already written to him to accept his offer.” Cayr’s voice turned firm. “The emperor has requested absolute secrecy—none bar his most senior advisors and Leopard guard are aware of his intended travel. Outside this room, only Sparky is aware. I insist that it remains that way.”

      “Will you invite the Shiven as the emperor suggested?” Dashan asked.

      Cayr inclined his head. “I have already reached out to Tarian Astohar and King Mastaran.”

      “This is a good development, Your Highness,” Cario said. “Even with Carhall having fallen, an alliance with Zandia could turn the war firmly back in our favour.”

      Cayr sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I hope so. I fear Rionn isn’t going to hold much longer.”

      “It will hold as long as it needs to,” Ladan said determinedly before rising to his feet. “We will make sure of that.”

      None of them spoke aloud what they must all be thinking. Alyx shivered. Shakar had been cautious and clever in his strategy so far, but how long until he decided that he could take what remained of Rionn and Tregaya by himself, especially if he got wind of a Zandian alliance?
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      The ring of the doorbell was unexpected given the late hour. Not that she’d been sleeping—lingering grief and the fear of nightmares prevented that. The house seemed emptier now, even though Ladan and Dawn were living there.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, Dawn came down the stairs as Alyx reached the front door, a little smile on her face. Lifting an eyebrow at her friend, Alyx opened the door to find Dashan, Tarrick, Finn, and Cario hovering, a strange kind of energy buzzing around them. All wore non-descript clothing.

      “What’s going on?” she asked suspiciously.

      “I’m in!” Dawn answered somebody’s unspoken thought and pushed past Alyx, joining the young men outside. It was only now Alyx noticed her friend had changed into a pretty sundress and light cotton wrap. In for what?

      “We.” Dashan gestured grandly to all of those behind him. “Have decided that we’re in sore need of a night in the party district.”

      “I see.” Alyx shifted to peer around him, raising her eyebrows at Tarrick. “You approve of this?”

      Her astonishment deepened when he grinned. “Absolutely. Hurry and change before we leave without you.”

      She hesitated. This wasn’t like any of them. Well, it was like Dashan. “What about my guards? And where’s Brynn?”

      “Brynn is resting after his recent head injury, under my strict instructions,” Finn said.

      “You’ll be safe enough with us for a couple of hours, and besides, we’re going incognito.” A smile tugged at Tarrick’s mouth. “Just don’t tell Rothai I said so.”

      “Will it help if I promise not to seduce any young women and start a brawl?” Dashan added, flashing her his most charming grin, and she caved, laughing.

      “All right, I won’t be long.” She paused by Dawn. “No Ladan?”

      The telepath made a face. “He muttered something about inns and drinking not being his idea of a good time, then rolled over and went back to sleep. Don’t worry, we’ll make plenty of noise when we come home later and insist on drunkenly telling him all about the fun he missed.”

      That thought had a smile spreading across Alyx’s face from ear to ear as she hurried upstairs to change.

      

      An hour later they were huddled together in a booth in the corner of a rowdy inn. All the windows and doors were open to let in the warm evening air, and the place smelled of ale, sweat and the salt of the ocean breeze.

      Alyx had been tense ever since they’d arrived, waiting for the moment when Finn or Tarrick would start in on her and Dashan needing to keep their distance. But they hadn’t said a word yet, neither of them even raising an eyebrow when Dashan had slid into the booth beside her.

      “Interesting news about the emperor,” Finn murmured, leaning in from her other side.

      She grinned. The ale was beginning to soak through her, taking away her anxiety and leaving her feeling relaxed and loose. “It’s what we hoped for.”

      “I hope it’s not too late.” He frowned. “And even if it isn’t, this means we’re now getting close to the final steps.”

      “Scary, isn’t it?” she murmured.

      “Yes, but also a relief in a way. I can’t wait for all this to be over.”

      She nodded, meeting his gaze. “We just keep sticking with—”

      “What are you two mumbling about in the corner?” Cario demanded, his face slightly flushed.

      Alyx shrugged, took a swig of ale. “Finn was yammering something about the mating habits of sandbirds.”

      “Really?” Dawn scowled at her brother.

      Finn shot Alyx an indignant look, then sniffed. “It’s a fascinating subject.”

      Tarrick dismissed that with a wave of his hand, then started telling them a story about the time he and his brothers had gone hunting for sandbirds outside Sandira.

      For a while, it was just like being back at DarkSkull Hall, when they would gather together in Weeping Stead to laugh and talk and complain about their long days. The constant tension across her shoulders and neck faded for the first time in a very long time. By Finn’s flushed cheeks and Tarrick’s relaxed sprawl, she gathered they were unwinding too.

      A smile playing at her lips, Alyx leaned into Dashan. “Has Cayr told you yet that he wants to marry Jenna?”

      Dashan choked, coughed, then spat his mouthful of ale all over the tabletop. Finn snorted, almost following suit. Dawn grabbed a napkin and threw it at Dashan, her grin only slightly wider than Tarrick’s. Cario observed with his usual amused smirk.

      “He’s what?” Dashan demanded.

      “You heard me.” Her smiled widened.

      “At least he’ll always have a Taliath close by.” Finn waggled his eyebrows. “Great protection.”

      “His nobles will have a fit,” Cario drained his glass in one swallow, then glanced around for more. “Anyone?”

      “Yes please!” they chorused at once.

      Dashan shook his head in dismay. “Cayr’s finally lost it.”

      “Unfortunately I don’t think he has.” Alyx sighed, sipped the remains of her ale. It was delicious, cold and frothy. She hoped Cario hurried back with more. “He says he loves her.”

      “I know what it is about her he loves.” Dashan leered. “All that blond hair and—”

      She punched him in the arm. Hard. He laughed at her.

      Cario returned with a jug and refilled their glasses, receiving no end of jeers from Tarrick and Dawn about how much he spilled onto the table. Once he’d finished, they raised their glasses and cheered—rather rowdily, Alyx winced—to Third Patrol.

      “I’m going to dance!” Finn said abruptly. He stood, swayed, gripped the table for support, then maneuvered his way out of the booth. “Dawn, dance with me?”

      Laughing at her brother, and casting Alyx and Dashan an amused glance, she took his hand and followed him away.

      “I might dance too.” Cario’s gaze was focused on the bar, where Casta was clustered with a few other Bluecoats. Alyx turned to Dashan, eyebrows raised. He gave her a little nod. She grinned, happy for Cario.

      “Go on,” she encouraged. “Say hi to Casta for us.”

      A few moments later Tarrick seemed to realise he was the only one at the table with Dashan and Alyx. She braced herself for the inevitable comment, but instead he muttered something about needing the privy and promptly disappeared after the others.

      Dashan said nothing about the fact they’d suddenly been left alone together. He had a slight frown on his face as he considered his glass of ale. It didn’t take long for her to work out what was wrong.

      “You’re going back to Tregaya.”

      He gave a sharp nod. “Rodin is capable, but I need to get back. The men will have reached their rendezvous points by now and I need to be there to start deploying them against the Shiven army before they advance further north.”

      She shifted to face him. “That will take pressure off our borders too.”

      “I’ll stay in regular contact with Cayr so we can coordinate where useful.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Any chance I could have those mages you promised me?”

      “I’ll have them come to you from our safehouse in Tregaya. I think there’s at least one telepath there, and some warrior mages too.”

      “Thank you, your Magor-lier-ness.” He sketched a mocking bow despite the cramped confines of the booth.

      She scowled at him. “How soon will you be out of my hair?”

      His teasing grin faded. “I hope you know that the last thing I want to do is leave you again, mage-girl.” The look in his eyes made her heart do a lazy flip in her chest. And that was an easy enough truth to pull out from the tangle of emotions that had been lodged in her chest since he’d returned. No matter how much time had passed, she was never going to stop feeling this way around him—the heat in his eyes left her in no doubt it was the same for him.

      “I don’t want you to leave either,” she whispered.

      “Do you think they left us alone deliberately?” His breath was warm on her face, his leg pressed against hers.

      “Tarrick should have been back from the privy by now,” she murmured, and then she kissed him. Time seemed to slow and spin at the same time, the world turning to heat and overwhelming sensation. There was no hesitation as she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer, her leg sliding over his lap, his hand tangling in her hair, arms wrapping tight around her waist to press her against him. The booth was cramped, but that didn’t seem to matter as they wrapped themselves together, hungry for the other’s touch after so long.

      She had no idea how long they were lost there, trading kisses and touches, but eventually they broke apart, breathing hard. The corner of the table was pressing painfully into her hip, and Dashan’s hand was sliding dangerously high up her leg.

      “We should…” He cleared his throat, but the huskiness was still there when he continued speaking. Her stomach flipped and she wanted to kiss him again. “Before they come back.”

      She leaned in, pressing her mouth to his one last time, a slow kiss that had her melting against him. Then, reluctantly, she broke away and began peeling herself off him, slapping his hands away with a grin when he tried to ‘help’.

      “What happens now?” Dashan murmured once they’d separated.

      She gave a little chuckle, her emotions still too much on a high to worry yet. “No idea.”

      Tarrick came back not long after, his expression slightly fuzzy from the ale he’d drunk. By then Alyx and Dashan were a few inches apart and she’d managed to get her hair and clothing back into reasonable neatness. Finn and Dawn, laughing, stumbled back too.

      Dawn gave Alyx a highly amused glance as she slid back into the booth, and she flushed hotly. Damn. Her shield had almost certainly dropped during that…intense…exchange with Dashan. Dawn didn’t seem to have said anything to Finn though, and both he and Tarrick happily worked their way through the remains of the jug. Cario remained gone, and Casta had disappeared from amongst the Bluecoats at the bar.

      It was well after midnight by the time they stumbled back towards Alyx’s home, all either drunk or close to. Ever since the kiss, she’d been hyper aware of Dashan’s presence, and as they walked through the city streets, Finn and Tarrick a little ahead, she reached out and took his hand.

      It startled him, and he frowned, gesturing in the direction of the others. She shrugged—she’d promised them she wouldn’t ever lie to them again about her relationship with Dashan. A wide smile—half delight, half amusement—spread across his face at that, and he tangled their fingers together before tugging her to his side.

      “Finally!”

      Alyx started as Dawn’s voice practically shouted in her head. The telepath was smiling back at them. She summoned a mock-scowl. “Why don’t you put a lid on that amusement and start planning how you’re going to manage your brother’s fury over this.”

      Dawn chuckled aloud, her musical laughter drawing all their attention. “Oh, Alyx, you don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

      “Worry about what?” Tarrick turned to look back at them, his gaze on Dawn before sweeping over their joined hands. Finn turned too, eyebrows lifted in question.

      She tensed, Dashan turning wary. His grip on her hand tightened.

      “Nothing,” Dawn said airily, throwing another smile at Alyx before continuing on. Both young men shrugged and kept walking. Alyx met Dashan’s astonished look with an equally surprised one.

      “Are they too drunk to notice?”

      “In case you’re wondering, yes we noticed,” Finn called back.

      “Then why aren’t you furious at me right now?” she demanded, bringing them all to a halt once again. “This whole night you’ve been weird. What’s going on with all of you?”

      “We trust you,” Tarrick said. “And we have faith in you. Like you had faith in us.”

      “It’s far too late,” Finn said. “But you have our trust, Alyx.”

      Her astonishment was so intense she literally had no words. Dashan did, remaining wary as he faced them. “What if she catches my Taliath disease?”

      “Either she does or she doesn’t. That’s a personal choice for Alyx and you to make,” Finn said. “We will follow her whether she is invulnerable or not.”

      “Can we keep walking please?” Dawn had begun hopping up and down. “I really need to use the privy.”

      The laughter that followed was, in that moment, the most glorious thing Alyx had ever heard.

      

      Despite their boisterous spirits, they didn’t make too much noise walking up the long drive to what was now Ladan’s home. She wondered if he’d realised that yet. Two of her mage guards waited patiently by the front doors, Adahn and Chestin.

      As they approached the house, Dashan tugged on her hand, drawing her aside onto the soft lawn under one of the trees lining the drive. Dawn was already well ahead, heading back to Ladan, while Tarrick and Finn were chatting excitedly about raiding the kitchens for cookies.

      “Your guard was giving me an evil stare,” Dashan said in response to her raised eyebrows. “And I wanted some privacy to say goodbye.”

      She hesitated only briefly before squeezing his hand. “You could come in with me.”

      “Not when I’m leaving you tomorrow,” he whispered, drawing her into his arms. She buried her head in his shoulder, not arguing further. Besides, with or without her friends’ blessing, being with Dashan had to be her choice, and she didn’t want to rush into anything.

      “Adahn is jealous of me,” he murmured against her hair.

      She nodded, pulled back a little. “You know that you have nothing to be worried about, right?”

      His hand came up to frame her face. “Alyx, if I truly had died, I would hope that you would find happiness with someone else. I don’t want you grieving over me forever.”

      She bit her lip, momentarily overwhelmed. Not by what he’d said, but what he was implying—he wasn’t worried about Adahn. He had enough faith in her, in them, to have no need for jealousy.

      “Come back soon,” she whispered, then kissed him.

      

      When Dashan had gone and Alyx turned to walk back to the house, Adahn had disappeared. Chestin remained. She gave him a friendly nod, but he merely inclined his head as she went past, gaze distant.

      “Is everything all right, Chestin?”

      “Yes, Magor-lier.” He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      She hesitated further, but his posture didn’t invite further conversation. Trying not to be worried, she went inside and up to bed.
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      The days following Dashan’s departure flew by more quickly than Alyx had thought they would. On the same day he left Alistriem, Alyx reached out to the mages based in the cave network in Tregaya. It took several tries throughout the day until she found a telepath on guard duty above-ground.

      Using magic over such a distance was no longer an issue for her, though the effort required usually left her with a pounding headache.

      “I’m glad you reached out, Magor-lier!” the mental voice of Merial, their oldest mage and Jayn’s grandmother, was filled with eagerness.

      “Has something happened?”

      “Nothing bad,” Merial assured her quickly. “But Master Rothai arrived two days ago. He’s aware of the fall of Carhall and wants to know what your instructions are.”

      Alyx thought about that for a moment, glad to hear that Rothai was well. After all these years, she still hadn’t worked her way to liking him, but he remained one of the most powerful warrior mages alive and a valuable asset. Maybe it was time to bring him back to her side. “Send him to Alistriem. There will be instructions waiting when he gets there,” she said, but didn’t explain why. She never told anyone who didn’t need to know where she was.

      “I will.” Merial hesitated. “Master Rothai didn’t come alone. He brought several council mages with him. Parja and Dastanta amongst them.”

      Alyx frowned. Mages who’d belonged to the council no longer had a master, but she hadn’t expected Parja or Dastanta—both friends of Galien—to come to her. “Are they willing to join us?”

      “I’m not sure. They seem willing to throw in with Master Rothai, so I suppose so.”

      The suspicion in Merial’s mind was clear to Alyx, even over such a distance. Putting Parja aside a moment, she asked, “Is Rody still there?”

      “He is, but he’s driving us all to drink.” Merial said in frustration of the young telepath. “These young ones can’t sit still for more than moment.”

      Alyx smiled. “Let me get him out of your hair. The militia still in the south of Tregaya are planning a series of attacks on the Shiven army as they try and push north. I want Rody to join their commander and help in any way he can. Send two warrior mages with him.” She paused. “Actually, tell Rothai to take Parja and Dastanta with him to Alistriem. Nordan too, if you can spare him.” It might be good to integrate two potentially rogue mages with her loyal ones. Adahn would help with that too; they’d all been good friends at DarkSkull.

      “Consider it done, Magor-lier. Is all well with you?”

      “It is,” she said, although she couldn’t keep the sadness from leaking through her thoughts. Memories of her father popped up constantly. If Merial sensed it, she didn’t push. She simply wished Alyx the best with a burst of cheerful thought, then let go of the connection.

      Cayr received a quick response from Zandia confirming the summit, followed by a missive from Tarian Astohar promising to be there. After that, preparations began in earnest. Because of the requirement for secrecy, the entirety of the workload fell on the handful of people that knew it was happening.

      Alyx was glad of it. The work gave her something to distract her from Astor’s betrayal, grief over her father and missing Dashan with a constant, nagging ache. Besides, witnessing Tarrick and Finn arguing over which suite of guest rooms in the palace was most appropriate for the emperor of Zandia left her and Dawn in hysterics for hours.

      Having so many leaders gathered in a single location made them dangerously vulnerable. Everyone worried about it. It proved too much for King Mastaran’s advisors—he was safely ensconced in the northern city of Ribeca, the largest city still under the control of Tregayan forces. The militia didn’t want to risk his safety travelling through warring territory to come to Rionn, which was disappointing, but understandable.

      “He gave us permission to act on his behalf, which is decent of him,” Sparky said when he brought the news to Cayr. They were holding another late-night meeting, Cayr, Alyx, and their senior advisors clustered in his personal study. After almost five weeks of preparation, the conference loomed close—the ship carrying the Zandian contingent would dock any day. “If we agree to terms with the Zandians, Mastaran says we can agree on behalf of Tregaya also.”

      “Good.” Cayr nodded. “Ladan, the Shiven?”

      “Astohar is coming by boat via ShadowFall, that way I could make sure he has Taliath protection for the trip. They should be here any day now.”

      “We have to make sure the talks are completely secure.” Cayr ran a worried hand through his already-tousled hair. “The level of risk these leaders are opening themselves up to by coming here…”

      “We’re doing everything we can, Your Highness.” Since their father’s death, Ladan had slowly but surely begun to step into the space Garan Egalion left at the king’s side. Cayr seemed to expect it, and so far Ladan hadn’t protested. “I will have six Taliath in Alistriem throughout the summit, and the Bluecoats have been drilling for weeks in preparation.”

      “You have warrior mages, too,” Alyx promised. Rothai had arrived the previous week with Nordan, Parja, and Dastanta, and had been filled in on what was happening. Rothai had been so delighted by the Zandian developments he’d come dangerously close to cracking a smile. Parja had been polite but cool. Alyx had instructed Adahn and Tarrick to keep him and Dastanta under close watch.

      “Good.” Cayr sighed. “I don’t mind admitting this whole thing makes me anxious.”

      “You concentrate on getting the emperor to agree to an alliance,” Jenna spoke for the first time. “The rest of us will make sure everyone is safe.”

      “You should both make sure you’re present at all talks,” Alyx said to Jenna and her brother. “Don’t forget how enamoured the emperor is of the Taliath.”

      Cayr yawned, breaking the silence that fell. “All right, it’s getting late. Let’s all get some sleep.”

      Cario was hovering outside waiting for Alyx as she emerged from Cayr’s private quarters. “These need your signature.”

      She took the quill he proffered and dipped it into the small inkwell in his other hand, before signing her name to the parchment in front of her.

      “I’m glad you trust me,” he said in amusement. “You barely even read that. It could have been instructions to invade Tregaya for all you know.”

      “Well if that’s the case, can we do it tomorrow? I’m exhausted.”

      He smiled. “Can I walk you home?”

      She offered him her arm. “That sounds lovely.”

      

      Shakar chose that night to come at her with another nightmare. Panicked that he might read knowledge of the summit in her thoughts, she slammed her mental shield up and huddled underneath it.

      “Condolences on your father’s death,” he whispered. Now that he wasn’t hiding from her, she heard Astor’s voice in Shakar’s, and it made her heart clench in pain. Her godfather was gone, just like her father.

      “Garan was a good man. I liked him.” The hooks of his magic dug a little deeper and she whimpered, focusing everything she had on her shield. “He spoiled my attempt on your friend Cayr, though.”

      “How could you! You watched Cayr grow up!” Alyx burst out, seeking to distract him from what she was hiding.

      “Just like I watched you grow up. That won’t stop me from killing you if you interfere with what I’m trying to do.”

      “You haven’t killed me yet.”

      Laughter pealed through her mind and she winced—it was like razor blades across her skull. “I told you. I don’t need to. The council needed to die for what they’d done, but you–I just need to keep taking away those you rely on, those you love. Then you’ll come to me. If only to make it stop.”

      Dread plunged through her, turning her chest to ice. And then he was gone.
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      Alyx scanned the reception room, looking for Cario amidst the gathered guests. There were close to fifty people in the brightly lit hall, not counting the guards bristling at every conceivable entrance. The Zandian and Shiven delegations made up at least half that number, then there was Cayr and his key lords and advisors along with Alyx and her senior mages.

      Chestin and Adahn stood guard on the main entrance with four Bluecoats and two Leopards. Nordan, Rothai, Parja, and Dastanta were assigned to watch the two other servants’ entrances. Adahn had pointed out that keeping the council mages close was both a good use of their strong warrior skills and an even better way of keeping an eye on them.

      The palace kitchens had put on a sumptuous spread, and those present gathered in small groups, talking and eating. Conversation hummed along, sounding lively and engaged.

      A tall, muscular Zandian appeared gracefully at her side, his magic tinkling against her senses. “Magor-lier, it’s a pleasure to meet you again.”

      “Hinga, I feel the same way. Tarrick is delighted you were chosen to travel with the emperor.”

      “Loren will forever be envious of me, I fear.” A mischievous smile flashed over Hinga’s fierce features. “But I am glad for the opportunity to visit your beautiful city.”

      “I hope the emperor is also enjoying his stay here?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      “It is a shame that we cannot risk staying more than a handful of days,” Hinga said. “However, I believe the emperor is pleased with the progress of our discussions so far.”

      “Do you think he will help us?” Alyx asked bluntly.

      “That I cannot say. He does not discuss his thinking with his personal guards. If it’s any consolation, Tarrick has convinced me of the need for our countries to ally against Shivasa and Shakar. Should the emperor ask for my opinion, that is what I will tell him.”

      “Thank you.” Alyx straightened as she spotted Cario entering from the main doors. “Would you excuse me a moment?”

      “Of course.” He bowed and walked away.

      She cut through the room, offering a smile and nod of greeting to those she passed, intercepting Cario as he headed for one of the food tables. “Everything all right?”

      “Yes. I was just out making sure the Bluecoats and Leopards are getting along peaceably.” Cario nodded. “How are things in here?”

      “Everyone seems to be talking busily, which I suppose is a good sign.”

      “Cay’s done well. It was clear the emperor was dubious of his youth, but the king has ably demonstrated his strategic grasp of the war and his firm hold over his senior nobles. It helps that his most senior advisor is a Taliath,” Cario noted, then frowned slightly. “What is it? You seem worried.”

      “Oh it’s nothing.” She shook her head, as if to dislodge the anxiousness that had been creeping up the back of her neck. “I had another nightmare the other night, and ever since I’ve been on edge. It doesn’t help that the emperor leaves tomorrow and has yet to formally agree to anything.”

      “If it helps, I think Tarian Astohar’s presentation this morning was compelling. The emperor was clearly swayed by his arguments.”

      Alyx’s gaze moved to the tall Shiven standing with Ladan towards the centre of the room. The rebel leader towered over everyone there apart from the emperor, yet moved with characteristic Shiven grace and spoke with a quiet, penetrating voice. Both Dashan and Ladan spoke highly of him, and Alyx had yet to see anything to cause her to disagree with them. He was clearly passionate about improving the circumstances of his people.

      “His offer of a formal alliance and increased trade concessions if the Shiven government is toppled were generous,” Alyx agreed.

      “Generous, but necessary. If Astohar’s rebels managed to topple the Shiven leader, they will have a difficult time establishing a new government while maintaining stability. They’ll need all the help they can get, which is why Astohar is looking for allies now.”

      “Perhaps we should consider sending some mages into Shivasa to help him?”

      “Let’s definitely discuss it after the conference,” Cario said, then glanced up. “Tarrick is waving me over. I’d better go and see what he wants.”

      “I’ll join Cayr and the emperor. Lend the weight of the Magor-lier to their chat.” Time to summon the polite charm she’d mastered in childhood.

      Cario’s mouth quirked in a smile. “Good idea.”

      “Alyx!”

      She was halfway across the crowded space when Dawn’s voice spoke urgently into her mind. Before she could reply the telepath moved into her line of sight, coming straight towards her.

      “What is it?” Alyx asked, the words coming out louder than she’d intended. Dawn’s mental voice had sounded almost panicked. A couple of Zandians nearby glanced around, and she smiled reassuringly at them. Dawn lowered her voice so that nobody but Alyx could hear.

      “I think there’s a Hunter in the palace,” she murmured.

      A cold sliver of fear crept down her back. “Are you sure?”

      “It’s hard to tell, because I think there’s only one of them. Can you see if I’m right?”

      Alyx nodded and closed her eyes, sending her telepathic magic sweeping out through the hall and the gallery—left deliberately empty for security reasons—above. She found nothing odd on the first sweep, but trusting Dawn’s instincts and ability, she did a second, more thorough search. This time her magic snagged on something.

      “There’s, I don’t know…” Alyx murmured, shaking her head as she tried to grasp it. “A slight blankness, but you’re right. There’s more than one, though, maybe four, but far apart…the blankness isn’t strong enough to pinpoint exactly.”

      “If they plan an attack, why so separated?” Dawn asked.

      “I don’t know.” Fear uncurled slowly, and she fought to hold it down.

      “Can you tell where they are?” Dawn’s eyes were half closed as she used her magic too.

      Alyx frowned, focused her magic as tightly as she could, but her finesse had never been good. “I’m not sure. You?”

      “Inside the palace, definitely,” Dawn opened her eyes and they both scanned the room. Nothing appeared out of place, and none of the alert-looking guards seemed bothered by anything.

      “You two looking for someone?” Brynn’s voice startled them. His teasing smile faded when he caught the looks on their faces. “What is it?”

      “There are Hunters in the palace,” Dawn said tersely. “Headed this way, I think.”

      “How did they get in?” Brynn asked in a low voice. “The place is crawling with mages, Taliath, and warriors.”

      “Disguised, is my bet,” Alyx said. “As servants maybe. The medallions could easily be hidden under clothes. And it wouldn’t be hard to do with only a few of them.”

      “Assassins, then. But they have no hope of getting close to anyone in here,” Dawn murmured.

      “I don’t want to take any chances. Brynn, go and find the Bluecoat captain in charge and tell him to lock this room down.” Alyx started moving for Cayr. “Dawn, tell Ladan what’s going on. He can send his Taliath out to find and kill the Hunters while the leaders stay safe in here.”

      Dawn hesitated. “Alyx, you’ll cause a panic that might put the discussions at risk. If there are only a few outside, surely we can—”

      “Just do it, Dawn!” All she could think about now was her nightmare, Shakar’s threat. She had to stop him. “Hurry, both of you!”

      Brynn was gone without a word, pushing his way through the nobles to reach the nearest Bluecoat. Alyx looked for Cayr—he stood near the middle of the room with Sparky and the emperor, all three faces serious and focused on their conversation. Just to their left was Jenna, talking to Cario, but keeping a close eye on the king.

      Anxiety pounded at her. She started moving, striding quickly towards them. He’d tried for Cayr once and failed. Shakar didn’t take failure well. Still, the Hunters were outside the room—as long as they locked it down they could keep everyone inside safe.

      “Finn, Tarrick, Adahn, there are Hunters in the palace,” Alyx sent. “Help the Bluecoats lock down the entrances!”

      At the same moment, Brynn reached the Bluecoat captain. Crisp orders echoed over the top of the hum of conversation, causing it to falter and then cease entirely. Into the silence echoed the thud of doors slamming one by one.

      The servant’s entrance was held open a few seconds longer for three Taliath led by Ladan to slip out, swords drawn. Swiftly and efficiently the Bluecoats lifted heavy bars and dropped them across the inside of the doors—nothing short of a battering ram would get through now. Alyx’s mages hovered, staffs drawn.

      Sensing something was wrong, the Leopards began moving towards their emperor. Chatter started back up, people looking around, fear beginning to fill the room. She caught sight of Tarrick, a head taller than most around him—he was shepherding Tarian Astohar towards his guards.

      Silence fell over the room, each of the three leaders now encircled by guards. She told herself to stay calm, that Ladan and his Taliath would find and kill the Hunters. The worried bustle slowed as Tarrick and Cario moved quickly to fill everyone in on what was happening.

      “You should let my Leopards out to hunt,” the emperor said, his imperious voice carrying through the space.

      “My Lord-Taliath and his fighters know the layout of my palace better, Your Majesty,” Cayr said politely but firmly. “They will be faster in finding the Hunters.”

      Finn suddenly materialised at her side, white and drawn. “Alyx, this makes no sense. Why would he try for any of the leaders with only three or four Hunters?”

      “Alyx there are more!” Dawn’s panicked voice slid into her head.

      “What?” Alyx spun on the spot, throwing her magic out in all directions. Tendrils of dread crept through her veins at what she encountered. Hunters approached from several different directions, and with a sudden instinct, she realised what was happening. What a horrible mistake she’d made.

      “They’re not going to try and get in!” she called into the minds of every mage nearby. “They’re going to surround the room so they can cut our—”

      And just like that her magic winked out of existence. Enough Hunters had come close enough to the hall for their combined number to have a blanking effect on any mage within. There’s someone already in the room. An assassin. Someone who now couldn’t be identified or stopped with mage power. With several Taliath already in the room for the reception, neither she nor Dawn would have realised the blank spots in their magic might not be one of them. A Hunter had been inside all along. And now he or she was locked inside with them.

      Time seemed to slow.

      Several Bluecoats closest to the doors started lifting the heavy bars at a shouted direction from Brynn, who’d caught Alyx’s telepathic warning. At an order from Hinga, Leopards swarmed around the emperor, forcing him to the floor and covering him with their bodies. Cario came towards Alyx, Tarrick and Finn not far behind. Even without being able to read their thoughts she knew what they were thinking.

      Protect the Magor-lier.

      Jenna moved for Cayr, sliding in front of him and drawing Huntress in one smooth movement. Bluecoats surrounded the king on all other sides, ensuring his body was shielded.

      For a single moment everything went quiet, those in the room frozen and waiting to see what would happen next. With successive crashes the bars on the main doors fell to the ground and the Bluecoats swept out, mages behind them, seeking to break through the bubble of Hunter medallions outside. The shouts and crash of steel from the fighting drifted in.

      Alyx scanned the room, desperately trying to locate the Hunter that had to be inside before they could strike. They’d already tried for Cayr, she wouldn’t let Shakar succeed this time either.

      But Cayr wasn’t the target.

      She had almost reached Cayr, but the unmistakable twang of a bow had her stopping, spinning back. Cario heard it too, and he reacted instantly, fingers flicking as he tried to use his magic to send the arrow flying off course, away from its target.

      Alyx.

      Confusion flickered briefly over his face at the realisation his magic wasn’t working. Then, before she could think, before she could understand, Cario leaped forward, throwing himself in front of her. The arrow ploughed into his chest, and he dropped like a rag doll, stumbling back and sending them both crashing to the marble floor.

      She screamed. Time snapped back into focus, and she was scrambling, moving out from under his dead weight. Dimly, she heard more screams and shouts. Blood was pooling on Cario’s chest, and his skin had turned waxen.

      “Cario!” she shouted, cradling his face, trying to get him to look at her. “No, no, no. Cario!”

      “Alyx! The shooter is still up there!”

      Dawn’s voice in her ear snapped through her daze as intended. She spun, looking in the direction the arrow had come from.

      He stood on the gallery above, a man wearing a Bluecoat uniform and lifting a knocked bow. Adahn was running for the spiral steps leading up to the gallery, Chestin and Nordan close behind, but they were never going to make it in time.

      As she watched, the Hunter aimed his bow at her, face taut with focus. Someone—Tarrick?—was running from her left, probably intending to throw himself in front of her too. He wasn’t going to be fast enough though, and Alyx made no effort to move.

      As had happened once before, on a stormy night outside a DarkSkull watchtower, utter fury consumed her. She snarled, and her anger smashed through the blankness holding back her magic like it was a fragile vase. Then she raised her bloody hand and summoned a concussion burst with every inch of power roping through her. It let loose in a burst of green light and energy, arrowing straight for the Hunter.

      The bright flash of light distracted his shot, forcing him to wince and duck away even though the concussion burst dissipated harmlessly around him. He smirked then, lifting the bow, taunting her with the fact he wore a medallion. Adahn was almost at the top of the stairs but the archer was on the opposite side of the gallery.

      Incandescent rage filled her, the scent of Cario’s blood filling her senses, the sight of the archer’s smirk unbearable. It boiled up, escaping in a scream of anger and more magic. She ripped at the columns on either side of the archer, the pure strength and power of her innate magic breaking utterly free of the medallions outside. Wind gusted, shoving Tarrick away as he tried to place himself in front of her.

      The archer died with the smirk still on his face, utterly crushed as the marble columns on either side collapsed in on him. Chunks of stone and marble crashed to the floor below, taking some of the gallery with it. Guests scrambled to escape the falling masonry. Dust and debris whipped through the room.

      Gasping from adrenalin, not exhaustion, she let her magic go and turned back to Cario, dropping to her knees at his side. His eyes were open and glassy, but slowly sliding closed. No, no, no.

      “Where’s Finn?” she screamed, glancing wildly around. Magic still beat at her, desperate to be let out, to do something. Not Cario too. She couldn’t cope if he…

      “I’m here, I’m already here,” Finn told her. The healer mage was kneeling on the other side of Cario’s body, one hand cradling the man’s head, the other resting over his wound, covered in blood. His expression was as desperate as hers must have been.

      “Why aren’t you doing anything?” she demanded, voice thick with tears.

      “The arrow pierced his heart. I can’t–the Hunters are stopping my magic.” Matching tears shone in Finn’s eyes and his chest heaved. “There’s nothing I can do.”

      “What if we move him?” she asked frantically, dropping to her knees.

      Finn swallowed. “It nicked his heart. If we jostle him in any way he’ll die more quickly.”

      “They’re breaking through.” Dawn pointed to the Bluecoats and mages fighting fiercely at the main doors. Tears streamed down her face. “Ladan has brought his Taliath back and they’re cutting through to reach the servant’s entrance. We’ll have magic in a few moments.”

      Finn’s stricken look told them that wasn’t going to matter. Alyx’s heart sank, taking all the strength of her anger with it. “Even with magic you can’t save him, can you?”

      His glistening eyes stood out starkly against his bone white face. He shook his head.

      “Cario?” She leaned over him. “Can you hear me?”

      His blue eyes flickered open, boring into hers. “M…Magor-lier.”

      “Stay,” she whispered. “I can’t lose you.”

      He smiled faintly. “You’ll be fine…Alyx. My friend.”

      She bit her lip hard, drawing blood. Sobs welled in her chest, constricting her airway. Around her there was chaos, but all she could see was Cario’s eyes slipping closed. She leaned down, wrapping her arms around him and hugging him as close to her as she could, uncaring of his blood smearing all over her clothes. Unbearable grief tore through her, too much to even cry.

      “Alyx!”

      Someone was tugging at her arm. She shoved them away, but the hand was back only seconds later.

      “Aly-girl, come on. We need to leave. The Leopards and Bluecoats are clearing the corridors outside, but there could be more of them in the room.”

      “Then I’ll kill them!” she shouted, tearing herself away from Ladan. “I’m not leaving him.”

      Tarrick hunkered down, his voice unexpectedly gentle in her ear, “then we’ll go together.” He slid his arms around Cario’s body. Finn quickly followed, lifting his legs. Bluecoats and mages surrounded them as Ladan led them to the exit. She caught a quick glimpse of Adahn’s face—it was as white as Finn’s—and Chestin, who looked down as she passed by. Was that fear in his eyes?

      “Alyx, here, take my hand.” Dawn’s face was streaked with tears, but her grip was firm. She guided them both after Tarrick and Finn, and Alyx was dimly aware of Brynn hovering protectively behind.

      “Cayr?” she asked.

      “Taken safely away by Jenna and the Bluecoats. The Leopards have the emperor safe as well, and Tarian Astohar is with the king,” Dawn said soothingly. “Everyone else is all right. It’s all right.”

      “It’s not. It’s not all right.” She gasped.

      He’d taken Cario from her. Just like he’d promised.

      Who would be next?
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      Alyx sat curled in a large armchair in the corner of the room, the cloth of her tunic stiff with Cario’s drying blood. It was late, probably well past midnight. A strange kind of numbness had settled over her. Others were in the room, speaking in urgent tones ranging from angry to grieving.

      Her focus didn’t return until the door slammed open, cutting off conversation. Cayr stood there. His face was tight and drawn, and fury vibrated from every part of him. Jenna hovered behind.

      “Why was Alyx targeted?” he demanded, and it was with a king’s imperious voice that he spoke. “Why not myself or the emperor?”

      “Maybe Shakar finding out Dashan is alive changed things?” Tarrick suggested. “Invulnerable, she could be a genuine threat.”

      “She just used magic inside a Hunter medallion bubble,” Finn pointed out. “She half destroyed a room–that should be impossible. I’m not sure it’s invulnerability that makes her a threat.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Dawn rounded furiously on her brother. “Don’t you dare be afraid of her.”

      “I’m not,” he said firmly. “But I wasn’t the only one that saw what happened.”

      “It wasn’t about Dashan,” Alyx said dully. “He knew one of you would jump in front of that arrow. He’s trying to make me like him.” And she’d made a critical mistake that led to Cario’s death—if only she’d ordered them to flee instead of locking down the room…She should have seen it coming, but she hadn’t and now Cario was gone. That knowledge twisted like a knife deep in her heart.

      “What does that mean?” Ladan demanded.

      She shook her head, unable to cope with the weight of their attention on her. It was all too much. “Nothing.”

      “What is the status of the emperor?” Brynn asked, neatly changing the subject. She was stupidly grateful to him.

      Cayr shook his head, as if readjusting his train of thought. “He’s as furious as I am, but he isn’t bringing forward his departure. He’ll meet with us as planned first thing in the morning.”

      “And Astohar?”

      “The same,” Ladan said. “We are fortunate.”

      “Excuse me if I don’t see any of this as fortunate,” Finn said, before walking past them all and leaving the room. The door slammed behind him.

      “I meant no offence,” Ladan said quietly.

      “We know.” Dawn took her husband’s hand. “Finn is upset because he feels guilty. He’s a healer, yet he had to sit there and watch as Cario died in his arms.”

      “Alyx, you would have died too if you hadn’t killed the shooter,” Tarrick said. His words trailed off, not asking the question that was in all their minds. How had she used her magic?

      She shrugged. There had been no fear, only the desperate desire to destroy the person who had ended Cario’s life. That anger was still there, surging like it had after Dashan’s death, eating away at her like acid. It was a struggle to hold it in. Her voice was ugly and flat when she spoke. “I wanted him dead. Then it happened.”

      Silence fell again as they processed that. Eventually, Dawn threw her a concerned look. “You need to clean up, Alyx, and get some rest.”

      “We’ll hold the funeral the day after tomorrow, once the Zandians and Shiven have gone,” Cayr said solemnly, meeting Alyx’s eyes with his kind blue gaze. “I am so very sorry for the loss all of you are suffering.”

      

      Dawn and Ladan had begged her to come home with them, but she just couldn’t. She trudged down to the mage offices and stripped off her bloodied clothing, leaving it in a pile on the floor. A wash in cold water followed and she scrubbed and scrubbed until Cario’s blood was gone and her skin was rubbed raw.

      She paced for a while then, shivering, almost feverish as her emotions tripped from anger to fear to guilt. Grief was there too, a yawning chasm that threatened to swallow her hole. Her magic, never well controlled when she was emotional, told her Tarrick stood guard outside the door, a silent, protective presence.

      By the time dawn arrived, there was only one person she wanted to see. Stepping through the door into the adjoining garden, she set off with quick strides. The golden light of morning was only just creeping across the floor as Alyx swung through the window into Cayr’s bedroom.

      He was waiting by the window—as if he’d known she would come to him—looking both tired and sad. She doubted he’d slept either.

      “How are you?” he asked as she settled into the window seat beside him. Blue eyes regarded her with concern.

      “I should ask you that.” She nudged his shoulder. “You must be exhausted, and you’ve got your last meeting with Astohar and the Zandians soon.”

      “Don’t do that,” he said gently. “Hide how much you’re hurting from me. I want you to tell me what you meant last night, when you said he’s trying to turn you into him.”

      “Dashan’s death, my father’s, now Cario’s.” She shivered. “He tears a piece of me away each time, and he’s doing it deliberately. He wants me to hurt like he did when his Taliath died. He wants the anger and need for revenge to take me over, just like it did with him.”

      “But it hasn’t.” Cayr’s hand touching hers made her jump.

      “I’m afraid it will,” she admitted.

      “It won’t,” he said firmly, forcing her to meet his gaze. “I know where Dashan is. I got a missive from him this morning.”

      She stilled. “Cayr, I—”

      “I hope you’ve worked out for yourself by now that you could never be another Shakar,” he said firmly. “There is not a single hint of doubt in my mind. Alyx, I’ve known you since I was six years old. You are no Shakar. You never will be. Believe it.”

      Something in his words broke the numbness, and she managed only a few words. “I miss Cario already. He was my friend. And I’m so afraid of losing anybody else I love.” And then she broke down in his arms and cried. He wrapped his arms around her, rocking her gently.

      “You’re hurting, and you’re exhausted and strung out.” He murmured, pulling back to gently wipe the tears from her face. “We both know what you need.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” She sniffed. “You’re pretty good at making me feel better.”

      He smiled. “I need to get a message to Dashan quickly, it’s important. Sparky’s scouts think an attack is about to take place up north, close to where one of Dashan’s militia units has been operating. We could use their help to push it back. Will you take the message for me?”

      “I can’t leave! What about the summit?”

      “You can help by getting out of the city for a few days in case Shakar has a follow up attack planned—that makes us all safer,” he said firmly. “Nobody but you and I will know where you are, and if you fly, no other mage or Hunter can track or intercept you.”

      She gave him a suspicious look. “That’s a remarkably well-thought out plan.”

      Mischief flashed in his eyes. “I had the help of a Taliath.”

      “When did you have the chance to–” Her gaze flicked over to the bed, where the covers were rumpled and the pillows very clearly showed the indents of two heads. She made a face at him. “Is she hiding outside the door?”

      “She’s guarding outside the door.” Cayr’s sweet smile flashed at her, but it was quickly eclipsed by a frown. “It wasn’t just Jenna. Finn came to me late last night—he concurred that it would be a good idea for you to leave the city for a few days.”

      “He’s worried about a follow up attack as well?”

      “I don’t think that’s all it is, but you know Finn, his brain is constantly working. Something was bothering him, but I don’t think he was certain enough of it to tell me.” Cayr rose and crossed to a table to pick up a tightly wrapped scroll. “Get this to Dash for me. He’s encamped at DarkSkull. Once you’re well clear I’ll let Tarrick and Ladan know what’s going on.”

      She hesitated only a single moment before taking two steps to lean up and kiss him on the cheek before taking the scroll. “Love you, Cayr.”

      “And you, Alyx.”

      She was smiling as she stepped up onto the windowsill, turning back briefly to call out, “Bye Jenna!”

      

      Before leaving the palace, Alyx made her way to a familiar area in the residential wing of the palace. The door to Cario’s room was closed, and she pushed it open slowly.

      The interior was lit by the summer sun pouring through the windows, and nothing appeared to have been touched. A long maroon jacket lay neatly across the bed, and Cario’s finest boots, freshly polished, sat below it. He must have been planning to wear them to this morning’s session of the conference.

      Grief clutched at her, and she gave it free reign as she looked over Cario’s possessions, most of them familiar to her. Eventually her gaze landed on his mage staff, leaning carefully against the wall. Alyx reached out to run her fingers over its smooth surface. Tears poured unchecked down her face, blurring her vision.

      Cario had made his staff from lighter-coloured wood than most mages, and when she picked it up, it felt longer and heavier than her own. It tingled with the residue of his telekinetic magic; an ability he’d wielded with such skill no other mage alive could come close to matching it. But he’d never wanted to be a warrior mage. Instead he’d been hers—second, friend, loyal and clever and her rock.

      The air whistled as she swung the staff a few times, adjusting to its weight and feel. Eventually she hooked it to the straps down her back. It was heavier than hers had been and she shrugged her shoulders, letting it shift to a more comfortable position. After a few moments it settled, feeling utterly right.

      With one final look around, Alyx made for the door. She had one more stop to make and then she could leave.

      “Goodbye, Cario. I miss you.”
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      Apart from a little more rubble dotting the grass around the lake, DarkSkull seemed unchanged since the night they’d fled Shakar. The glow of the setting sun was at her back as she landed at the edge of the valley so as not to alarm the camp. The sentries on guard directed her to where Dashan stood in conversation with two militia soldiers by the steps of the main hall.

      She paused to wait, but it only took a few seconds before he glanced over in her direction, as if sensing her presence. She sketched a wave and walked towards him. He said something to the two soldiers and they saluted before walking away.

      “Alyx.” Worry flashed over his face, hand instinctively falling to his sword. “Has something happened? Are you all right?”

      “There was an assassination attempt at the summit,” she said, voice breaking. “Cario jumped in front of an arrow meant for me. He died.”

      Dashan was moving before she’d finished speaking, gathering her gently into his arms and holding her close. “Is everyone else okay?” he murmured in her ear.

      She nodded against his chest, allowing the tears to leak out and soak his shirtfront. “Cayr sent me with a message for you. Sparky needs one of your units to help hold back an attack in northern Rionn.”

      Dashan took the scroll from her and barked out an order to the nearest passing militia solider. Then he drew her back against him, holding her, giving her all the strength and support she needed. Her fingers curled in his shirt as she soaked it all in. It wasn’t long before Rodin appeared, saluting sharply.

      “Sir?”

      Dashan kept one arm around her as he passed the scroll over. “Get this message to Captain Hoer. We’ve still got one of his pigeons, don’t we?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Tell him he’s to help out in whatever way is needed. Once you’ve done that, ensure I’m not disturbed for the rest of the night. Someone bothers me short of a Shiven army invasion of the camp, and he’ll regret it. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” The salute was even snappier this time, if that were possible, but Rodin didn’t run off without a quick smile for Alyx.

      Dashan’s hand slid into hers then, and he led her past the hall and into what had once been her dormitory building. There were shadows in his eyes, his worry for her plain. Still, he didn’t say anything until he’d showed her into a still-intact room. A fire crackled merrily despite the warmth of the fading day, and it cast orange shadows over the makeshift bed along one wall and a pile of Dashan’s belongings in the opposite corner. Outside, the sun had finally set.

      He took both her hands gently, eyes studying her. “Alyx, I know how much you must be hurting. I’ll do anything to help, you know that.”

      She nodded, not trusting herself to speak in case she completely broke down. Dashan shifted closer. “Cario was a great man. And I know the friendship you shared was precious to you. I’m so sorry.”

      She swallowed. “Is it all right if I stay a day or two? Cayr and Finn both think I’ll be safer out of the city in case Shakar tries again.”

      A smile crept over his face. “I think we can arrange a spot for you. How do you feel about your old room?”

      She shook her head, trying and failing not to sway on her feet. “This one is fine.”

      “You look exhausted.” The concern had returned to his face. “Take my bed and get some sleep. I’ll keep watch.”

      She let him take her cloak and tug off her boots, then wrap a blanket over her as she curled up on the bed. It smelled like him and she burrowed into it, closing her eyes and using his closeness as a talisman against her grief. And then she slept.

      

      Her eyes blinked awake. Dashan sat against the wall opposite her, dozing. The fire had burned down but it was still deep night. She’d been dreaming, for once not a nightmare but a memory from childhood. The smile was still on her face.

      “Do you remember that Winter’s Eve when you dragged Cayr and me out for snowball fights down in the city?” She sat up, stretching.

      He blinked sleepily, roused by her voice. “Mmm. That was a good night.”

      “You made our childhood better than it would have been, shut up in the palace with only the other noble children for company.”

      “And you both gave my childhood happiness, where otherwise it would have been pain and misery.” His eyes were dark.

      “I’m never going to be like Shakar,” she whispered. “Not even if he kills more people I love. Cario had faith in me. Papa had faith in me, and I won’t ever let them down.”

      Dashan stood at her words, coming over to sit by her and wrap an arm around her shoulders. “That’s not news to me, mage-girl.”

      She smiled, then she leaned in to kiss him.

      He responded immediately, his arm pulling her more tightly against him. She tangled her hands in his hair and deepened the kiss. Every nerve ending in her body responded to his touch, and despite her aching grief, for a moment she’d never been happier.

      “I’m not sure it’s such a good idea for you to stay here,” he mumbled, dropping kisses down her neck before returning to her mouth. For a moment she didn’t respond, too caught up in the feeling of his mouth against hers.

      “Dash?”

      “Mmm?” He kissed her again.

      She smiled into the kiss, pulling back just a fraction so she could meet his steady gaze. “If you still want me, want us, then I’m not afraid. I can absorb your invulnerability and I won’t become a monster. I trust myself, and I love you. I never stopped loving you, not for a single moment.”

      “You’re asking if I still want us?” He laughed softly. “Alyx, I’ve never wanted anyone else.”

      “Okay then,” she murmured, then she kissed him.

      As his arms came around her again, she reached between them to work on the buttons of his shirt so she could push it back off his shoulders and reach the smooth skin of his chest and stomach. Her mouth left his and began tracing kisses along his neck and jaw. His hands came up to lift her shirt over her head and then for the first time they were pressed together, skin to skin, no more barriers.

      Abruptly she was overwhelmed—she’d never done this before, never felt so alive and so out of control at the same time.

      “Trust me, Alyx,” he murmured in her ear. “I’ll take care of you.”

      And so she did. She gave herself up to his love and forgot about everything but the taste and touch and feel of Dashan Caverlock.

      

      Alyx woke to sunshine warming her bare skin and shining into her eyes. She shifted slightly, trying to avoid the light, waking enough in the process to realise where she was. Dashan’s large, naked body was pressed up against her back, one muscled arm tightly around her waist, his legs tangled with hers. He snored softly in her ear.

      Suddenly shy, she buried her face into the blanket lying haphazardly over them, out of the sunlight. A few moments later, the hand that had been wrapped around her waist began moving over the skin of her stomach towards her breasts.

      “What are you doing?” she mumbled.

      Dashan chuckled and turned her around in his arms so that they were facing each other. His grin stretched from ear to ear. “What do you think I’m doing?”

      She buried her face in his chest. “I don’t think I can look at you.”

      “Why?” He sounded amused.

      “You might be laughing at me, or you might be looking disappointed.”

      His free hand tucked itself under her chin and forced her to meet his gaze. “Why would I be doing either of those things?”

      “Well, I’ve never—you know—and you’ve, quite often…”

      “Alyx.” He stopped her mumbling with a finger to her lips. “Do you see either of those things in my face right now?”

      She allowed herself to look at him properly, seeing only warm contentment in his expressive brown eyes. Everything in her relaxed, melting into a warm puddle of goo. There was still grief and loss, and fear over what came next, but for now it was hidden behind happiness. “No.”

      “The more important question is how you feel?” He captured her face when she flushed and tried to look away. “You know you can be honest with me about everything.”

      “Well…” Alyx tried to find words for everything she was feeling, and eventually settled for, “You’re really quite good.”

      Dashan burst into laughter at that, his chest rumbling under her hands. Seeing him laugh so freely, her shyness vanished and she grinned back at him. When he had control of himself, he flipped them over so that he was covering her with his body, and his hands began to wander again.

      “You’re not half bad yourself, Egalion,” he murmured in her ear before kissing her. Alyx’s reply was swallowed up by his mouth on hers, and very soon his touch meant that she had no room for coherent thought.

      

      “Did you feel it?” she asked him a little while later, as they lay facing each other, hands entwined between them.

      “Yeah,” he said, dark eyes intense. “It was like nothing I’ve ever experienced.”

      Alyx smiled softly in agreement. She’d known the moment she’d absorbed his Taliath abilities; in coming together it had been impossible for her mind and magic to remain apart from him, and she hadn’t wanted to. Their experience had been truly shared, in every way, and every part of her still rang gently with joy.

      “So now I’m invulnerable.”

      “You’re not having doubts?”

      “No.” She closed her eyes and curled her body around his. “It was amazing, Dash. I love you.”

      “Me too,” he murmured, pulling her closer.

      She lay there a while longer, eyes roving the room before finally falling on Cario’s staff leaning against the wall near the door. Tears welled as grief ached in her chest, matched by rising anger.

      “After I thought you’d died, I swore to hunt him down and destroy him. And then my father and Cario…I have to try harder, Dash. I want him dead. I want this over. I want a life.”

      His arms tightened around her, his voice soft in her ear. “I’ll be standing at your side every step of the way, Alyx Egalion.”

      She soaked up his warmth and comfort for a moment before gently pushing him away and sitting up, the blanket falling away from her body. “We have to get back.”

      He eyed her. “I thought you were staying a couple of days.”

      “I can’t,” she said, her new resolve leaving her unable to sit still. Cayr had been right. Dashan was what she’d needed to calm the roiling emotions that Cario’s death had caused, and now she had clarity back. She was wounded, but she could pick herself up and keep going. It was what Cario would want. “Shakar needs to die.”

      “Does it have to be right now?” he complained.

      She glanced at the window—the sun was alarmingly high on the horizon. How long had they slept? “It’s almost midday!”

      He groaned and rolled away from her, rising from the bed in one smooth movement. Alyx sat there, admiring his muscular body and broad shoulders as he dressed, until he caught her looking.

      “Oh no, mage-girl, both of us have to get out of bed.” He leaned over and yanked off the blanket. Alyx hissed as the cool air hit her bare skin.

      “No fair,” she cried, scrambling for her own clothes.

      “You were ogling me. I feel objectified.” He winked. “Admit it, all you were after all these years was my body.”

      “That’s easy.” She stuck her tongue out at him. “And now that I find my curiosity is satisfied, I can move on.”

      “Satisfied?” Dashan vaulted onto the bed in one smooth movement and pinned her against the lumpy mattress. Then he leaned down and kissed her. In moments they were both breathless.

      “Satisfied, huh?” He pulled back slightly, a teasing gleam in his eyes.

      “Oh, shut up,” she murmured, and pulled his mouth back to hers.

      

      “What happened to Kingsbrother?” Finally up and dressed, they were preparing to leave. She pointed to his sword resting near the door. It looked serviceable, but nothing like the magnificent Taliath sword he’d worn before his death.

      “Lost that night in Sandira,” he said, shadows flickering in his eyes. “I think the council probably destroyed it in case it triggered my memories somehow.”

      “I thought so,” she murmured, lifting her eyes to his. “I’m sorry, Dash.”

      “It’s fine.” He shrugged it off.

      “No, it’s not,” she said pointedly, reminding him that she knew him as well as he knew her.

      He huffed a breath, shot her a scowl. “Whatever. There’s nothing I can do about it.”

      A little smile crept over her face. “I forgot to mention last night, but I brought you a present.”

      “You did?” His eyebrows lifted.

      Alyx went to where she’d left Cario’s staff and a heavy bag she’d carried on her back from Alistriem, concealed from sight under her mage cloak. Kneeling, she unbuckled the clasps on the bag and drew out a long object wrapped in velvet. He watched her curiously as she walked over to place it in his outstretched hands.

      “He’d have wanted you to have it.”

      Slowly, reverently, Dashan unwrapped the velvet cloth, revealing Garan Egalion’s Taliath sword gleaming in the sunlight through the window. Heartfire.

      “Alyx, I couldn’t.” His voice caught.

      “You can and you will. The sword deserves a new owner, and you’re the only choice,” she told him. “Ladan already has Mageson.”

      Dashan’s hand slipped around Heartfire’s hilt and he lifted it, swinging the blade deftly through the air. “I will wear it with honour.”

      Tears flooded her eyes. “It suits you.”
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      It was late afternoon when Alyx and Dashan arrived back in Alistriem. She had contacted Dawn telepathically as they approached the city so that everyone would know they were safe and not far away.

      Although most of the palace staff and residents knew of Alyx and her magic, it still caused quite the stir when two people literally dropped out of the sky and into the main courtyard.

      “Wait a second.” Dashan caught at her arm as Alyx moved to climb the front steps. “What’s our strategy here?”

      “Strategy?”

      “We hiding this? I mean, I know Finn and Tarrick seemed okay with it that night, but they were pretty drunk at the time.”

      “I’m going to be honest.” She paused. “But let me do the talking.”

      Dashan grinned. “So we’ve got about an hour to live? Okay. Good. I’m prepared.”

      “Don’t joke,” Alyx said dryly. “You could be right.”

      “So negative,” he said as they began walking up the steps. “Well, I can totally take your brother…I think. You’ll just have to handle all the mages.”

      “You’re hilarious.”

      “I know. That’s why you agreed to marry me.”

      She stopped and stared at him. “I did nothing of the sort.”

      “But you will. Eventually.” He grinned. “Speaking of which, how soon do you think it will be before we get some time alone?”

      “Could be a while.” Alyx sniffed. Marry him! “Maybe a few days.”

      “I hope you enjoy public displays then, because I certainly won’t be able to wait that long.”

      “I remember you once promising to ravish me until I couldn’t remember my own name,” she retorted.

      “All right.” Dashan ran a hand through his hair. “Let’s change the topic.”

      Alyx gave him an amused smile. “Why?”

      “You know why.”

      She had to glance away at the look in his eyes. Any longer and there would have been a very public display which she was sure Cayr wouldn’t appreciate inside his palace. She switched her thoughts to Dawn, using a touch of magic to lead them through to the lord-mage offices, where her friends were waiting.

      Dawn was hovering at the door and enveloped Alyx in a hug the minute she stepped inside. “You’re back faster than we thought.”

      “It was time.” She returned the hug warmly.

      “Dash!” Ladan slapped the Taliath on the back and they grinned at each other.

      “Everyone is okay?” Alyx ran her eyes over the room. Tarrick, Brynn, Ladan, and Finn were all seated in the room looking tired but well. An air of sadness hung over them, though, and her heart ached. Finn had heavy shadows under his eyes. Dawn glanced frequently in her twin’s direction, as if to reassure herself he was all right.

      

      “We’re fine,” Ladan answered for them.

      Alyx grabbed a chair and pulled it over to sit in front of Finn. “It’s not your fault. Cario chose to give his life for me, Finn. There was nothing you could have done.”

      He stared at her for a long moment, then he gave a sharp nod. She reached out to take his hand and give it a squeeze. He squeezed back. She smiled at him—the edges of his mouth curled up. Her smile grew wider.

      “What about the summit?” Dashan asked. “Good news or bad?”

      Brynn made a face. “A bit of both. The emperor wouldn’t agree to a full military alliance. He’s worried about the Shiven push north, however, and so he offered to send his army south into Tregaya, to help Mastaran hold the northern half of the country.”

      Alyx sighed, rubbing at the sudden ache in her temples.

      “All that’s going to do is stall the invasion north an extra year or two.” Dashan sounded as indignant as she felt.

      “It might give us more time, though, especially if the Shiven are forced to put more of their resources into Tregaya,” Ladan pointed out.

      “Enough.” Alyx shot to her feet. “I’m not giving Shakar another year or two. He has us right where he wants us, and we’ve been that way all along.”

      “For good reason,” Dawn pointed out. “You needed to build the mage order the right way, to make it strong enough to fight him. And we had to learn more.”

      Finn shifted beside her. Alyx glanced at him, eyebrows raised—he gave her a little shrug. He was wearing the focused look he had when he was turning something over in his mind. She looked over at Dashan and found his gaze on her, slightly questioning. With a start, she remembered what they’d originally come here to do.

      Taking a deep breath, she pushed back her chair and stood up, facing the room. “I’m invulnerable,” she blurted out.

      Silence fell. Dashan stepped up behind her shoulder protectively. Brynn grinned. Ladan looked horrified at the implication of his sister’s sleeping arrangements being announced in front of him.

      She risked a glance at Finn and Tarrick. The Zandian looked confused. “I thought you already were?”

      “I…”

      “Like weeks ago when Dashan was still here,” Finn added.

      Alyx flushed, the heat in her cheeks deepening as Dawn laughed in delight.

      “I don’t know why you felt the need to just announce it like that,” Tarrick continued, scowling. “The topic makes me intensely uncomfortable, and I really don’t need to know who you’re sharing a bed with.”

      Alyx laughed out of sheer relief. “Oh, sorry. Are you sure you’re all okay with this?”

      Ladan scowled as he moved to stand in front of Dashan. “You hurt her and I kill you. Clear?”

      “Perfectly,” Dashan said just as soberly.

      A tense moment followed before Ladan’s face broke into a sudden smile, and he clapped Dashan on the back. “Good news, my friend.”

      “It certainly is.” Dashan reached out to take Alyx’s hand and tug her towards him.

      Ladan glanced at their joined hands, sighed, and returned to his seat.

      Brynn lifted a hand. “Is this why you’re all, ‘let’s get Shakar now’? You think you can match him with your invulnerability.”

      “No. I’m not foolish enough to think invulnerability gives me anything other than the ability to last a bit longer in a direct fight with him.” Alyx glanced at Finn again. He was staring at his hands where they twisted in his lap.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure.” Tarrick was looking at her steadily, no trace of fear or doubt on his face. “After what you did to that Hunter…you could be as strong as him, Alyx. And now invulnerable too.”

      She shook her head. “He’s been dominating my magic for years with ease. I won’t underestimate that. Still, I want to end this soon, not wait for him to force us into a corner.”

      “Finn, will you please spit out whatever it is that’s bothering you so much,” Dawn said in irritation. Her gaze hadn’t left her twin for several moments.

      He blinked, seeming surprised to look up and see them all staring at him. Then he gave a little shake of his head. “I think we should keep news of Alyx’s invulnerability secret for now.”

      Momentary silence filled the room, all of them taken aback. “Why?” she asked.

      “We can’t afford to lose mages, and some of them still hold council attitudes.”

      “Finn, I’ve been very clear about my views on the Taliath. Every mage who has joined me has known that and still agreed to be loyal. We’ve tested them all telepathically,” she said.

      “We don’t do ongoing testing, and peoples’ opinions change over time. Agreeing to the idea of working with Taliath is different to being faced with a Magor-lier who has become invulnerable.”

      “You’re over-thinking this,” Dawn said gently. “And we’d be just like the council if Alyx started forcing her mages to have their minds invaded on a regular basis.”

      “I agree with Finn,” Tarrick said, and Alyx’s gaze shot to him in surprise. “You don’t understand mage culture like I do. The smartest thing you ever did was make Cario your second—he was pureblood mage elite, the grandson of a council member. To those who weren’t entirely comfortable with you, he gave them comfort and familiarity. Now that he’s gone, there’s nobody to fill that void, to ease the tension. They see the twins and me as outsiders and too biased in your favour.”

      “What about Adahn? He’s pureblood mage elite, and extremely well-liked. More than that, I trust him,” Alyx said. “What if I make him my second, even though you would be my choice, Tarrick?”

      “I recommend Rothai, not Adahn,” Dawn disagreed. “He commands their respect, is pureblood and is the strongest mage you have.”

      “I won’t make Rothai my second,” Alyx said sharply. “Not after everything he’s done. And I won’t lie to my mages, either, that makes me just like the council.” She sighed. “But if it makes you feel better, Finn, I won’t make a huge announcement either.”

      “The mages have no choice apart from Alyx,” Brynn pointed out. “It’s not like they can leave her for another leader. She’s their only hope to defeat Shakar.”

      Ladan rose to his feet, abruptly ending the discussion. “I think we all need some proper rest. We will resume the discussion of what comes next tomorrow.”

      Dawn rose to join him, lifting an eyebrow at the others. “Come and join us for dinner?”

      “In!” Brynn leapt to his feet with alacrity. “I can’t get enough of your wine cellar.”

      They crowded out together, Tarrick following, chatting happily. Alyx waved Dashan after them and lingered to pull up a chair in front of Finn.

      “You had your thinking face on earlier when Brynn filled us in on the summit,” she said. “Out with it.”

      He sat forward, the worry on his face clearing and eagerness replacing it. “What Ladan said—that Zandian help might force Shivasa to put more resources into Tregaya and give us some breathing space? It could go the opposite way, you know.”

      “Right.” Alyx sat in the chair beside his again, thinking. “He pushed so hard into Tregaya because he wanted the council. Now, he’d be smarter to take Rionn before trying to expand further into Tregaya.”

      “And if he decides to do that, we have a very small window of time before the opportunity we’ve been waiting for is gone.”

      “You think it’s time?”

      His green eyes met hers, bright with anticipation. “You said you didn’t want to wait one or two years until he has us in a corner, and you were right. And if we don’t move now, we risk losing the opportunity altogether.”

      She rose to her feet. “Let’s go and eat. First thing tomorrow I’ll call a meeting and we’ll see what they think.”

      Eagerness flashed over his face. “Finally, we might be able to end this.”

      

      “So about this marriage thing?” Dashan murmured later that night, as she lay draped over his naked body, drawing patterns on his chest with her fingers.

      Alyx chuckled. “I still haven’t agreed to anything of the sort, and don’t for a second think I’m going to marry you without you asking properly.”

      He tucked a hand under her chin to bring her gaze up to meet his. “I’m not going to ask until after Shakar is dead.”

      “As long as you understand we might not…”

      “We will,” he said fiercely. “I have faith in you and me.”

      She smiled at him. “Suits me. Waiting longer means a bigger, more elaborate wedding. Just what I’ve always dreamed about.”

      Dashan groaned and she laughed. “What?”

      “No more than ten people.”

      “You forget who I am, penniless Taliath. There is no way there will be only ten people at our wedding.”

      He gaped at her. “Penniless Taliath?”

      “That’s right.”

      Dashan moved suddenly, rolling them so that she lay under him. “I think I’d best teach you a lesson in manners, your royal ladyship.”

      “I love you.” She leaned up and kissed him hard. “I love you so much.”
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      “It’s time to move forward,” Alyx announced. As per her promise to Finn, she’d gathered them all together in the mage offices. Cayr and Jenna sat together at the head of the table, curiosity written all over the king’s face. Ladan had the seat at Cayr’s other side, with Dawn beside him. Brynn, Tarrick, and Finn were there too. Dashan was at Alyx’s right.

      She’d looked for Adahn earlier, thinking to include him and address Finn and Tarrick’s concerns about the mages, but nobody had known where he was. It didn’t seem like her invulnerability was common knowledge yet, but she’d made no secret of Dashan sleeping at her home the night before. “Before I start—Dawn, we’re alone here?”

      The telepath’s eyes slid closed momentarily. “The halls outside, plus the garden, are all empty. There’s nobody within hearing distance.”

      “I ordered all servants to stay away, as you asked,” Cayr said.

      “Appropriate mysteriousness and secrecy is therefore in place,” Brynn said in a dramatic whisper. “So tell us, did you dream up a perfect solution to defeat Shakar in your sleep last night?”

      Alyx stifled an amused smile. “There is an idea, but it’s one that Finn and I came up with, together, three years ago.”

      “And you didn’t share your idea with the rest of us because…?” Tarrick lifted an eyebrow.

      Finn scratched his head. “Because it’s not so much a plan as an opportunity. An opportunity we had to wait for. If things had gone better—if the Zandians had agreed to an alliance years ago, for example—it would never have eventuated.”

      Also, the plan wasn’t exactly foolproof. It was dangerous and risky. Alyx mentioned neither of those things aloud.

      “What does that mean?” Dawn asked, an affectionate smile on her face as she looked at her twin. He gestured to Alyx, giving her the floor.

      “Why did Shakar do things differently this time?” she asked the room. “Why hide his existence for decades, disguise himself amongst the mages, spend years pushing Rionnan-Shiven relations to the breaking point?”

      “Because last time he was arrogant,” Tarrick said impatiently. “He thought he was strong enough to go after the council on his own with only a handful of mage supporters. And he almost was.”

      “Right.” Alyx nodded. “The council trapped him in Serrin and came very close to destroying him. So this time he hid from the council and he used his mage abilities in a far more insidious manner. He used Shivasa as a tool to weaken the council and any other opposition before moving against them. And it worked. The council is gone and within months he’ll have Rionn. Tregaya won’t be long after.”

      “That’s rather a grim picture of things,” Cayr said uncomfortably.

      “An accurate one, though,” Jenna said bluntly.

      Cayr shot her a look, and Alyx had to bite down on her smile. Good—he needed someone who pushed him past his instinctive refusal to acknowledge or deal with difficult situations.

      “We know this already.” Ladan sounded as impatient as Tarrick. “We’ve known it for a long time.”

      “Exactly! But when Finn and I first spoke of this, I knew there was one possible chink in Shakar’s armour—his hatred of the council. I didn’t know then why he felt so strongly about them, but it was clear from the nightmares he kept giving me,” she said. “Finn guessed that Shakar might go after the council as soon as he could, and he did. That was his first, and so far only, mistake.”

      “How?” Brynn looked sceptical.

      “Because it placed him in the position he’s in now.” Finn sat forward. “A position that gives us a single, brief opportunity to bring the whole house of cards falling down around him.”

      Alyx pushed aside all the maps until she found the right one. Hovering over it for a moment, she found what she was looking for and placed a finger on the map. Dashan leaned over. It took him all of two seconds to catch on, a slow smile spreading over his face. “You’re both geniuses.”

      “Excuse me?” Tarrick was frowning. “I think I preferred the bickering to the finishing of each other’s sentences. What are you talking about?”

      “Finn? After all, most of this was your idea.”

      He nodded eagerly and began talking, hands gesturing with enthusiasm as he spoke. Once he’d finished, a shocked silence settled over the room. Brynn’s mouth had literally dropped open, while Dawn wore that worried look she often did when she thought Finn was being far too rational. Ladan’s chair scraped over the floor as he moved to look at the map, eyebrows furrowed in a frown.

      “That’s your plan!” Cayr spoke, horror filling his voice. “Do you have any idea what you’re suggesting? What I would have to do?”

      “I’m aware,” she said quietly.

      Tarrick crowded in beside Ladan and Dashan to stare at the map, as if that would somehow make the plan sound better. “It would be a massive gamble.”

      “This is why we didn’t mention it earlier,” Alyx said dryly. “But Finn and I both truly believe it’s worth a try.”

      “If Shakar does the smart thing and re-focuses his forces on taking Rionn before pushing harder into northern Tregaya, the opportunity we have will vanish within weeks,” Dashan added. “And it won’t come back.”

      Ladan appeared less certain. “If things went the wrong way, and there’s a better than even chance they would, then we’d have accelerated our own demise. There are too many crucial pieces to success: your mages, Astohar’s people—”

      “Our demise is inevitable anyway,” Finn pointed out.

      “Not only inevitable, but exactly the way Shakar designed it,” Alyx argued. “Yes, we’re taking a dangerous risk, but if it works, we’d be on a whole new playing field. For the first time, he’d be at a disadvantage.”

      “I agree,” Dawn said, and Brynn nodded beside her. “Anything is better than doing what Shakar expects.”

      “Maybe, but even if—and that’s a big if—you succeed, there’s still Shakar and we’re right back at Serrin all over again,” Tarrick said.

      Alyx lifted her hands in the air. “He’s not going to give up, Tarrick. Whether this works or not, in the end we have to face him and destroy him. I’m not going to be any more capable of that in ten years than I am today. At least this way it’s only him I face, not his Shiven army as well.”

      Cayr shot out of his chair, unable to sit still any longer, and began pacing. “You’re hardly filling me with overwhelming confidence.” His blue eyes shot to Jenna. “What do you think?”

      “It’s a strategic gamble,” she said, looking only at him. “But one that could change the landscape of the war dramatically in our favour. It could save Rionn.”

      Cayr turned to look at Alyx for a long moment. “But it could also destroy us sooner, couldn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      Dashan rose to place a bracing hand on his friend’s shoulder. “You’ve always listened to my crazy ideas before. I say we do this.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of Cayr’s mouth. “All right, Dash, Alyx. Let’s end this.”
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      Once decided, they moved quickly. There was no telling how fast Shakar would re-distribute his Shiven forces once he learned the Zandian army was marching south to bolster Tregayan forces. Ladan left at dusk, boarding a ship for Shivasa via ShadowFall Island—Tarian Astohar’s rebels would be integral to their success. At the same time, Alyx reached out to every single one of her safehouses, summoning every able-bodied warrior mage to Alistriem as quickly as they could move.

      Dashan rode out too. He would use the militia to keep the Shiven army in Tregaya occupied, to harry them without respite and leave them unable to regroup with any speed. His eyes were alight with the coming challenge, everything in him vibrating with energy.

      “I’m going to miss you.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.

      “You take care of yourself,” he told her fiercely. “I mean it.”

      “You promise me the same thing, and we have a deal.” She spoke their now familiar promise to each other.

      “Deal,” he said, smiling then. “I’ll see you soon, mage-girl.”

      He pulled her close and she buried her face in his neck, breathing in his familiar scent. When he pulled away, she felt almost physical pain.

      “Love you.” He gave her his familiar lop-sided smile.

      She didn’t stay to watch him leave.

      

      The following morning, with ceaseless grumbling at Cayr’s refusal to tell him what was going on matched with several horrified looks, Sparky dispatched orders summoning soldiers to Alistriem from every single garrison in the south and east of the country, leaving only skeleton forces behind.

      “You realise if the Shiven catch on to this and attack from the southwest coast, we’re done for,” Sparky said to his king. “I know they don’t have a navy, but they have merchant ships that can carry soldiers.”

      “I do realise that,” Cayr said mildly. “Give the orders, Lord-General.”

      Tarrick, Jayn, and Finn left that morning too, riding north with a relief force of army soldiers and Bluecoats. They would take command of the mages already in the north and join the Rionnan soldiers defending against the Shiven advance—their job was to entice the Shiven into throwing more resources into their push south towards Alistriem. It would take a clever mix of fake retreat and furious rallying, and Tarrick’s brown eyes glittered with the same excitement Dashan’s had as he farewelled Alyx.

      “We’ll make them send everything they have at us,” he promised fiercely.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she said, then glanced at Finn. “You concentrate on using your head to keep him alive.”

      He beamed at her. “Consider it done.”

      Jayn slapped Finn on the back. “Don’t worry, Magor-lier, I’ll keep them both in line.”

      

      Two weeks later, as her mages had begun trickling into Alistriem and taking up residence in her home, she found Brynn in the palace kitchens late at night. He was chatting with the young pastry cook assigned to keep watch on the fires overnight and wolfing down a piece of sweetbread. He smiled when he saw her, but the cook muttered an excuse and vanished into the storeroom.

      “Want one?” He proffered the plate. “They’re delicious.”

      “Sure. I haven’t eaten anything since we stopped for lunch.”

      “It’s quite the insane plan you and Finn came up with,” Brynn acknowledged. “But despite the risks, I’m so glad we’re finally bringing this to a resolution.”

      “Me too.” Alyx took a seat beside him and bit into the bread. It was deliciously nutty and sweet, making her realise how hungry she was.

      “Here,” Brynn placed a glass of milk on the table before her. “You should look after yourself better, Magor-lier.”

      “Thanks.” She chewed, swallowed, then looked at him. “There’s another part to the plan.”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “You and Finn have been busy. This is an even more secret part, I assume?”

      Alyx hesitated, pushing away her plate and glass. She wrestled with herself, whether she could do this or not. She saw the logic in it, saw clearly how it might work, but what she would be asking of one of her dearest friends—it tore at her.

      “Alyx?” he prompted. He looked serious now, as if sensing what was coming.

      “If this plan works, and I know that’s a big if…but there will be a brief opportunity where Shakar will be at a disadvantage,” she said. “We think there are two possibilities. He’ll go to ground again, or he’ll come for me.”

      “He’ll come for you,” Brynn said with certainty. “He knows you’ll never stop hunting him if he goes to ground, and you’re the only mage alive who has the abilities to do it.”

      “That’s what Finn thinks too.” She let out a breath. “And he had an idea not only about how to secure the first part of our plan, but also to engineer it so that Shakar thinks he has the advantage. A way to make sure that if we somehow succeed, he and all his supporters are dealt with for good.”

      “Ah.” Brynn smiled grimly. “I take it this involves me, or more specifically, my mage ability?”

      “Brynn, I don’t…” She was horrified to find tears welling in her eyes.

      His hand touched her arm, squeezing. “Tell me.”

      Once she’d finished explaining, he sat back, letting out a long breath. Brynn was no fool, and he understood the consequences of what she was asking him to do.

      “It’s your choice. I won’t think less of you if you refuse.” She tried a smile. “In fact, I’m kind of hoping you’ll refuse.”

      He glanced away, his eyes distant. “I know that Shakar’s army threatens the world as we know it. If he wins, none of us will like what he builds from the ruins. But for me, defeating him isn’t about saving the world. I want him gone so that I can go home to Sarah and live in a little house in Fotiya and raise a bunch of kids that love each other like I love my brothers and sisters. I want to not be away from her all the time. I don’t want to be a solider in a war.” When Brynn looked at her, a sheen of tears made his green eyes glisten. “I think you and I have that in common.”

      She cleared her throat, trying to swallow around the sudden lump there, and reached out to lay her hand over his. “We always have.”

      “I’ll do it,” he said, then waved a hand as she opened her mouth. “It may not work, but I’ll give it my absolute best, and if I succeed, you’re the one who’ll have to face down the most powerful mage of the higher order that’s ever existed. I can at least do this for you.”

      The tears returned to her eyes. “Thank you. Brynn…”

      “Nobody will see me go. Don’t worry.” He stood. “I’d like to write a letter for Sarah before I leave. You’ll make sure she gets it, if I don’t…?”

      “I will.” She stood up, hugged him fiercely. “Be safe.”

      He gave her a crooked smile. “I’ll do my best.”

      

      The following morning, Alyx packed a small bag, slung Cario’s staff down her back, and leapt into the skies above Alistriem, heading north. She touched down in the northern Tregayan city of Ribeca on a blustery, rainy afternoon three days later.

      It took some time to locate the thoughts of a militia soldier in the city who knew where the king was being hidden, but eventually she made her way through a tangle of narrow streets and alleyways to a walled compound. Two plainly dressed men stood at the gates.

      “I’m Magor-lier Alyx Egalion,” she told them. “I’d like to speak with the king.”

      Their surprise was plain. “If you’ll wait a moment, please.”

      One of the two went inside while the other watched Alyx carefully. She offered him a smile, careful to keep her stance loose and non-threatening. Moments later the gate swung open and Rodin appeared.

      “Magor-lier, come in out of the wet!”

      Rain dripped from gutters and danced over the cobblestones as he showed her through a small garden and into the house. More guards stood just inside the doorway.

      “You’re most welcome here,” Rodin said warmly as they stepped inside. A servant came to take her dripping cloak.

      “Thank you, Captain.” Alyx nodded. “I’m hoping to see the king—I have urgent news to discuss, and a proposal which requires his approval.”

      “I’ll take you straight through.” Rodin began walking. “I’m currently in charge of his security. I know he’ll welcome news from the south.”

      Mastaran, king of Tregaya, was a heavyset man in his mid-fifties. He rose from his chair as Alyx was shown through, his bulk dwarfing the handful of others in the room.

      “Your Highness, Magor-lier Alyx Egalion here to see you.” Rodin saluted sharply as he introduced them. “She brings an urgent matter for your attention.”

      “Be welcome, Magor-lier.” Mastaran’s voice boomed. He waved her to a chair near his before re-settling himself with the slowness of a man whose joints pained him. “You’re a welcome sight, but surely you have been riding for many long days to reach us. Wouldn’t you like to rest a short time before discussing what you have come here for?”

      “My journey was much shorter due to my magic, Your Highness.” Alyx bowed her head politely. “And my news is best discussed as quickly as possible. I need to be gone again by nightfall.”

      “Then sit.” Mastaran waved her to a chair. “You have my undivided attention, Magor-lier.”

      By the time she’d finished, he was sitting back in his chair, staring at her with an interesting mix of surprise, shock, and horror. When she was done, he cleared his throat and sat forward. “You waited until all parts of this were in place before coming to talk to me.”

      “Yes, Your Highness. As you can imagine, it was critical that news didn’t leak of what we’re trying to do.”

      “It’s more than critical,” he huffed. “If even one piece of this falls over…if the Shiven army repositions before you’re ready, if Tarian’s rebels don’t have the strength. And don’t get me started on what you’d do if all this somehow works but you lost mages. It would all be for nothing.”

      She waited out his bluster patiently, then smiled a little. “Does that mean you’re in, Your Highness?”

      “Damn right it does!” he said gleefully, then fixed her with a sharp gaze. “Tell me exactly what you want me to do.”
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      She returned to Alistriem just over a week after leaving. The weariness of so much flying magic use tugged at her, as did a constant flicker of anxiousness. At any moment Shakar might catch on to what they were doing. All they could do was hope that he didn’t until it was too late for him to do anything about it.

      She landed in the palace, going straight to find Cayr. He had mostly good news. “Tarrick and Finn are doing an excellent job drawing the Shiven further and further down towards Alistriem,” he said. “Scouting reports indicate Shivasa is sending fresh units across to Port Rantarin every day. Not that that is good news—it means we’re past the point of no return. By Tarrick’s last estimate, the army will be at our gates within two weeks.”

      For a moment his anxiety drew out her own. They truly were in a dangerously precarious position. Still, everything was happening exactly as they’d planned it so far. There was nothing to do now but keep going.

      “I have King Mastaran’s authorisation right here.” She passed him the sealed parchment. “I delivered his orders as I flew back south. Units of militia from the northern garrisons are slipping south past the Shiven lines in small groups already, while the rest of the militia in the north is doing its best to keep them distracted. Dashan has the Shiven soldiers in the south so tangled up they wouldn’t notice if an entire army went riding past—something we’ll be testing very shortly.”

      Cayr sighed. “At least if things go badly here Mastaran won’t be as exposed. The Zandian soldiers should reach him soon.”

      She hugged him in silent sympathy. He was carrying the most risk of them all, and her heart went out to him. “I’m going to catch up on some sleep. We can talk more in the morning.”

      “Good luck.” He looked suddenly amused. “I think most of your mages have arrived. Ladan claims there’s no room to move in the mansion—he and Dawn moved into the palace two days ago.”

      “They’re both okay?”

      “I think so, although Dawn hasn’t done much but sit in her room using her magic—she’s been invaluable ferrying messages between here and the border as well as Dashan’s militia in Tregaya,” he said. “Ladan worries about how tired she is, but she gets irritated when he hovers too much. And we all know how critical those messages are.”

      Alyx grinned. “In that case I might go and greet my mages before facing my brother.”

      

      It was dark by the time Alyx walked up the steps to her front doors, cloak swishing around her ankles. Every window in the house was ablaze with light. Although a warm bed was calling, she wanted to greet the mages first. She’d been a distant leader recently with preparations for what came next taking up all her time. A niggle of guilt wormed through her. With Cario’s death and now Tarrick gone, her mages hadn’t had much guidance about what was about to happen.

      Surprise flickered to find the main foyer almost filled with people—surely the upper floors couldn’t be so full? The hum of conversation that filled the space slowly died when they began to notice her presence. She paused just beyond the front doors, the weight of their stares making her suddenly uneasy.

      Adahn appeared, pushing through the crowd to stand in front of them. “Alyx, you’re back.”

      “What’s going on?” Her voice was sharp. Something in his tone of voice, in his stiff shoulders, warned her things weren’t right.

      “We want to know why you’ve gathered us here?”

      She locked gazes with him. His jaw was tight, arms crossed over his chest.  There was challenge written in his eyes, and something else. Anger, perhaps.

      “We have a plan to go after Shakar,” she said evenly, lifting her gaze from his and sweeping over the gathered mages. “We mages are crucial to the plan. I brought you together to finally fight him.”

      “Are you invulnerable?” he asked flatly.

      A shiver swept through the room, almost a collective intake of breath. Adahn knew. He knew and he’d chosen to do this deliberately. A sharp spike of panic speared through her chest. Finn and Tarrick’s words of warning echoed through her memory, words she hadn’t taken seriously enough. She’d been too confident in her mages’ loyalty. Or maybe not. Surely she could win them to her again.

      “Yes, I am,” she said, facing the room without hesitation. After a long moment, as she read fear and anger, and even some horror, in the faces before her, the brief burst of hope she’d felt vanished, replaced by a creeping chill. How had this happened without her noticing?

      She turned back to Adahn and lowered her voice. “I’ve lost you, haven’t I?”

      “You’ve lost us,” he spat. “How could you?”

      She controlled the anger that flared, using it to straighten her shoulders and infuse her voice with strength. “I have always been clear on where I stand with the Taliath. I never lied to any of you. And I will never be another Shakar.”

      “You destroyed half a room inside a Hunter bubble.” Chestin stepped forward. “We saw you do it. It should have been impossible, but somehow you were powerful enough to break through. And you think we shouldn’t fear another Shakar?”

      “We all chose to follow you because we wanted a chance to defeat Shakar, not to watch another Shakar be formed right before our eyes,” Adahn said before she could reply.

      Voices murmured as someone else pushed through from the back. Rothai. He moved to stand at Adahn’s side, ice-blue eyes impassive as they met her gaze. “You too,” she whispered, her strength and anger vanishing as quickly as it had come. “I can’t claim to be surprised, I suppose.”

      “The mages no longer choose to follow you, Alyx Egalion.” This from Parja, the familiar sneer on his face as he stepped forward too, Dastanta at his side.

      “And you’re going to follow who?” She lifted an eyebrow. “Adahn?”

      “He is pureblood mage and he believes in the old traditions,” Chestin said.

      Alyx took a deep breath, forcing back her terror and shock over what was happening. That Adahn could betray her like this, that any of them had. Without the mages they were lost. It was too late to stop the plan now. And Brynn…

      “You said you joined me for a chance to destroy Shakar,” she said, clinging to the little confidence she had left. “I am offering you that chance right now. Come with me and help destroy him once and for all. We can discuss the leadership of the mages after it’s done.”

      “No.” Adahn shook his head. “You are as much a threat to us as he is. I hope you destroy each other. If not, we will come for whoever survives.”

      “You are jealous and angry, Adahn,” she said, then swung her eyes around the room, meeting as many eyes as she could. “I have built a new mage order, one that operates under principles of fairness and tolerance. One without fear. Do all of you truly want to throw that away? I am not Shakar, and I never will be.”

      Some of them were wavering, clearly doubtful of the right choice. But Parja was whispering to those around him, as was Chestin. They were too afraid. She hadn’t understood the depth of that fear. And now she was paying for it.

      She lifted her head, straightened her shoulders. “I am not another Shakar,” she said. The words rang through the room, leaving a thick silence. She let it hang for a long beat, and then she stepped aside.

      Parja went first, striding out the door and into the night. Mages followed him, first at a trickle, then a flood. Nordan was amongst them. Merial too. Alyx stood, stone-faced and straight backed, as every single one of her mages walked out the door. Adahn went second last, shooting her a final, angry look, followed finally by Rothai.

      “Magor-lier,” he murmured quietly as he passed.

      And then there was silence, a cold night breeze flowing through the open doors, the house emptier than it had ever been.

      

      White-faced with shock and lack of sleep, Alyx arrived at the palace the following morning in the midst of the hustle and bustle of the entire palace Blue Guard readying to ride out. No doubt the city barracks was equally chaotic. She squelched the surge of panic in her stomach. They’d gone too far to turn back. But now even if they succeeded, what would be the point without her mages?

      Ladan shot to his feet the moment Alyx entered Cayr’s private room, blanching at the look on her face. “Aly-girl, what is it?”

      She dropped into a chair, voice coming out faint and disbelieving, as if it still hadn’t really sunk in yet. She wasn’t sure it had. “I’ve lost the mages.”

      Cayr shared a glance with her brother. “What does that mean?” he asked carefully.

      The door flew open before she could answer, Dawn entering in a panic. “Alyx, the mages!”

      “I know,” she said miserably, meeting her friend’s blue eyes. “They walked out.”

      “What the hell?” Ladan asked furiously.

      Dawn glanced frantically between her husband and Alyx. “I was just doing a scan of the immediate surrounds of the city as I normally do. I picked them up heading northeast.”

      “It was Adahn,” Alyx explained, raising a trembling hand to her forehead. “He was so jealous about Dashan, he turned them against me with not a little help from Parja. Rothai too.”

      “And we thought Finn was overreacting,” Dawn breathed. “Oh Alyx, I’m so sorry. If you’d listened to him and Tarrick instead of me…”

      “We can’t do this without the mages!” Cayr sounded panicked.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Ladan said grimly. “We’ve put all the wheels in motion. If we abandon the plan, we’ll essentially be sending Astohar’s people to their deaths. The militia too.”

      Cayr ran his hands through tousled hair. “We could get a message to them somehow, tell them to withdraw. It might reach them in time.”

      “No. The Shiven army is almost at our doorstep.” Alyx stood up, hot anger finally breaking through the walls of her shock and despair. “The mages aren’t critical for the first part of the plan. I can handle that myself. We won’t get another opportunity for this.”

      Ladan looked at her, considering. “I agree. And if we do succeed with the first part of the plan, it puts Shakar in the most vulnerable position possible. We’ll never get another chance to do that.”

      “But how do we face him and his mages without our own?” Dawn asked.

      “I don’t know,” Alyx whispered.

      “One step at a time.” Ladan nodded firmly. “Now, to what comes next. Where’s Jenna?”

      Cayr jerked a thumb out the door. “You may not have noticed that it looks like the Blue Guard is fleeing the city, but my court certainly has. She’s doing her best to keep a lid on their panic.”

      “Everyone is afraid,” Dawn murmured, eyes distant. “They know the Shiven army is advancing on the city.”

      It was the last thing Cayr needed to hear and Alyx gave her brother a pointed look. “When did you get back to the city?”

      “Yesterday.” Ladan glanced at the king. “Tarian Astohar and his rebels are ready for us.”

      Cayr looked suddenly ill. “What am I doing?”

      “We’ll do our best, Cayr,” Alyx said softly, voice full of sympathy. She wouldn’t be in his shoes for all the gold in the kingdom.

      “I’d better go and join Jenna.” Cayr cast a wistful look around him, as if taking it all in in case it was the last time he saw the room. “There is much to be done before we depart tomorrow. There’s no point leaving it any longer.”

      Alyx stared at him. “You think you’re coming with us?”

      “I’m the king of Rionn, Alyx. If I’m ordering a war march, I’ll damn well be riding at the head of my army,” Cayr said grimly, then strode for the door. “I’ll talk to you later, provided there hasn’t been a mutiny that has my head on a pike by the city gates.”

      “The soldiers are ready,” Ladan told her once Cayr was gone. “Sparky told me they’ve been prepared for days and they’re starting to eat the local garrison out of supplies. It’s time he knows our full plan.”

      “I agree. I—”

      “Magor-lier?” It was Tijer, hovering by the door. “One of the Bluecoats said they saw you come in. I heard you’ll be riding with us?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Most units are already moving, only one division is left and they’re about ready,” he said.

      “Thanks, Tijer. Tell Lord-General Caverlock we’ll be riding out tomorrow morning. I’ll join you on the main road outside the city.”

      

      Alyx ate with Dawn and Ladan in the pre-dawn. None of them spoke. She savoured the cook’s porridge, her gaze running over the soft linen cloth over the table and paintings hanging on the wall. Her father’s chair stood empty at the head of the table. Tears welled unbidden and she fought them back—after today, there was a good chance she might never see this house again.

      Hearts heavy with the knowledge of what they were risking, they walked in quiet companionship through the palace gardens and down to the docks. The pink sky of dawn illuminated the ocean in the soft glow.

      Despite the early hour, the docks were a hive of activity. Every single one of the long jetties was filled with neat rows of marching soldiers as division after division of Rionn’s army boarded ships.

      “I’ll say goodbye here, Aly-girl.” Ladan murmured. “I need to help Sparky ensure things are running smoothly.”

      She nodded, accepting his warm hug. “You take care of yourself. See you soon.”

      “You too.”

      He strode away, long strides carrying him quickly away from her. Dawn sighed. “I feel bad, not coming with you. Especially after what’s happened. I can’t believe they just walked out after all these years.”

      Alyx’s jaw clenched, a horrible mix of anger and despair sinking her stomach at the reference to her mages’ betrayal. “Your place is here with Ladan. And we’ll see each other soon anyway.”

      Dawn squeezed her hand. “Bye, Alyx.”

      Alyx lingered on her own, half her attention on the boarding army, half on the plan she and Finn had come up with three years ago. Then, as a watery winter sun rose fully onto the horizon, the first of the ships let loose its moorings and slowly turned west.

      For Shivasa.

      

      The main road leading east out of Alistriem was filled with perfectly even columns of mounted Blue Guard. Alyx dropped out of the sky and landed where Casta stood waiting, his hand on Tingo’s reins. The Bluecoat’s impish spirits had been quenched since Cario’s death, and her heart lurched at the faint shadows in his eyes.

      “I miss him too,” she said softly.

      He looked down. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She stepped closer. She wanted to reassure him, tell him they were going to be able to avenge Cario, but the words wouldn’t come out. A black despair had sunk over her—deep down she knew with terrible certainty that without the mages she couldn’t defeat Shakar. She’d tried to be hopeful and positive with Cayr, but now all they could hope for was that this part of the plan worked and they would have more time to live before the inevitable destruction. It was a last-ditch effort that would never be enough. Instead, she tried for a crooked smile. “Let’s go and do our best.”

      “Yes, Magor-lier.” His shoulders straightened and his head came up. “We’re ready when you are.”

      Alyx swung onto Tingo’s back, quieting him with a touch. The waiting divisions of cavalry had seen her arrival and a wave of eagerness swept through their ranks, all gazes turning to her. She kicked Tingo forward to join Lord-General Caverlock at the head of the column.

      “North through Widow Falls and into Tregaya in a week, Lord-General. It won’t be easy,” she told him.

      She detested Caverlock, hated what he’d done to Dashan as a child. But there was no mistaking he was a veteran soldier who held overall command of the Blue Guard for a reason. “No, Magor-lier. But we’re Bluecoats, and we’ve got the fastest and best-trained horses on the continent.”

      She nodded. “That’s the answer I wanted. Let’s go.”

      He fiddled with his reins, doing his best not to scowl at her, even though that’s clearly what he wanted to do. “Are you planning on filling me in on where we’re going, Magor-lier? And why we’re taking four hundred Bluecoats and leaving Alistriem dangerously vulnerable?”

      She smiled, settled herself in the saddle. “I’ll explain on the ride.”

      And she kicked Tingo into a gallop.
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      Dashan’s father proved up to the task. The four hundred Bluecoats rode hard and fast, pushing their mounts to the limit each day. They passed through Widow Falls and across the narrow slice of Shivasa in a week, then angled directly west through Tregaya.

      Alyx’s telepathic magic was critical as they threaded the narrow gap between the Shiven troops to the north—who were fiercely battling Dashan’s militia—and the army pushing south through Rionn. She ensured they avoided Shiven patrols and troop movements and allowed them to weave through the supply lines reaching into both Tregaya and Rionn.

      Once Rionn was almost past them to the south, Alyx left the Bluecoats encamped and summoned her magic, leaping into the skies. The freedom of flight rushed through her, and she stayed high, well clear of any eyes below. In this fashion, she swept over the Shiven soldiers pushing south towards Rionn, though shock thudded against her ribs when she saw how close they were to Alistriem.

      Reaching the Rionnan defensive lines, she slipped through camp and stopped outside one of the tents. Tarrick lay on his back, snoring, while Finn was curled up in a tangle of blankets.

      With a touch of magic, she prodded both their minds with her telepathic ability, enough to wake them.

      “What—” Finn came awake blinking. “Alyx!”

      Tarrick scrambled up as soon as he heard her name. “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s all fine.” She swallowed, then hesitated. “Did Dawn manage to reach you with the news?”

      Tarrick’s face darkened. “I will kill Adahn.”

      She huffed out a laugh, warmed by his protectiveness. “As much as I’d like to do the same, we’re not the council. Mages are free to make their choices.”

      “We’re not anything anymore,” Finn pointed out. “Our entire fighting strength walked out on us.”

      “Our estimate is that Shakar has seventy or so warrior mages following him,” Tarrick said softly. “We can’t even get close to him without our own fighters.”

      “I know.” Alyx hung her head.

      A bleak silence hung over them, broken by a slight scratching on the fabric of the tent. Moments later Jayn stuck her head in. “I thought I heard your whispering voices. Are we plotting how to kill Adahn?”

      Finn’s smile flashed. “Alyx won’t let us.”

      “Shame.” Jayn sighed. “So I suppose you’re discussing how doomed we all are.”

      The despairing silence sunk back over them, and not even Jayn’s cheerfulness could stand in the face of it. Alyx cleared her throat, trying not to sound hopeless. “I just left the Bluecoats—so far we’ve made it without detection. The rest of the army was leaving by ship when I left Alistriem.”

      “So everything is going to plan.” Finn joined her attempt at normalcy.

      Tarrick nodded. “We’ll leave in the morning.”

      “The Rionnan defensive lines will crumble much faster without us here,” Finn warned. “We won’t have a lot of time.”

      “We knew that when we started this.” Alyx stood and moved to the tent entrance. “I’ll see you all soon.”

      

      The following morning, as the Bluecoats readied themselves for the day’s ride, Alyx reached out for the telepath she’d sent to Dashan months earlier. Rody was expecting her, his mind jumping with excitement as she made contact.

      “Is all well?”

      “Yes, Magor-lier! The Lord-Taliath has us encamped in a rugged valley well to the west of Shiven supply lines and marching routes.”

      “Good. I’ll need you to lead me in.”

      It was late evening when four hundred Bluecoats wound their way down a narrow goat track and into a large valley just north of the Shiven border. Tents filled most of the open space, crowding up against a swift-flowing stream running down the centre.

      Warned by Rody, the militia sentries greeted them eagerly, eyes widening at the sight of so many mounted cavalry. A tall man wearing captain’s stripes came forward to greet Lord-General Caverlock and offer to show him to the space they’d set aside for the Blue Guard.

      Alyx left them and rode Tingo towards the centre of the valley, flanked by her five Bluecoats, squinting against the bright orange of the setting sun. Soldiers moved around them, all flicking amazed glances at the new arrivals.

      Rody must have warned Dashan too because he emerged from one of the larger tents and came striding quickly towards her. A smile spread across her face, and then she was jumping out of the saddle and running. He wore that laughing grin she loved so much, and his arms opened, lifting her off her feet and swinging her around in a wide circle.

      “Alyx!” He pulled her tightly against him.

      “Dash,” she murmured, sinking into his embrace. Momentarily some of her despair lifted, and she clung to him tightly.

      “You look beautiful.” He stepped back as his hands framed her face, and then he kissed her. Alyx pulled him closer—two months was far, far too long to be apart from him.

      “I love how excited you are to see me,” Alyx murmured in Dashan’s ear before stepping away from him. The Bluecoats were all either staring at the ground or studiously off into the distance.

      “Casta, Tijer!” Dashan boomed, going over to greet them. “Roland, get that smirk off your face. And don’t you dare laugh, Nario. Josha, always good to see you.”

      They dismounted and clustered around Dashan, old friends greeting each other excitedly.

      “Your father’s here,” she warned once the boisterous hellos were over.

      “Right, I’d best go talk to him, get the Bluecoats settled in.” He frowned slightly, seeing something in her expression. “Is everything okay?”

      “No,” she said honestly. “But it can wait until you’ve spoken with your father.”

      His brown eyes searched hers. “All right. I’ll send one of the boys over to show you to my tent.”

      

      Dashan came back not long after she’d washed and changed out of her travel-worn clothes. He came straight over, pulling her in for a long kiss.

      “You seem cheerier than I expected after a conversation with your father?” she noted.

      He shrugged as he sat on the rumpled covers of his sleeping pallet and began pulling off his boots. “I think he bothers you more than he does me these days.”

      “Really?” she asked in surprise. Even the mention of Dashan’s father had always sent him into a dark mood.

      “Really.” He unbuckled his sword belt, resting Heartfire reverently on the chest by his pallet. “He’s a bitter old man. I don’t have to let him upset me anymore. I certainly don’t need him to make me happy.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” she said softly.

      He glanced over at her, flashing a warm smile that turned her insides to mush. She cleared her throat and looked around. “How many do you have here?”

      “Only what Mastaran could spare. The large majority of the militia is engaged keeping the Shiven forces in Tregaya tied up so they can’t head back home in a hurry.” Dashan sighed. “Maybe two hundred in total.”

      “Plus four hundred Bluecoats now.” She didn’t like the pensive look on his face. “Hey, you’ve done what we needed you to.”

      “I have.” He stood, running a hand over his face as if to dispel his worries. “Now, tell me what’s wrong.”

      His face grew progressively stonier as she relayed what had happened, finishing with, “and don’t you dare try and take the blame for this. My choices are mine, and I wouldn’t have done anything differently.”

      “I don’t blame myself,” he said quietly, sadly. “I just wish we lived in a better world, where people were kinder and less intolerant.”

      “You and me both.”

      “So we’re done, aren’t we?” He met her eyes. “Even if we win this part, facing Shakar means death.”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      Unbelievably, a slow smile spread over his face. “Well, at least right now, in this moment, I have you alone in my tent.” He reached out to tug her closer.

      She sniffed, surrendering to his warmth and love. “I see you still haven’t learned to make a bed.”

      He shrugged. “Why would I?”

      She tugged on his shirt, pulling him against her. “I missed you.”

      “Is that so?” he murmured, right before he kissed her.

      

      Dashan was already moving as Alyx shot upwards in bed, waking abruptly with a gasp. He pulled her against his bare chest and wrapped his arms tightly around her.

      “I’m okay.” She accepted his hug for a moment before sitting back, thinking.

      “You look troubled. What just happened?” His hand gently stroked her cheek.

      “I felt the touch of Shakar’s magic. I think he tried to give me another nightmare.”

      Dashan frowned. “He tried?”

      She nodded, a weight settling heavily in her chest. “He couldn’t, because I’m invulnerable. And now he knows it.”

      “Him knowing doesn’t really change anything, though, does it?” Dashan mused. “And it meant he couldn’t read the details of what we’re doing inside your head.”

      She smiled, shifting closer so that she could drop kisses down his neck and chest. She didn’t want to talk about Shakar anymore. “You know what I love most about your body?”

      “No.” He sounded amused.

      She smiled and leaned up to murmur in his ear. “No chest hair.”

      Dashan stilled in her arms, and his voice was quiet when he spoke. “The thing you love most about my body is the Shiven part of me?”

      “Yes.” She drew back to meet his dark brown eyes. “Is that a problem?”

      “No…I just.” He gave her that somewhat unbelieving, but utterly happy smile she’d seen often. “It’s just still hard to believe sometimes that someone loves me so much…loves all of me, even the parts that other people hate.”

      “Well, I intend to keep loving you like that the rest of my life, even if that’s only a few more weeks. Is that all right with you?”

      “I suppose I can manage,” he teased.

      “Good.” She returned to trailing kisses down his chest.

      “Shouldn’t we get some sleep?” He tried unsuccessfully to slap away her wandering hands.

      “Sleep is the last thing I want to do right now.” She kissed him hard, then looked up at him. “Do you really want to sleep?”

      He shifted, pushing them both down and pinning her to the bed, his hard body pressed against every inch of hers. “Does that feel like I want to sleep?”

      Alyx laughed. “Not in the slightest!”
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      Alyx glanced back as hoofbeats approached. Moments later, Finn appeared, his mare kicking up snow into a cloud.

      “It’s a big city,” he murmured. “So much bigger than Alistriem.”

      “Even a little bigger than Carhall, I think,” Tarrick said.

      Alyx nodded and turned back to study the view that had occupied her for the past hour, despite the bitterly cold air.

      Karonan sat in the centre of an enormous lake that was currently frozen over and covered in thick snowfall. It was walled, like Carhall, with four stone causeways reaching out from the north, south, east and west gates to join the city to land. Each heavy iron gate was overlooked by battlements wide enough that large numbers of archers could fire down on any attackers.

      “It’s hard to believe we made it here,” Finn said wonderingly.

      She shot him an amused smile. “It was your idea.”

      Finn had seen, even years earlier, how Shivasa might be momentarily vulnerable if Shakar pushed too quickly into Tregaya. Once he’d made that mistake, it had simply been a waiting game. Shivasa’s army was stretched thin. Too thin. A large bulk of their soldiers were tied up in northern Rionn, pushing hard down towards Alistriem. The remaining heart of their fighting strength was in Tregaya, needed for the push to take Carhall so quickly and now caught up battling the militia as they tried to either push north or withdraw.

      And ever since receiving Ladan’s message, Tarian Astohar and his rebels had begun attacking garrisons in south Shivasa, not to take them, but to keep the army distracted while Alyx’s Bluecoat and militia force snuck down from the north and Rionn’s army marched on Karonan from the east coast.

      Once in Shivasa, Alyx had ridden on ahead while Dashan led the Bluecoats and militia against the largest remaining garrison in the north on their way.

      Now they surrounded Karonan.

      “It was brilliant, Finn,” Tarrick said quietly, his dark eyes full of respect.

      Over the past day and a half, Alyx and Third Patrol had taken out every army outpost in the area. There were only a handful, and they hadn’t been fully staffed. None had had time to raise the alarm. As far as Alyx or Dawn could tell, nobody in the city was aware of what was about to happen.

      “Surely Shakar knows what’s happening by now?” Finn spoke all their misgivings aloud. “Thousands of minds of our army out there he could have read.”

      “Maybe he does, and he hasn’t been able to get word to Karonan? Telepath mages are rare, maybe he doesn’t have one in Karonan?” Tarrick suggested. “That’s why we moved so quickly, after all, to limit any warning he could give them.”

      “Maybe he’s distracted by something else and hasn’t paid regular attention to Karonan, assuming it’s safe?” Alyx didn’t believe it, and from the looks Finn and Tarrick shot her, neither did they. “And while it’s fortunate he’s not here, it makes me wonder where he is and what he’s doing there.” She shared a glance with Finn, and the flash of pain and worry in his eyes matched hers exactly. Maybe Brynn had succeeded, but if he had, that meant…She cleared her throat and turned her gaze away. Worry could be felt later.

      The air was still and the plains around the city empty. Those few travelling along the causeways or on the roads surrounding the city appeared completely unaware of the hundreds of rebels, Taliath, and Rionnan soldiers hidden in the deep forest only a short distance away.

      A touch of familiar magic brushed over her mind and she dropped her shields and summoned a touch of magic. Becoming invulnerable had made it substantially more difficult for her telepath mages to contact her—she now had to physically reach out with her telepathy to establish a connection. If she noticed one of them trying to reach her.

      “Magor-lier!” Rody’s excitable voice. “We’re approaching your position.”

      “How did it go?” she demanded. Rody had remained with Dashan’s force when she rode on ahead.

      “We took the northern garrison yesterday morning. They were taken completely by surprise and our casualties were limited. Lord-Taliath Caverlock left his father behind with a skeleton force to guard the Shiven prisoners, but he’s worried that word from surrounding villages could leak south quickly.”

      She worried about the same thing. They weren’t equipped to stand and fight a war in Shivasa. This was a surgical strike—it needed to be done quickly.

      “Thanks, Rody.” She sent him an image of where they were. “We’ll see you soon.”

      “Dashan’s almost here. I don’t think we should wait any longer. Tarrick?”

      “I agree. The quicker we do this, the more chance of success. Someone could stumble across us at any moment.”

      She nodded. “I—” Dawn brushed over her mind and Alyx reached out again.

      “Alyx, your brother is getting antsy.”

      Alyx huffed a laugh. “Dashan’s almost here. Once he is, we’re good to go.”

      There was a moment’s silence as Dawn relayed that, and then, “He says it’s time you tell us how we’re going to breach those walls, because if we don’t do that, Karonan can hold for months, time that we don’t have.” A pause. “I did tell him you were aware of that.”

      “Tell him not to worry. He just needs to focus on his job. Once we’ve—”

      “I think he knows his job too, Alyx.” Dawn cut over her.

      “Yes, all right.” Alyx sighed. “But can you also tell him to make sure our king doesn’t get himself killed in the process of leading his army.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that.” Amusement lilted Dawn’s mental voice. “Jenna hasn’t let him get more than half a step away from her all morning. Wait a second, I think Deskin is reaching out…”

      Alyx opened her eyes, relaying her conversation to Tarrick and Finn while she waited for Dawn to talk to the telepath mage stationed with Tarian Astohar. According to Dawn, Deskin had heard of the mages walking away but had firmly declined to do the same.

      “Deskin says Astohar is ready to move. He doesn’t want to sit tight much longer—too much danger of discovery.”

      “Wait a moment, Dawn.”

      Alyx cut her off as hoofbeats approached. Moments later horses and riders were coming through the trees. Flashes of blue and green caught her eyes. Dashan appeared, dark Shiven eyes roaming the clearing till he spotted her with Tarrick and Finn, then he kicked his horse over.

      “I don’t think we can wait much longer.” She recapped the situation. “Astohar and Ladan are both getting impatient. The fighters will be getting anxious too. Besides, someone is going to stumble across an army hiding in the trees sooner rather than later.”

      Dashan nodded. “My boys aren’t too tired for a fight.”

      “Give the go ahead, Magor-lier.” Tarrick encouraged. “Let’s get this done.”

      Before he’d even finished speaking, Dashan was wheeling his horse, riding back to the Bluecoats, shouting orders to form up. The clearing became a chaos of noise; horses whinnying, captains calling instructions, swords ringing as soldiers checked their weapons.

      Alyx looked back towards the city, reached out to Dawn. “Tell Ladan and Sparky to call for the advance.”

      “It’s done. Good luck.”

      “You too.” She sent a flood of warmth and affection with the thought then broke away. She needed to conserve her strength.

      A horn rang out from the east, cutting over the sounds of Bluecoats forming up into neat rows in the trees around her. It rang again, louder this time. Then came a matching horn-blast from the south, where Astohar’s rebels were bunkered down. Face alight with anticipation, Dashan lifted their horn to his lips and blew hard.

      As the echoes of it died around them, Alyx urged Tingo forward. This first part was up to her. His hooves kicked up snow as they moved out onto the open plain, approaching the frozen lake and the entrance to the northern causeway. Movement flickered in her peripheral vision—shouts sounded in the forests surrounding the city and Shiven rebels boiled out of the trees, running gracefully for the western causeway.

      Her eyes flicked to the walls ahead. Movement stirred atop them as the approach of their army was spotted. Metal screeched and the northern gate winched closed with a loud clanging sound. Running figures began to line the top of the wall.

      “Alyx?” Finn raised an eyebrow. His cheeks were flushed with the cold, the breeze tousling his always too-long hair.

      “You still haven’t told us how you’re going to bring down those walls,” Tarrick added.

      She glanced back. The Bluecoats were riding out of the trees in perfect formation behind her, the green-jacketed Militia arranged around them. Dashan rode at their head, and he flashed her a grin when he caught her looking at him. She grinned back.

      “Well,” she said. “You all know how I hate to be unoriginal…but if Shakar can do it, then I can damn well do it too.”

      Ignoring their queries, Alyx kicked Tingo forward a few steps, then loosened her shoulders before closing her eyes and sinking deep into her magic, gathering as much of it as she could. Then, raising her hands, palms outwards, she sent every bit of that gathered power roaring towards the northern walls of Karonan.

      Two massive bursts of pure concussive energy flew towards the gates; the soldiers on the walls had a few moments to brace for impact, and then Alyx’s magic hit. It ploughed into the gate and surrounding walls before exploding with a massive roar. Silver-green light flashed, temporarily blinding anyone watching, and then the concussive force expanded outwards, sweeping over all of them, before dissipating into the trees. When the light faded, the gates, along with half the northern wall, had entirely disintegrated.

      “Go!” Alyx turned and shouted to Dashan.

      Without waiting for him to reply, Alyx leapt up in the saddle and soared into the sky. Below her, the Bluecoats roared in unison, kicking their big cavalry horses into a flat-out gallop, streaming down the causeway towards the broken walls of the city.

      High above, Alyx turned to the east. The thousands-strong Rionnan army had emerged from the trees and was marching steadily over the snowy plains towards the city. She could just make out Cayr riding at the head of his soldiers, Jenna’s golden hair at his side. Sparky rode behind them, one arm raised as he bellowed orders.

      In a row directly behind marched seven Taliath, swords already drawn and glinting against the snow. Alyx allowed herself a moment’s fierce pride for what her brother and father had achieved.

      She hovered above until Dashan and his Bluecoats hit the broken north wall and pushed through. Shiven defenders swarmed to the breach, and she sent more concussion bursts flying amongst them until they were in total disarray. Dashan dismounted, militia falling in behind him as he clambered agilely up the rubble to the top of the wall to engage the fighters there.

      Alyx flew higher until she reached an apex in the sky above the centre of the city. Astohar’s rebels had reached the southern and western causeways and were running unchecked towards the gates. Her staff spun again, shuddering with the force of her magic as she sent concussion blasts to blow apart the gates ahead of them, using enough force to blow them into pieces. Magic swept through her and she gasped with the rush of it.

      Bright bursts of light began erupting into the sky as Shiven mages joined the defence of city. She’d wondered how many mages would be in Karonan—a focused sweep of telepathic power told her how many and where they were. There weren’t many and none of them were telepaths. A bit of luck they hadn’t expected. She expanded her magic outwards, sending targeted concussion balls at every single one of them.

      Alyx then turned her attention to the defenders on the walls, using concussive bursts to help cover the fighters who were vulnerable as they crossed the open causeway. Once all three forces had reached the city gates and were engaged fiercely with the city’s defenders, she searched for Tarrick and Finn’s minds—by now they should be...and there they were.

      She dropped out of the sky just ahead of where Tarrick, Finn, Dawn, and Ladan were running swiftly through one of the main streets.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” Finn said with a grin.

      “Don’t stop,” Ladan barked. “We could run into Shiven at any moment.”

      Without another word, she fell into step as they kept running, Dawn warning them of any danger ahead. Alyx kept half an eye on her surroundings and summoned her own telepathic magic.

      “Rody, tell Dashan and Deskin we’re on our way to complete step two of the plan. All forces are inside and Dashan now has command of taking the city.”

      “Aye, Magor-lier.” The telepath’s voice was, for once, calm and focused.

      “Dash has command of the city,” Alyx said aloud.

      “Good,” Ladan said. “We’re almost there.”

      Alyx’s target, the one Tarian had directed them to with as much detail as he could, was walled and heavily guarded. There was only one gated entrance and it was bristling with Shiven fighters. Alyx threw her magical shield up as arrows came hissing at them.

      “Dawn, find out where we need to go while I get us through,” she ordered. “Ladan, Finn, watch our backs. Tarrick?”

      “With you.”

      Alyx dropped her shield and let out a shout as she hurled a concussion ball at the gate. It exploded into the metal and sent both gates flying inwards. More echoing booms sounded as Tarrick sent his own concussion bursts into the defenders that were still alive.

      “Found them!” Dawn said, triumph filling her voice.

      Ladan took the lead and they ran for the now-gaping hole in the wall. He dispatched the remaining Shiven guards while Tarrick and Alyx took a moment to catch their breath. She tried not to look at all the dead, mangled bodies scattered around. More death. It made her stomach heave.

      “Arrows!” Dawn shouted as they clambered over the rubble and inside the wall.

      Warned, Alyx spun, settling her shield over them as more arrows hissed down around them. They shifted closer together, using the rubble and Alyx’s shield to protect them.

      “Dawn?” Ladan barked.

      “They’re in there.” She pointed to the building on their left, across the open space.

      “We’re not going to get very far pinned down like this.” Finn said.

      “My reserve is too low,” Tarrick said. “I can fight but not use my magic.”

      “Here.” Finn reached out and touched his arm, and moments later Tarrick brightened considerably.

      “You all run for the building, I’m going to keep the shield over you,” Alyx said. “Ladan, Tarrick, you’ll need to deal with the fighters guarding the front entrance to the building.”

      “You?” Ladan asked.

      “I’m going to clear the walls of those damnable archers, and then I’ll be right behind you. Ready?”

      They nodded.

      “Keep close to me,” Ladan snapped tersely, then moved off at a run. Alyx gritted her teeth, the strain wearing on her as she struggled to keep her shield over them while they ran.

      The moment they reached cover, she dropped the shield and began flinging concussive bursts. Stone gouged and chipped as her magic slammed into it, and the hail of arrows from the defenders slowed. Brute force could only do so much, though. Once the light of her blasts faded she targeted the remaining archers one by one, ripping the bows from their hands and quivers from their backs.

      By the time she was done, exhaustion swamped her. She sagged, hunching over her knees to catch her breath.

      “Alyx!” Ladan called across the square from the shelter of the building.

      “Coming.”

      Forcing herself to move, Alyx ducked out from under the cover of the rubble and ran across the space to join the others inside the front entrance of the building.

      “We took out the guards,” Ladan said. “Dawn says there are a few more in the building, but nothing we can’t handle.”

      “Lead the way, Dawn.” Alyx hoped Dawn had the strength for it—her magic had become sluggish and slow to respond.

      Dawn led them up a richly carpeted stairway to a long hall. Beautiful tapestries hung from the stone walls on either side of them, and more thick carpet covered the floor. They moved cautiously towards the double doors at the end of the hall.

      “Where are the guards?” Ladan asked quietly.

      “Not on this level,” Dawn murmured, then closed her eyes. “They’re guarding the back and side entrances. They haven’t realised yet that the building has been breached, but it won’t be long before they do.”

      “Then we’d best hurry,” Ladan said. “Tarrick, Alyx?”

      “I’ll do it,” Tarrick said with a glance in Alyx’s direction. She nodded at him gratefully.

      Tarrick sent the doors flying inwards with a controlled blast of his power. Ladan, sword drawn, gestured for them to wait until the dust and debris settled around the now gaping hole. Once they could see clearly, he moved forward, Alyx and Tarrick flanking him.

      Alyx’s fingers twitched, ready to employ her magic instantly if they were attacked. Inside, a group of Shiven men sat around an ornate table. Maps covered the surface, and several piles of parchment sat scattered over the top.

      None of them moved. Their expressions ranged from terrified to angry—some wore a mixture of both. Alyx stared at them for a long moment. It was hard to believe she was standing here, right at the heart of Shiven leadership. After so long…

      Ladan stepped aside so that Finn and Dawn could come in behind them, but he held his sword ready, taking up a guard position by the door.

      “Which one of you is the leader of Shivasa?” Alyx asked.

      “Who are you?” This from a younger man to her left. He was one of the angry ones, though his white knuckled grip on the table suggested it hid fear deep down.

      “I am Alyx Egalion, Magor-lier of the mage order,” she said evenly. “Now, which of you is Shivasa’s leader?”

      “He’s not here.” Another man spoke. Grey haired and composed, she guessed him to be one of their military leaders. His back was ramrod straight in his chair. “He was hidden for protection when your attack started.”

      “Dawn?” Alyx asked.

      “He’s the leader,” Dawn said, pointing at a middle-aged, bearded man sitting at the head of the table. His eyes flickered at the pronouncement, but he didn’t move a muscle to betray himself. The same couldn’t be said of the young man to Alyx’s left, however. He shifted uncomfortably, shooting a look of alarm to the others.

      Alyx looked straight at the leader. “I’m sorry to inform you, but your city has been taken.”

      Ladan walked around the table and placed his sword at the man’s throat. “On behalf of King Cayr of Rionn and King Mastaran of Tregaya, I’m giving you the chance to surrender. Accept, and you and all your military commanders will be taken prisoner and removed from power. Refuse, and I’ll kill you where you sit” His face hardened, and he looked so much like their father in that moment tears shot to Alyx’s eyes. “Either way, your war on Rionn and Tregaya is over.”

      The leader was silent for a moment, then he smiled bitterly. “I surrender.”

      “Get up.” Ladan hauled him to his feet, while Tarrick and Finn did the same with the other men in the room.

      “You might have won this battle,” the leader said. “But you won’t win the war. Shakar will destroy you.”

      She wanted to throw the words back in his face, but she couldn’t. She’d lost the mages. The leader was right. The momentary surge of triumph she’d had died abruptly, turning to ashes in her mouth.

      

      By the end of the day, Karonan was firmly under the control of Rionnan and Tregayan forces. The remnants of the Shiven army were placed under close guard at their barracks, and Sparky instituted a double guard along the city walls still standing. Rionnan soldiers patrolled the streets, ensuring none of the citizens took it into their heads to rebel, while the militia were sent out to scout the countryside for any Shiven units that might still be in the area.

      Alyx found Dashan outside the Shiven barracks, speaking to the Bluecoat captain in charge of guarding the prisoners. His clothes were streaked with sweat and blood, but he looked well.

      “Cayr?” he asked as soon as he saw her.

      “In the old leader’s rooms in the town hall. He’s safe and well-protected.”

      “Good.” Relief washed over his face. “How are you?”

      “Tired, but pleased with how it all went.” She caught the disquiet in his eyes and frowned. “What is it?”

      “Tarian Astohar confronted the Shiven army general. He killed the man but was badly wounded in the process.”

      “Oh no.” She sighed. “Will he make it?”

      “Finn is working on him as we speak. With mage help, he might.” Dashan ran a hand over his face. “I hope so. None of the other rebel leaders could easily step into his place. Respect and honour are important to the Shiven, and Tarian holds that amongst all the rebels. He’s also well disposed towards Rionn.”

      “Do you think the Shiven will try and free their leader?”

      “It’s unlikely. He suffered a complete military defeat today. He’s lost his standing—I don’t think even the army commanders would accept him as leader any longer,” Dashan said. “If we act quickly to assuage their concerns by doing what Tarian intended—holding an election for a new leader—I doubt we’ll face much trouble from the army still out there.”

      “I hope that’s true.” She smiled for him. “Are there many senior commanders still alive?”

      Dashan nodded. “One of them was in the room with the leader when you captured him, and a couple of others still live.”

      “Can you gather them and bring them to meet with Cayr and the others?” she asked. “We need to speak, all of us together, with the rebels.”

      

      Tarian had planned well for this eventuality, and his captains had already established a council amongst themselves to run things until elections could be held for a new leader. Alyx’s respect for the man increased even further at how well the rebels were conducting themselves.

      Dashan turned out to be right. After long hours of discussion and debate, the remaining commanders of the Shiven army agreed to accept the temporary leadership of the rebel council, on the proviso that the elections be held within six months, whether Shakar was defeated by then or not. Alyx got the distinct sense that not all of them had been comfortable with Shakar’s influence and level of control over the leader—their honour had kept them loyal, but now they had strong justification to change their loyalty.

      Once that was agreed, the council formally instructed them to send orders withdrawing the Shiven army from Rionn and Tregaya immediately.

      It was dawn when the meetings finally ended. Alyx stepped outside and blinked at the early morning sunlight. As she stretched the stiffness from her muscles, exhaustion swamped her.

      “It’s hard to believe that this time yesterday we were all under attack by the Shiven,” Dashan said. “And now there’s peace.”

      “There won’t be peace until Shakar is dead,” she murmured, then straightened her shoulders. “I’ve been thinking, I should be the one to take the withdrawal orders out to the Shiven army in Rionn and Tregaya.”

      Dashan frowned. “Alyx, no, you’re exhausted. You need to rest.”

      “The sooner the Shiven army retreats, the better. We both know that. Flying, I can reach them today, if not tomorrow. Written orders carried on horseback will take at least a week, longer for those in Tregaya. They’re already too close to Alistriem.”

      He sighed, stepped forward to pull her into his arms. “I hate being parted from you.”

      Alyx pressed against him, closing her eyes as she rested her head on his chest. Weariness claimed her, and she wanted to stand there in his warm embrace forever.

      “At least get an hour or two of sleep first,” he murmured in her ear.

      “All right,” she mumbled. “Maybe I’ll just stay here and rest.”

      He chuckled, then lifted her into his arms. “I don’t have a problem with that, but I think you’d rest better in a bed.”
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      Alyx returned to Karonan late in the evening three days later, coming in slowly over the city. Everything looked quiet—rebuilding had already begun on the destroyed sections of city wall, and a mixture of green and blue-uniformed soldiers were a visible presence around the city. She breathed an inward sigh of relief.

      She landed outside the stately building that had, until recently, been the home of Shivasa’s leader, and traipsed wearily up the steps and inside. The Bluecoats on guard greeted her warmly. There were Shiven soldiers guarding too, big hulking warriors who were less warm but nonetheless polite.

      After using a touch of power to locate Dawn, Alyx walked down the halls and opened a door leading into a plush, tastefully appointed sitting room. Tarrick and the twins were there, but her eyes went straight to Dashan, sprawled on one end of the luxurious couch.

      “Alyx!” He rose instantly.

      “Hi everyone,” she said tiredly, walking across the room and into Dashan’s arms. He hugged her tightly, then released her to peer down at her face in concern.

      “You look exhausted.”

      “I am.”

      “Sit down.”

      He sat back down on the couch and pulled her into his side. She curled up against him, resting her head on his shoulder and slipping her hand into his.

      “Have some hot tea. It might make you feel better.” Dawn had risen to pull the small kettle off the fire and now she offered Alyx a steaming mug. She took it with a grateful smile, curling her hands around its warmth. It was still winter in Shivasa, and she’d been flying through bitterly cold air all day.

      The door opened and Cayr walked in, Jenna at his side. His face brightened when he saw Alyx.

      “Hi.” She returned his smile. “I didn’t expect to find you still here.”

      “King Mastaran is here,” he explained. “Apparently he left Ribeca soon after you told him of our plan. He didn’t arrive until yesterday, and is quite annoyed to have missed the battle. Both of us have remained here to formally acknowledge the rebel council as temporary administrative rulers of Shivasa and help them keep things stable.”

      “How did you go?” Tarrick asked, turning to Alyx as Cayr dropped into a chair opposite them. Jenna stayed by the door.

      “Good.” Alyx sipped at her tea and immediately felt better. “I carried the council’s retreat orders to all Shiven army units I could find. As I flew back along the Rionnan border, I saw their camps being struck and a long line of soldiers marching in the direction of the Shiven border.”

      “Did you have any trouble?” Finn asked.

      “Nothing major,” she said. “Some of the commanders were not happy to be informed that the war had been lost without them even knowing about it. They recognised and obeyed the orders, though.”

      “I can’t believe it’s almost all over.” Dawn shook her head. Her words echoed through the room, and she flinched once she realised what she’d said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      Alyx waved a hand to cut her off. “It’s all right.”

      “He doesn’t have a regular army anymore,” Cayr pointed out. “Which means we have time to think up a way to deal with his mages.”

      “Time only helps Shakar,” Tarrick said wearily.

      Alyx shared a miserable glance with Finn. She’d tried using telepathy to reach out to Brynn, to call him back, but had failed. She had no idea where he was, and the chances of locating him were small. She would keep trying.

      “No, Cayr is right,” Jenna said, surprisingly. “Shakar won’t be able to build himself another army quickly. Yes, this was our best chance to take him, when he’s most vulnerable, but that doesn’t mean it becomes impossible.”

      Not wanting to spoil their optimism, Alyx shifted to look up at Dashan and Cayr. “How are things here? The Shiven guards on the entrance were almost nice to me when I came in.”

      “The new council is doing a good job of trying to get the city back to running as normal,” Dashan said. “The causeways were re-opened this morning so that trade and travel could resume. They’ve sent out proclamations promising elections in six months, and the naming of candidates within a month. They want to do it right this time, make it a genuinely fair vote. I was worried that with Tarian hurt, some of his intentions might have been lost, but it seems like many of his rebel captains have a genuine desire for change in Shivasa.”

      “How is Tarian doing?”

      “Awake and getting stronger every day.” A genuine smile flooded Dashan’s face. It was clear how much he liked and respected the rebel leader. “He’ll be on his feet and running the council in no time.”

      “Mastaran and I have been giving them advice and suggestions on good governance, and they seem to be taking it eagerly,” Cayr said. “There are some impressive men and women amongst the rebels.”

      “You’ll have to go back soon, though,” Jenna said pointedly. “Or you’ll be facing a mutiny from your nobles.”

      Cayr glanced at her, affectionate irritation in his eyes. “Sparky’s already taken a large part of the army back. I’ll follow soon. I just want to make sure I’m leaving a stable neighbour behind.”

      “King Mastaran is eager to leave too—he wants to get back to Carhall and begin the process of rebuilding,” Tarrick added.

      “I need sleep,” Alyx said lightly. She was exhausted, and simply couldn’t sit there any longer pretending there was any real hope. “Tomorrow, we’ll discuss Shakar.”

      

      Dashan led her upstairs to a bedroom on the top floor with a lovely view out over the frozen lake. Exhaustion tugged at every muscle in her body, and she groaned, sprawling face-first onto the bed. She didn’t want to ever move again.

      The bed shifted as Dashan laid out next to her, dark eyes searching hers. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” She returned his smile.

      He shifted, sitting up, and pulled off her boots before dropping them to the floor. Then he carefully undressed her before wrapping her in one of his clean shirts. Silence fell as Dashan shrugged out of his jacket.

      “There’s something on your mind,” she said, recognising the look on his face.

      He frowned and shook his head. “No there isn’t.”

      “You have your thoughtful face on.”

      Dashan pulled his shirt off, tossed it over a nearby chair, and sat to begin yanking his boots off. “Alyx, it’s nothing, really. There’s no need for you to worry.”

      “Dash,” she said softly. “We talk about everything. Tell me.”

      Dashan sighed and leaned back in the chair, one boot on, one off. “Tarian is going to win the elections. He’s humble of course, keeps saying the Shiven could pick anyone. But everyone knows he’ll win the vote.”

      “And that’s worrying news?” She lifted an eyebrow.

      His jaw tensed. “He’s asked me to stay after the elections. He wants to appoint me as general of the Shiven army, in effect his second.” He shook his head in frustration. “It doesn’t matter. We both know that even though we won this battle, Shakar is still…”

      He trailed off, clearly not wanting to say it aloud. Without her mages, they were lost. They might have more time now but Shakar would still win.

      Alyx stared at him for a long moment, watching the orange firelight flicker over his handsome face. “I’m the Magor-lier, Dash. Even if somehow we did manage to defeat Shakar, I can’t leave the mages to come here to Karonan.”

      He smiled, crossing the room to climb into bed and pull her close. She snuggled into his warmth, dropping light kisses on his chest.

      “You’d be perfect for the job,” she whispered.

      His arms tightened. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Alyx nodded and closed her eyes, allowing the exhaustion to claim her as she relaxed safe in his arms.

      “I’m glad we had this,” he murmured against her hair. “Even if only for a short time.”

      “Me too. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Alyx.”

      They were awoken what felt like only minutes later by a loud pounding on their door. With the reflexes of a Taliath, Dashan was rolling out of bed, sword in hand, before Alyx was even properly awake.

      “What?” he bellowed as he crossed to the door.

      “It’s me, Ladan. Get downstairs now.”

      His tone brooked no argument, and still half asleep, Alyx stumbled out of bed and moved towards the door. Dashan caught her arm gently.

      “Much as I love seeing you wearing nothing but one of my shirts, maybe you should put something on.”

      “Right.” She shook her head, lucidity beginning to return. “Sorry.”

      Dashan looked concerned. “Why don’t you stay here and go back to sleep? I can go downstairs.”

      “No, I’m awake now.” She tugged pants on and reached for her shirt. This could be what she’d been waiting for.

      

      The twins wore grim expressions as they congregated in the sitting room downstairs. Ladan stood next to his wife, poking at the fire in the grate, his stance rigid with tension.

      “What’s going on?” Dashan demanded as soon as Tarrick, the last to arrive, came in.

      “Shakar has Brynn.”

      Dawn said the words softly. Her eyes flicked to Ladan, then Alyx. There was fear in her eyes, fear for Brynn, but also dread. Part of her knew what came next.

      Alyx gasped in a breath, fear clutching at her heart. She glanced at Finn—he met her gaze miserably. She bit her lip to stop the tears wanting to spill down her cheeks. This was her fault. What she’d been afraid of ever since her mages had walked out. Her legs wobbled, and she sat abruptly in the nearest chair.

      “How?” Dashan demanded.

      “Shakar contacted me telepathically a short time ago.” Dawn shuddered, and Alyx reached out to touch her arm in sympathy. She well knew what Shakar’s touch on one’s mind was like. Ladan gently pulled his wife close. “He told me he has Brynn and that he is going to kill him, slowly, unless Alyx goes to face him.”

      “How does he have Brynn?” Tarrick sounded calm, but his fists were clenching and unclenching at his side. “I thought he was back in Alistriem helping to run things there. Could Shakar have moved on Rionn so quickly?”

      “Brynn’s not in Alistriem,” Alyx said quietly, raising her eyes to the room. “I sent him to find Shakar for me.”

      Tarrick stared at her, realisation creeping across his face. “You sent him before the mages left?”

      She rubbed a trembling hand over her face. “It was the second part of the plan.” She didn’t bother spelling it out—it didn’t matter anymore.

      “We thought…” Finn choked out, then stopped, unable to continue. Dawn went straight to her twin, wrapping her arms around him. His shoulders shuddered with unshed sobs.

      “It was my call, Finn,” Alyx told him. “This is not your fault.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Dashan demanded.

      “Because it was too dangerous for anyone to know,” she almost shouted. Panic was threading through her, making it hard to think straight, to be calm. She didn’t have much time. Brynn didn’t have much time. “We have to go.”

      “Whoa, wait!” Dashan’s grip on her arm halted her in her tracks as she spun for the door. “What does that mean?”

      “If you go now, right where he wants you, he’ll kill you too.” Ladan’s scowl matched Tarrick’s and Dashan’s. “He’ll have his mages with him. They’ll kill you before you even get close.”

      “I know,” she whispered. “But I can’t leave Brynn.”

      “You have to.” The words seemed to tear out of Tarrick, as if causing him physical pain. A horrified hush fell over the room, but nobody disagreed with him.

      Dashan shifted towards her, voice gentle. “Cayr and Jenna were right before. This was our best opportunity, but it won’t be our only one. But you are the only one strong enough to take him one day. If you go after him now, he’ll kill you. Then there is no hope for any of us.”

      She pulled away from him, unable to accept leaving Brynn to die. “What if we sneak in? Attack Shakar while he’s alone?”

      “Then the first thing he’ll do is call his mages the moment he feels threatened.” Ladan lifted a hand as she opened her mouth to speak. “And he’s not stupid enough to be lured away from his mages either. He’s just lost his army—he’ll be extra cautious.”

      “There has to be something.” Dawn looked beseechingly at Finn, who shook his head miserably, then Ladan. His grim look softened, and he reached out to draw her gently against his side. Her tears soaked into his shirt.

      Alyx turned and walked out of the room.

      

      The night air was bitterly cold, but she welcomed the way it bit into her bones and made her shiver. The physical discomfort distracted her from the pain within. There was no hope that Shakar would spare Brynn if she didn’t come—her and Finn’s clever plan had been turned completely on its head. The guilt was searing, and she couldn’t help constantly thinking of Sarah, and Brynn’s family, of the letter she would now have to deliver them.

      The black despair she’d been feeling for weeks overwhelmed her. To defeat Shakar, she’d have to win the mages back, and do it before he rebuilt his strength or found another army. Her head thumped back against the icy cold stone of the low wall lining the roof as she slid to the ground.

      She didn’t have the strength for it—she’d thrown everything she had into building a better mage order, and she’d failed. Even worse was the thought of more years of fighting and struggle, more losses that tore away a strip of her soul each time.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs leading to the roof, and she was unsurprised to see Dashan emerge.

      “I can’t do it, Dash,” she said. “I can’t win this. I don’t have any strength left for more. It had to be now.”

      He slid down the wall beside her, heedless of the cold, and said nothing. She didn’t cry, she didn’t talk, and he didn’t try to push her. Even when her shivering became more pronounced, he didn’t reach out. He just sat there with her.

      

      She blinked awake into watery morning sunlight, muscles cold, aching and locked stiff. Beside her Dashan was awake, watching her carefully with his warm brown eyes.

      “I don’t have anything left,” she whispered to him.

      He smiled a little, then stood up, reaching a hand down. She took it, cursing in pain as her stiffened muscles were forced to move. “I’m not going to give you platitudes or tell you you’ll feel better about all this with time,” he said. “I’m just going to say that I love you, and I’m sorry you had to make the terrible choice you did last night. I’m also going to tell you it was the right one.”

      They were the right words to say, but even his beloved voice didn’t help. She looked away. “I should wash up and change.”

      “You should eat something too.”

      “I’m not hungry.” The thought of eating made her feel ill.

      They’d just reached the top of the stairs when the clear ring of a horn sounded through the morning air. Dashan instantly reached for Heartfire. Alyx left him to run back to the edge of the roof, slowing as she made her way down the stairs. She’d only taken two steps when an odd itching sensation scratched over her mind. Summoning magic without thought, she recognised Dawn’s telepathic magic, and reached out to make the connection.

      “What is it, Dawn?”

      “Alyx, get to the north gate now! Finn, Tarrick, and I are on our way.”

      “What is it, what’s wrong?”

      “Just come now!”

      Dawn’s voice vanished from her head, and Alyx took a deep breath. Even walking up the few steps she’d come down seemed too much of an effort. Still, Dawn had been insistent. With a sigh, she traipsed back up to the roof, almost colliding with Dashan as he came sprinting back towards her.

      “Riders approaching from the north!” he said tersely. “Can you get us there?”

      She reached out, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and shot them into the sky.
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      She dropped them one block from the gate to the northern causeway, just ahead of where Dawn, Tarrick, and Finn were galloping up the street.

      “Is it an attack?” Alyx snapped at Dawn. She wasn’t sure what she’d do if it was—she was completely and utterly drained. There was nothing left in her for another fight.

      Dawn shook her head, swinging out of the saddle. Alyx almost took a step back—Dawn’s eyes were aglow as she gripped Alyx by the shoulders, an odd energy vibrating from her. “Go out there, Alyx. Go now.”

      “We don’t know that it’s—”

      “Dashan, enough!” Dawn firmly cut him off. “Go, Alyx. We’ll be right behind you.”

      Frowning, Alyx turned and strode towards the front gates. At a shout from Dashan the soldiers on the walls began winching them open. A light falling snow drifted around her as she walked out onto the causeway…and came to a dead stop.

      Riders filled the stone road over the frozen lake, and each and every one of them wore a royal blue cloak with the emblem of a leaping flame etched in scarlet thread over their chests. Heartfire.

      And at their head rode Rothai.

      He reined in his horse a short distance away from her and dismounted. A few others did too, but her gaze was entirely on her old sparring master.

      “Have you come to kill me?” she asked, unable to hide the raw bitterness of her words.

      He took three strides towards her and stopped. “On the contrary, Magor-lier. We’d hoped to arrive in time for the battle for Karonan, but despite my best efforts, it seems we failed. You have my apologies.”

      She stared at him. “You’ve got about two seconds to explain to me what is going on, or I’m going to walk away and never come back.”

      He gave a sharp nod. “Very well. Cario’s death made you vulnerable within the mages. It didn’t help that you destroyed half a room in front of those most uncertain about you, then went ahead and became invulnerable,” he said tersely. “Adahn was working against you for weeks, and he used Parja’s arrival to increase his efforts. If I’d spoken out directly against them, I’d have risked a permanent split of your forces.”

      “So you joined them instead?” she demanded.

      “I made it appear so. It was hard to challenge Adahn’s assertions about you directly—I had to engineer it so that I could prove without doubt to every single one of your mages that we were right to have faith in you. That you would never be another Shakar. There were those that helped me, of course.” Rothai gestured behind him where Merial, Tari, and Nordan hovered. “Once we left you we immediately began to work on undermining Adahn’s influence. It wasn’t hard. As soon as I brought them back to your side, we came here as quickly as we could.”

      “It wasn’t hard…” She trailed off, mouth hanging open. “You said you had to prove it to them. How?”

      “You did, Magor-lier.” Rothai’s eyes blazed suddenly. “By standing there that night and letting us all walk out without retribution, you gave us our free choice. Shakar would have killed us all or found some way to bend us to his will.”

      Dawn’s hand on her shoulder was suddenly the only thing that kept her standing. She was utterly breath-taken by what Rothai had done, the faith he had shown in her. “You planned all this, even after you knew I was invulnerable?”

      “Yes. Magor-lier.”

      Almost as one, the mages still sitting on their horses behind him called out too, “Magor-lier!”

      The sound of their joined voices echoed through the cold air, ringing with magic and certainty. She ran a hand over her face, her chest suddenly expanding, filling with bright, unbelievable hope. Spinning, she looked at Tarrick and Finn. “We can go after him. Now.”

      Fierce joy shined from the Zandian’s face. “Aye.”

      Finn turned to his sister. “Dawn, did Shakar say where he was?”

      She nodded, face alight. “DarkSkull Hall.”

      Good. “Dash, Ladan, go and tell Cayr and King Mastaran we’re having a meeting right now. I’ll get my mages settled and join you.” Her shoulders straightened. “And then I’ll tell you what we’re going to do.”

      She turned back to Rothai as they ran off. “I kind of want to hug you a little bit, Rothai.”

      He fought an eye roll. “I really wish you wouldn’t, Magor-lier.”

      She sobered. “Where is Adahn?”

      “Adahn Torse is dead. As are Parja and Dastanta. I killed them in single combat, in one of the old traditions they were so fond of.” There was no give in Rothai’s hard voice. “You may be trying to change the old ways, but I will never stand by while my Magor-lier is threatened.”

      She found she didn’t regret their deaths even a little bit and mourned the part of herself that had become so hard. “I won’t ever forget what you’ve done,” she said softly.

      He bowed slightly, hand clenched over his heart.

      The mages dismounted to bring their horses in, some with a shamefaced and genuine apology or stammering thanks for letting them back. Then there were those who beamed in delight as they passed, and those she knew were the ones who had helped Rothai.

      There were many more of those than the shamefaced ones.

      

      It took them much longer than Alyx wanted to be ready, and she chafed at the delay. She’d impressed upon them that this wouldn’t just be a rescue attempt. She intended to face Shakar at last.

      “There will be no better time than now,” she repeated many times over the long planning session.

      “If we do this now, then we’re doing it right,” Ladan said in a tone that brooked no argument. “I understand your fear for Brynn, but we can’t allow that to push us into hasty action. That’s what Shakar wants.”

      “I agree,” Dashan said. “Ladan and I will leave within the hour. We’ll ride north to DarkSkull and scout the area. We’re invulnerable to Shakar’s telepathic power, or that of any mages with him, so they won’t know we’re there. He won’t be alone, Alyx. He’s prepared for you, and that means he’ll have mages and an army with him. We need to know what we’re facing before we confront him.”

      Alyx heard them both out patiently, even though they were saying what she’d already been fully intending on doing. “Good. We’ll follow with a combined force of mages and soldiers.”

      “Rothai and I will gather the warrior mages, although we’ll have to leave some here to help stabilise Karonan, and I don’t think we should strip the mages we left in Alistriem, either. If things go badly against Shakar, they’ll be all that’s left,” Tarrick said.

      “We’ll give you some Bluecoats and soldiers as well.” Cayr nodded at Sparky.

      “Just Bluecoats,” Alyx said. “Marching north will take too long. I’ll take mounted warriors only.”

      “Few of my militia are mounted,” Mastaran weighed in. “But those under Captain Rodin who were trained by Lord-Taliath Caverlock came with me from Ribeca. You can have them with my blessing, Magor-lier.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” Alyx said. “They will be welcome.”

      “I will be right behind you with the rest of my soldiers,” the king continued. “It is time I begin rebuilding my city and my country.”

      Alyx looked around at those assembled. “I want the rest of us riding out by evening tomorrow. Make it happen.”

      

      Cayr found Alyx several hours later. It was mid-afternoon and she was out on a balcony watching Tarrick and Rothai conversing below as the warrior mages milled about, preparing themselves for departure. Jayn was amongst them, along with Tari, Nordan and Chestin. She was glad to have such warriors at her back.

      “What brings you out here?” she asked.

      He joined her, his right hand coming to rest close to hers. “I’m coming with you.”

      Alyx was shaking her head before he’d even finished speaking. “No, you need to go back home and start rebuilding.”

      “You and Dashan are going to face Shakar. I can’t just walk away from that.” His voice pleaded with her. “Alyx, the both of you are my family and I’m yours. It’s always been like that and it always will be.”

      “I know. But you are also the king of Rionn, and you are responsible for your people. You have to go back.”

      “Alyx, please,” Cayr whispered.

      Her heart tore for him, but she was resolute. “I’m sorry. You know I’m right.”

      He gripped her arm, blue eyes intense on hers. “Promise me you’ll come back, that you’ll be okay.”

      “I promise to do my best to come back home, Cayr, and to bring Dash back home with me.”

      He stepped forward to pull her into a hug. “I love you, Alyx. Always have, and always will.”

      “Me too.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and they hugged for a long time. “There’s something else I need from you, Cayr. It’s big.”

      “Anything,” he promised. “I swear it.”

      She took a deep breath, and told him. He flinched, the pain returning to his eyes, but his voice was strong when he spoke. “I want her to have her chance at vengeance. As much as I fear…of course my answer is yes.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled through her tears. “Now go back to Rionn and make sure I have a home to come back to.”

      

      Dawn appeared just as Cayr was leaving. Alyx scrubbed at her face, but Dawn didn’t miss the wetness on her cheeks.

      “Are you all right?” she asked softly.

      Alyx cleared her throat. “I hope I see him again.”

      “You will.” Dawn linked her arm through Alyx’s. “We’re going to get through this. You have your mages now, heart and soul. Rothai made sure of that. You are going to beat Shakar, and everything will be all right.”

      “I wish I were that confident,” Alyx said. “I’ve seen and felt his power. I don’t know that I can beat that.”

      “It’s not going to be about that, though, is it?” Dawn gave her a knowing look.

      Alyx smiled sadly. “No. But even so, I’m kidding myself to think I can beat him. You haven’t felt his strength, not like I have. Shakar is just a concept to you; you’ve heard stories that he is powerful and could not be defeated, but you’ve seen me, so you think I can match him. But I think we’re all wrong.”

      Dawn frowned in concern. “Where is this coming from? You sounded so confident about facing Shakar earlier.”

      “Saying goodbye to Cayr…I realised I might never see him again. And I’m afraid. I’m afraid for myself, but I’m more afraid for the people I love. And when I think about it—I don’t know if I can do it.”

      “You’re not the only one. We’ll all be there with you.”

      “Dawn…”

      “Alyx, who is your most powerful telepath warrior mage?”

      She managed a smile. “You are.”

      “I will be there, and I will help you defeat Shakar,” Dawn said quietly. “One way or another, Alyx. We’ll all be there.”
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      They left Karonan at dusk. Finally being on the move did little to calm Alyx’s anxiety. It would be nearly two weeks before they could reach DarkSkull Hall and she fretted every moment that Brynn was in Shakar’s hands.

      Cayr had given them his entire force of Bluecoats—led by Tijer—and Taliath for the final fight, taking only his army back to Alistriem. While she appreciated his sacrifice, it only added to her worry—if she didn’t manage to kill Shakar, Alistriem would be horribly vulnerable.

      In addition to the Bluecoats, sixty-three warrior mages, eight Taliath and a hundred mounted militia under Captain Rodin travelled at Alyx’s back. She hoped it would be enough.

      

      After ten days of hard riding they encamped just to the west of Weeping Stead, giving horses and soldiers a rest. Dashan and Ladan found them as night fell. Alyx sat anxiously at a fire with Tarrick, Finn, and Dawn. She waved Tijer and Rothai over to join them.

      “He’s there all right.” Dashan hunkered down beside her.

      “There are at least a thousand Shiven fighters deployed throughout the valley, and I think it’s safe to assume they’re not listening to the new council’s order to retreat,” Ladan said. “It’s a significant force.”

      “One that far outnumbers ours,” Dashan added.

      “With militia and Taliath help, we Bluecoats can handle it, sir,” Tijer spoke confidently.

      “You will have to,” Tarrick said gravely. “The warrior mages will be needed to deal with Shakar’s mages.” He glanced at the two Taliath. “I assume he’s got mages in that valley too?”

      A sharp nod from Ladan. “It was hard to tell exactly because they seemed to be staying inside, but I’d guess more than seventy.”

      Finn sucked in a breath. “That has to be Shakar’s entire mage force. He’s putting everything he has into this.” His eyes met hers. It was what they’d hoped for. But even then she couldn’t feel satisfied, not with Brynn at Shakar’s mercy.

      “He’s taking no chances.” Tarrick nodded.

      “He’s making a mistake,” Dashan said decisively. “If he gets beaten here, he’ll have nothing left.”

      Exactly. She flicked another look at Finn. He couldn’t smile either. Tears suddenly flooded her eyes—Oh, Brynn, your magic may yet have won this for us.

      If I’m strong enough.

      

      The following morning, a militia patrol scouting their back trail intercepted well over a hundred Shiven warriors in hot pursuit. They’d literally been running almost non-stop to catch up with Alyx’s force.

      Dashan rode out to speak with them. An hour later, she watched open-mouthed as he returned, Shiven warriors streaming behind him at a steady, loping run. When they reached the edge of the encampment, they halted and formed up in even rows. Dashan rode forward, a muscular Shiven warrior running at his stirrup.

      “This is Commander Hastor. He and his boys have come to join us.” Dashan told her and Tarrick with a grin.

      “Really?” Tarrick was completely taken aback.

      “Astohar spoke to the council for many hours after you left, Magor-lier. He argued that if we don’t help you destroy Shakar, we can never be true allies,” Hastor said gruffly. “The council agreed with him. Not many liked us coming, but we felt it was our duty.”

      She met his dark Shiven gaze. “Your countrymen are in that valley, Commander Hastor. If you join me, you’ll be fighting them.”

      “They’ve disobeyed an order to retreat,” he said coldly. “That makes them traitors.”

      Alyx offered him her hand. “In that case, you are very welcome.”

      He seemed momentarily surprised, but reached forward to shake her hand. His grip was firm, as solid as he was.

      “Come on, Commander. I’ll help you and your men settle in,” Dashan offered.

      Alyx turned to see Tarrick’s gaze was distant, something like pain on his face. “Hey, are you okay?”

      He wouldn’t look at her, jaw clenched. “My countrymen shame me. They should be here.”

      Her hand settled lightly on his arm. “You’re here, Tarrick Tylender. And that’s enough for me.”

      

      That afternoon, Dashan and Ladan led Alyx and Tarrick up the valley wall from the west, forsaking the main road. Before cresting the rise, they dismounted and left their horses before walking the remainder of the way. Then, keeping hidden within the trees, they crept up to look down at the wide, magnificent valley below.

      Drifts of fallen snow lay scattered across the open space, and the lake in front of the main hall was frozen over. A bitter wind whipped up, making Alyx shiver. The presence of Shiven warriors was obvious—tents clustered at the northern end of the valley, and several hundred of them were drilling furiously by the lake, despite the cold.

      “See the lookouts along the top of the valley wall.” Dashan pointed.

      “I can’t see anything.” Alyx squinted, but all she could make out was trees and snow.

      “Me neither,” Tarrick said. “Are you sure?”

      Ladan nodded. “I’m betting he’s got lookouts all through those hills to the north and south too.”

      “He’s prepared for us,” Dashan murmured. “One of the Taliath reported Shiven scouts to the east of Weeping Stead late last night. They killed two of them, but if there was one patrol, there will be others.”

      “Shakar has mages too, and they only need one telepath to have known the moment we rode into range,” Alyx said. “He knows we’re here.”

      “He’s not moving out to engage us, though.” Dashan considered.

      “He has the defensible position,” Ladan said, turning to give Alyx a stern look. “He wants the Magor-lier to come to him.”

      “As expected. Let’s not keep him waiting,” Tarrick said.

      “Tarrick’s right, there’s no sense in waiting. We move tonight.” Alyx nodded.

      As they climbed back down to the horses, Alyx grabbed Dashan’s arm, holding him back.

      “Everything okay?” he asked in concern.

      “We need to talk,” she said steadily. “About what I need you to do tonight.”

      

      As dusk fell, they gathered together in the centre of the camp. By then, Dawn and Rody had confirmed the presence of mages in the valley. Many were shielded, but Dawn was confident there were more than fifty.

      Shakar was there too. She could feel his presence like a blight on her magic.

      “Let’s go over it one more time,” Tarrick said to the group clustered around the fire. “Dashan?”

      “Under Ladan’s and my command, the conventional forces launch their assault at midnight,” Dashan said. “Tijer, under Ladan you’ll lead the Bluecoats from the north to engage that group of Shiven. Rodin, I’ll bring your boys and the Shiven from the south. Ideally, we’ll force Shakar’s soldiers out onto the open floor of the valley where our cavalry will have the advantage. If the battle starts going our way, it’s likely Shakar will send his mages into the fight.”

      “That’s where I come in,” Dawn spoke. “I’ll be positioned at the top of the valley wall, monitoring Shakar’s mages. If they join the conventional fight, I’ll signal Rothai to counter-attack with our mages. If they don’t, Rothai will hold the mages ready for whatever Shakar has planned.”

      “Your role is critical, Mage Egalion,” Tijer said soberly. “Our men will be decimated if Shakar’s mages attack us without the protection of yours.”

      “I won’t let you down,” Dawn said calmly.

      Alyx nodded. “Once the battle starts, Tarrick, Jayn, Finn, and I will sneak in from the east, using the fighting as a distraction. We’re looking to get Brynn out.”

      “Third Patrol, back in action.” Finn smiled faintly.

      “Dawn, I need you to locate Brynn and lead us to him. I could do it, but the longer I can conserve my power and energy, the better. Once we have him, Finn will get Brynn out while the rest of us go for Shakar.” She glanced away, not wanting any of them to read her true intentions from her expression. Across the fire, Dashan’s eyes glimmered at her. She gave him a reassuring smile. He didn’t look reassured.

      “Once we’ve defeated Shakar’s conventional forces, Dashan and I will pull back from the valley floor,” Ladan said.

      “I believe this is when Shakar will call on his mages, not before,” Rothai said. “He’ll hope his Shiven army can defeat ours, but won’t be overly concerned if they don’t, because he’ll still have his mages.”

      “That fight is yours, Rothai,” she told him. “I won’t be able to fight Shakar and his mages at the same time.”

      He inclined his head.

      “I’d better talk to my men.” Tijer stood. “If we’re to attack at midnight, I want to make sure we move early enough to be in position at the right time.”

      

      A hush of silence, fraught with an intense mix of anticipation and tension, filled the camp as they waited for the appointed time to move. They all understood the magnitude of what they were about to face, and all knew the dire consequences if they failed. And in the back of their minds was the knowledge that if Alyx didn’t manage to defeat Shakar, it wouldn’t matter if they’d beaten the Shiven fighters and mages; they’d likely be dead by morning.

      The Bluecoats grouped around their fires, quietly playing cards. The Shiven warriors carefully sharpened and polished their weapons. The militia joined the Bluecoats in their card games, and the mages talked softly, planning the best way to use and employ their various mage talents.

      Alyx leaned against a log at the central fire, Dashan’s arm draped around her shoulders. Dawn was curled up beside Ladan opposite them, with Tarrick and Finn between them.

      “Do you remember the first time we rode through the gates of DarkSkull?” Dawn asked softly.

      “I do.” Half of her had been with Dashan, the warmth of his hug lingering even though he’d ridden away moments earlier. The other had been afraid of what came next. And all of her had been hungry and cold. She’d been spoiled and arrogant and utterly unprepared for DarkSkull. And now here she was, powerful mage warrior and leader of the mage order. Unbelievable.

      “You were still making us call you Lady Egalion back then.” Finn chuckled.

      “And Ladan was scary,” Jayn added, grinning wider as he scowled. “You refused to speak a word for weeks, and even though you had no magic you decimated anyone Rothai partnered you with at morning sparring.”

      “And I thought getting into Galien’s group was the most important thing ever.” Tarrick shook his head. “I had no idea.”

      “The moment I rode away I wanted to come back.” Dashan’s voice was rough. “And not just for Alyx.”

      She leaned into him, his arm tightening a little around her. The twins beamed at him across the fire.

      “And look at us now.” Dawn smiled distantly. “Mage warriors and Taliath.”

      There was silence for a moment as they all looked at each other.

      Eventually, Ladan glanced up at the stars. “Time to go.”

      Alyx stood first. “We do this together.”
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      Almost as one, the camp moved into action when Alyx stood.

      Ladan and Dashan were the first to leave, both young men giving her stern looks from the saddle.

      “No stupid risks, Aly-girl.”

      “Promise,” she said. “I will see you soon.”

      “You better mean that, mage-girl,” Dashan muttered, leaning down to kiss her hard. She slid her hand around his neck, prolonging the kiss.

      “See you soon, Dash.”

      Ladan barked an order and kicked his horse into a gallop. With a jaunty tip of his hat, Tijer led the Bluecoats after him at a fast trot, Casta giving Alyx a wink as he joined Tijer at the head of the column.

      Tearing his eyes away from Alyx, Dashan spurred his horse over to the militia. “Let’s ride!” he whooped. Affected by his enthusiasm, they cheered, urging their horses after him into the darkness. Hastor flashed a fierce smile full of teeth and he and his Shiven fell in behind the militia at an easy lope.

      Once they were gone, hoofbeats vanishing into the distance, the Taliath gathered in the clearing; young men and women who had managed to escape the Mage Council’s hunting and who had trained on ShadowFall Island under Alyx’s father. And another. Cayr’s final gift to Alyx—Jenna, Huntress sheathed at her waist. Around them came the mages, standing in a single, unified group.

      “Mages and Taliath fight together?” Tarrick smiled at Alyx.

      “As it should always have been,” she murmured.

      “Good luck, Magor-lier.” Rothai bowed before her.

      Alyx caught his gaze. “Win this fight for me, Rothai, and I’ll do my best to avenge the deaths of your family.”

      Rothai straightened, his blue eyes flaring brightly before settling into ice-cold focus. He nodded once, then turned to call the mages and Taliath to him. Dawn joined them after a fierce hug from her twin.

      “Be safe,” Alyx sent to Dawn’s mind.

      “You too. I’ll be with you, Alyx. I love you.”

      Then they too were gone, moving up over the ridge. They would wait at the summit with Dawn, ready to be called into the fight once Shakar’s mages engaged. Only the members of Third Patrol remained now, and as Alyx looked at them all one by one, she saw only steady determination. It bolstered her.

      “We’d best go,” Finn said.

      Alyx nodded, smiled as Jayn brought Tingo over to her. He snorted and butted her shoulder affectionately. She curled her hands in his silky mane, taking strength from an old companion.

      “It will be just like old times.” Finn grinned. “Tarrick and Alyx trying to see who can beat the other up the valley wall.”

      Jayn snorted. “I’m going to beat all of you up the wall.”

      

      They rode through darkness, carefully shielding. The echoing clash of fighting broke out as they reached the top of the valley wall. Alyx thought briefly of the soldiers fighting for them, and wished them all the best, before focusing on what was ahead of her.

      “Remember last time we made this trip?” Tarrick murmured in the darkness, white teeth flashing.

      “Not the best memory to recall in these circumstances.” Alyx smiled. It had been the night her magic broke out for the first time—a nightmare experience of fear and pain, and yet that night cemented the friendship between her, Tarrick, and the twins. A friendship that had survived everything that had come since. Finn glanced over at her with a little smile and she hoped he was thinking the same thing.

      At the edge of the forest lining the valley floor, they left the horses to move on foot. It was too dark to see much beyond the hulking shadows of DarkSkull’s buildings, but the ring of steel and cries of battle from the north and south were unmistakable.

      Rather than magic—detectable by any of Shakar’s mages—they used their knowledge of the academy grounds to sneak from cover to cover, slowly making their way to orchards that were now overgrown and wild, despite winter having shredded the leaves. Now she had no choice but to use magic.

      “Dawn? We’re hunkered down in the orchards.”

      “I found Brynn, he’s in the main hall, but upstairs. I think maybe the library but it’s hard to be sure with all that thick stone. Alyx…”

      “What?” Her pulse picked up at the strange note in Dawn’s voice.

      “I can barely sense him. I think…it’s not good.”

      In the darkness, Alyx reached out to touch Tarrick’s arm. He shifted closer, sensing her need for support. “I don’t suppose you can sense Shakar?”

      “No, he’s shielding. He could be with Brynn for all I know.”

      “And the mages?”

      “There are some in the main hall, but if you take the entrance through the kitchens and go up via the servants’ stairs you’ll avoid them. Most are scattered through the old dormitory buildings, but they’re awake, restless. I think they’re waiting for Shakar’s order to move.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Be careful.”

      Alyx let go of the connection and turned to the others, relaying what Dawn had told her.

      “I’ll go first,” Jayn said in a murmur. “That way if we hit unexpected trouble I can shield us.”

      “Check your mental shields too,” Finn warned. “If you slip and there are telepaths in there, this thing will be over before it begins.”

      They dashed across the open space, then pressed themselves against the wall of the main hall. Jayn led the way as they crept towards the kitchen entrance and eased open the door. At the threshold, Alyx took a deep breath, gripping her staff with tense fingers. Her heart pounded. This was it.

      Dawn’s magic suddenly brushed over her mind, and she let the mage in. “Dawn, what is it?”

      “It’s Brynn. I can barely feel his thoughts anymore.”

      “I’ll find him.”

      “Brynn’s in trouble,” she told the others. “We need to find him quickly.”

      Once inside, running as quietly as they could through darkened kitchens and then up the servants’ stairs, Alyx wondered with every step whether they were about to run into Shakar. Her hands were slick with sweat, and worry for Brynn was so fierce she was barely able to keep herself calm enough to maintain her shield.

      They reached the hall leading down to the library without running into Shakar or any of his mages. Light crept out of the open doors.

      Tarrick groaned softly. “Could it look any more like a trap?”

      “You know the plan.” Alyx swallowed. “If we get caught in there, Finn takes Brynn while the rest of us fight.”

      Jayn led the way again, her hand raised and ready to summon a shield in an instant. They moved cautiously into the library. All Howell’s beloved books were gone, burned or taken by the council after the attack. The rows and rows of empty bookshelves gave the place a mournful air. But Alyx barely noticed, her gaze going straight to the crumpled figure lying in the centre of the floor.

      “Brynn!”

      She sprinted across the room and dropped to her knees by his body, letting her staff fall to the ground so that she could turn him over. His head lolled in her lap, limp. Numerous cuts bled sluggishly through tears in his mage cloak, his face was badly bruised, and his arm lay at an awkward angle on the floor.

      Brynn’s eyes flickered open. “Alyx…” he breathed.

      That effort was too much and his eyes closed again. With her limited healing power, Alyx could sense how close to dying he was; he’d lost too much blood and his skin was pale and close to translucent.

      “I’ve got him.” Finn dropped down opposite her, one hand going to Brynn’s forehead, the other resting against his chest. She glanced up to see Tarrick hovering over them, staff drawn, while Jayn guarded the door.

      “Oh Brynn, I’m so sorry.” She took his hand, cradled it in both of hers. “I took too long, I’m sorry.”

      “It…okay,” he whispered, then coughed. “Worked…what you wanted. Followed, captured…me…distraction from…”

      “I’m here,” she murmured. Finn’s expression was one of deep focus and effort, and she suppressed the urge to ask him how Brynn was. Sweat beaded on the healer’s forehead, and Alyx silently wished him all her strength. “Stay with us. Finn’s here, he’ll help. Stay with us.”

      A smile flickered across his face. “Did…what you needed. Tell…” He coughed again, his body convulsing as it went into shock. “Tell…Sarah...” His voice rallied. “Love her…I’m sorry.”

      Tears streamed down her face. “You’re going to be okay. You can’t die on me, Brynn.”

      Brynn shook his head and his eyes flickered shut again as he fought against unconsciousness. His body was trembling in hers, his breathing becoming weaker.

      “Brynn, no!” Alyx shouted as he slumped against the floor, eyes closing. “Finn!”

      Finn sat back on his heels, white with exhaustion. “His body has lost too much blood. I don’t know if I can save him.”

      “You have to!” Alyx stared at him. “This is Brynn, you have to help him.”

      “I’ve done what I can for now.” Finn stopped, shook his head as he fought for his own clarity. “But we need to get him out, somewhere safe, away from the fighting. If he’s going to recover, he’ll need more healing later and space to rest.”

      Alyx glanced between Finn and Tarrick, and the Zandian mage’s jaw clenched. “Finn, it will have to be you,” he said. “Jayn can’t carry him and I need to stick with Alyx.”

      Finn nodded, kneeling to pick up Brynn gently in his arms. “I’ll get him clear, then I’ll come back to join you.”

      Finn turned and left, his long strides carrying him quickly out of the library. The hopeless look that he’d worn was too much. This was her fault. She’d asked Brynn to be a part of her plan and now he was probably going to die for it. She swayed on her feet and would have fallen if Tarrick hadn’t been standing right beside her. The same gut-wrenching grief she’d felt on watching Cario die swept through her.

      “We have to keep going.” Tarrick’s voice was strong. “It’s what he would want. Let Finn get Brynn out while we do what we came here for.”

      Alyx nodded, piece by piece putting away her grief until she could stand straight-shouldered again.

      “Alyx?” Dawn’s magic brushed her shield.

      “What?”

      “Shakar is in the main hall. He’s waiting for you.” A pause then, “The mages are moving too. He’s sending them out to engage our army. The Bluecoats have taken the northern half of the valley, and they’re herding all the remaining Shiven towards the militia and Hastor’s soldiers. Rothai is moving to meet them. There are so many, though.”

      “Get the soldiers out. Tell Ladan it’s about to begin,” she said then, unable to keep the grief from her voice, “Finn has Brynn. They’re coming to you.”

      Sadness came back through their link. “Trust Finn, Alyx, and focus on what you have to do.”

      Alyx bent down to pick up Cario’s staff. “Let’s go and kill Shakar.”

      

      Alyx ran back down the stairs with Tarrick and Jayn and out through the kitchens. It was well past midnight, but a full moon overhead bathed the wide valley floor in its glow. They stepped outside the kitchen door just as an explosion of fire plumed into the sky from the south, lighting up the night.

      The valley floor was covered now with fighting soldiers. Voices shouted—the Bluecoats responding to the retreat order. Mage fire lit up again, followed by the bright flash of a concussion burst. Magic tingled against her senses, alive and all around her. She hoped Ladan’s soldiers got clear quickly enough.

      “Where’s Shakar?” Tarrick asked.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, took a deep breath, then turned to face them. “He’s in the main hall, waiting. Tarrick, you and Jayn need to go and help Rothai.”

      “What are you talking about?” He frowned. “We’re fighting with you.”

      “Tarrick, Rothai needs Third Patrol right now,” Alyx told him patiently. “If Shakar’s mages overwhelm us, the battle is lost. I can’t fight Shakar and his mages together.”

      “How many times do we have to have this discussion?” Tarrick was angry. “Shakar is right there. We’re your mages, Alyx, and it’s our job to fight with you.”

      “Your magic isn’t going to help!” she shouted. “He is invulnerable. If you come with me, you’ll only be a liability, leverage he can use against me. He knows you’re my weakness, because he knows how much I love you.”

      Tarrick flinched as if struck. “I’m your protector.”

      She stepped up to him. “And you can help me by using that powerful magic of yours to defeat Shakar’s mages. We can do this together.”

      For a long moment he stared at her, then he stepped forward and threw his arms around her. “You’re my Magor-lier and my friend. Please come back from this.”

      “I’ll do my best,” she said, utterly taken aback by his show of affection.

      “I want a hug too.” Jayn shouldered Tarrick aside and hugged her warmly. “You go get him, Magor-lier.”

      Feeling the brush on her mind, Alyx opened herself to Dawn.

      “I’m with you too, Alyx.”

      “Finn will be back any moment. Go lead Third Patrol and win this fight for us, Tarrick,” Alyx told him.

      He nodded, gave her one last look, then he turned and began running towards the battle. Jayn was only a step behind. They held their mage staffs high, their profiles illuminated in the sudden flash of mage fire.

      “Brynn is with us.” Dawn spoke to all of them. “So is Cario. Let’s do this for them.”
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      Alyx walked around to the front of the hall and up the stone steps. Her cloak was warm around her shoulders, Cario’s staff glimmering in her hand. Now that he was no longer shielding himself, Shakar’s presence was clear and bright. It was the presence from her nightmares. But it was also her godfather, a man she’d loved.

      Unlike the last time she’d been here, the hall was lit by lanterns running along each wall. The chairs and tables that had once been used for academy assemblies were pushed to the side, cluttered together in a heap. The stone at the far end was charred from his attack all those years ago.

      There was little left of the place that had once been full of mage initiates and apprentices, yet their magic lived on, in the walls, the floor, the very fabric of the place.

      Shakar waited for her in the middle of the hall. He wore a flowing black mage robe, looking just like the Astor she’d known all her life, but his eyes gleamed with a power she’d never seen in her godfather, and his face was harder and far less forgiving than the man she’d loved. He said nothing when she appeared, merely watched her move inside the hall and take a few steps towards him.

      “You’re outdated, Astor.” She pointed at his clothes. “We wear blue now.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “You’re going with humour?”

      “I thought about threats and a promise to see you die.” She shrugged. “But I don’t like to brag.”

      “Your mother couldn’t kill me. What makes you think you can?”

      Alyx stilled.

      “That’s right,” Shakar said, catching the flash of pain on Alyx’s face. “She came to me, thinking she could best me, could kill me. She thought if she defeated me, the Mage Council would leave her and Garan alone.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes. He thought he was being clever, causing her pain, breaking her focus, but he was wrong. The knowledge of what her mother had sacrificed gave her strength.

      “I won’t fail where she did,” Alyx told him.

      “A sickeningly sweet sentiment.” Shakar sounded bored. “But erroneous. Very soon, I’m going to be the head of the mage order.”

      Outside there was a loud explosion, followed quickly by two more. Through the windows high in the wall came bright flashes of mage power in battle. Quickly, she reached out to Dawn.

      “Rothai and Tarrick have engaged the mages. Shakar’s Shiven fighters are falling back into the western foothills and our forces are attacking from behind. I think they’re clear of any magical fallout.” Dawn informed her.

      “Good. Make sure they stay back.”

      “It’s not going so well for you out there,” Alyx said.

      He shrugged. “We both know I don’t need a conventional army. Your trick in Karonan was clever, but once I defeat you here tonight, I’ll use my new mage order to take it all back.”

      “I’m curious as to how you plan on doing that, given I’m now invulnerable.” She kept her voice light, curious.

      “Invulnerability only lasts as long as one’s stamina. I will exhaust you, and then I will kill you.” He seemed momentarily puzzled. “You were foolish to come here, to walk into my trap like this—I truly worried my ruse wouldn’t work.”

      She chuckled then, a fierceness rising up in her. “Oh, but Astor, don’t you see? The ruse was mine.”

      He frowned, clearly not understanding.

      “I knew you would come for me once Karonan was taken. You can’t afford to leave me alive anymore. I needed you to think you had the upper hand.” She spoke slowly, clearly, so he would understand exactly what she was saying. “Brynn’s magic is in his voice, did you know that? I’m guessing not, because to you he would just be a lesser mage. A lesser mage who gave himself up to you, who convinced you that you had the advantage, that you were trapping me. But this is exactly what I wanted.”

      “No.” Shakar shook his head. “You expect me to believe you sacrificed one of your closest friends? For what? To walk in here thinking you can defeat me. Good try girl, but I don’t buy it.”

      “Wrong, again,” she said. “Because I didn’t walk in here to defeat you.”

      True confusion flashed over his face and it almost made her laugh. Finn had been right, gloriously, wonderfully right.

      “We’re both invulnerable, Astor. I’ve known for years that I can’t defeat you with magic.” She met his gaze, forced him to look at her. “But you knew that too. And that’s the real reason you suggested to the council that getting rid of the Taliath might be a good idea. You played on their fears to get what you wanted. The removal of the one thing that had the ability to defeat you.”

      Realisation started creeping across his face, his eyes widening almost comically.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” she said simply. “But they are.”

      Three figures moved into the light then, one from each side of Shakar and one directly behind. All moved with the sublime grace of a Taliath, and their naked swords gleamed in the firelight cast by the lanterns.

      “You remember my brother, of course?” she said. “And Jenna Aridlen—you sent Casovar to kill her parents.” The smile on her face widened. “Then there’s the man who made me invulnerable. Dashan Caverlock. They’re all invulnerable to your magic, and they’re the finest warriors I’ve ever known.”

      Shakar backed up, reaching into his cloak to draw his own Taliath sword. “You can play all the tricks you like, but I wield magic with a skill you’ve never seen before. I can’t touch them directly, but that doesn’t make my magic useless.”

      “I know,” she said, and lifted her glimmering arms into the air. “And that’s where I come in.”

      “Too much talking,” Dashan shouted, moving faster than lightning. He had Heartfire slashing towards Shakar’s throat before Alyx even realised what was happening. Shakar’s own Taliath reflexes were all that saved him, his blade meeting Dashan’s with a loud ringing. For the briefest of moments they were still, two blades locked, matching snarls as they stared each other down.

      And then they disengaged, and the battle began.

      Ladan and Jenna wasted no time in joining the fight. Shakar danced and weaved, moving quickly enough that they couldn’t close on him together. He took a few moments to test them, learning what he was up against, then he summoned his magic. When Mageson came swinging at him he vanished, reappearing a few steps away behind Jenna. She dodged his thrust, sent his blade flying away, then countered. When Dashan closed on him, he vanished again, getting himself out of the trap.

      The three Taliath worked together, like they were all tied to the same piece of string. They stalked with the patience of a hunter seeking its prey. Alyx stood ready. Shakar couldn’t keep avoiding forever—he would have to go on the attack eventually.

      And then there was a loud whooshing sound as one of the chairs by the wall erupted into flame. It flew into the air, arrowing straight towards Jenna’s head.

      Alyx didn’t think. She sank into her magic, drew on Cario’s talent and used it to send the chair flying off course, crashing into the opposite wall. Jenna glanced up, cold fury shuttering her features, and then she leapt at Shakar. Frustration escaped her in a growl when he vanished again.

      The Taliath blades rang and hissed as they clanged together over and over. Alyx summoned her power and lit Dashan’s Heartfire and Ladan’s Mageson with bright green flame and Huntress with bright blue. From then on, each time Dashan or Jenna got close to hitting Shakar, whenever their blades skimmed by his cloak, the bright flame would set him alight. Shakar would douse the flames instantly, but it took magic to do it.

      Shakar used more magic, lifting chairs and sending them raining down over his attackers. Alyx drowned herself in her magic and fought desperately to send each flying away from its target. The temptation to strike out at Shakar directly was close to overpowering, but she fought it. It would only waste her energy.

      It wasn’t only his sheer power that was staggering, but the skill with which he used it. He fought three opponents and used magic at the same time as if it were as easy as putting on his shoes. He’d clearly used every one of his long years to practice and hone his craft.

      And the part of her that wasn’t countering everything he threw at the Taliath acknowledged what a beautiful sight was unfolding before her, four elite Taliath dancing around each other, swords blurring through the air. At one point, possibly from frustration, Shakar raised his free hand and sent a violet concussion burst erupting through the room.

      Jenna, Dashan, and Ladan dropped flat to the ground, protected by their invulnerability, as the concussion wave spread out in a violet-edged circle. Alyx stood, buffeted but not touched, as the wave passed by her.

      “Invulnerable, remember?” she screamed at him.

      Shakar let out a cry of almost inhuman rage.

      Ignoring it, Dashan leapt to his feet, closed in on Shakar’s cloaked figure. His blade was a blur as he danced, ducked, weaved and slashed. Jenna’s blonde hair gleamed in the light, streaming around her as she fought at Dashan’s side, lunging when he pulled back, shifting when he attacked. Ladan paced, sword swinging from his hand, ready to pounce at the first opening that presented itself.

      A wall of flame erupted, not unlike the one Galien had used on Alyx before she killed him. Magic couldn’t touch Taliath, but fire could. The flames bore down on the fighting figures, Shakar throwing up his mage shield.

      A roar of effort tore from Alyx as she ran down the steps, drawing on magic, dropping her shield down over the Taliath. Jenna grabbed Ladan’s arm, dragging him to her and huddling close to Dashan, wisely giving Alyx less space to cover.

      Flame licked at her shield, illuminating a frozen tableau. Alyx gritted her teeth against the drain on her magic, feet set apart, arms thrust outwards. Shakar pushed and pushed, feeding the flames. His shield flickered. Ladan caught that, shifted as if to try and break through.

      The fire vanished and Shakar with it. He reappeared a few paces away, sweating freely, chest heaving with exertion. Alyx dropped her shield, slumping. More chairs lifted into the air, Shakar summoning a wind to send them whirling through the hall. The strength of the wind forced the Taliath back, and he let go of all the chairs at the same time.

      It was more than Alyx had ever had to do before, control so many flying objects at once. But she held Cario’s staff in her hands, the staff of the most skilled telekinetic mage ever to attend DarkSkull. And all at once she was back in that training room, Howell watching with a small smile as she and Cario used yellow and green balls to chase each other around the room, delighting in each other and the competition. She’d wished then for his exquisite skill and now it flooded her.

      Cario, my friend. Thank you.

      Her eyes closed and her magic reached out, not as a sweeping force, but as tendrils of power. Each one wrapped around a chair, pulling it from its orbit. But Shakar countered her, his power wrapping the chairs too. He hopped around the hall, flashing in and out of existence, avoiding the Taliath that came after him in an unending wave.

      Sweat poured down her back, legs trembling. Everything she had was tied up in countering Shakar’s magic.

      “Alyx has him almost fully engaged!” Dashan realised it first, his voice rippling through the wind and sounds of battle outside. “Go at him!”

      Shakar had to let go to defend himself. Chairs crashed to the ground all around, one barely missing her. Ladan stepped forward, Mageson licking out quicksilver fast. And Shakar stumbled, blood pouring from a long gash down his arm. Ladan’s triumphant roar rang through the hall.

      “Alyx!” Jenna’s cool voice, tinged with weariness. “You can do what he can do, remember!”

      I can!

      She let out a shout of effort as she dragged up every inch of mage power she had and used it to send chair after chair at Shakar in one continuous stream. The Taliath worked with her, weaving with unbelievable agility around the flying chairs, attacking each time Shakar had to move to avoid one.

      Magic roped through her. She felt herself become her magic. Her mind floated, almost separating from her body, as the true strength and power of what was inside her came sweeping out and around, clashing with a roar into the incredible power that was inside Shakar.

      Her awareness expanded outwards, her mind let loose on the searing tide of her telepathic magic. There was Tarrick; he stood, legs planted firmly apart, face set deep in concentration as he sent concussion burst after concussion burst at three opponents at once. She heard the great roar he gave as he broke through the shielding of the first and then the second, killing them both. Bright red flame lit up the sky near him, and he ducked, rolled, and came up shouting orders.

      She saw Nordan then, the ice mage back to back with Finn as they fought fiercely against more mages; sensed as Finn sent a steady flow of strength into Nordan while he flung spears of ice at anyone who came near, his face a mask of weariness and fierce determination.

      Then there was Rothai, his form almost a blur as he fought with the sublime power of a pure warrior mage, his staff spinning and dealing death as his power exploded around him, killing anything in his path. He broke through a knot of Shiven mages, and called back to those behind him, running forward to widen the breach.

      Jayn hunkered down beside the fallen bodies of two injured mages, concentrating with a steely focus as she held her shield steady over them. Fire and concussive energy slammed repeatedly into the shield, but she held it, despite the exhaustion lining her face and the trembling of her hands.

      And Dawn, drained of energy now but there in Alyx’s mind, sending her nothing but pure confidence that Alyx could win this, that she would win this.

      “YOU CANNOT DEFEAT ME!” The shout seemed torn from Shakar’s very soul.

      The ground began shuddering under their feet. Gasping for air, Alyx temporarily let go of her magic, glancing around. Shakar stood in the centre of the room, surrounded by a wall of flame the Taliath couldn’t penetrate. His hands were lifted towards the sky and he was summoning magic, so much magic.

      The ground rocked again, and then there was an almighty crack in the roof above.

      He was bringing the roof down on them.

      For a moment Alyx quailed—she couldn’t combat this depth of power. He was going to win and they were going to die.

      “Alyx.”

      Dashan’s voice. His gaze was on her, steady and reassuring. “What can’t we do, together?”

      She nodded, licked her dry lips. Above them the roof cracked open, stone and debris already beginning to fall. Ladan and Jenna prowled the fire circle, glances shifting from the roof, frustration evident in every move. Dashan stood still, watching Alyx. The idiot was smiling.

      She closed her eyes and drew up everything she could, every bit of power her mother had given her, every bit of love and support her father and brother had given her, the faith Dawn had in her, everything Dashan meant to her and the love she felt for her friends. Once it was gathered, she focused it with Jayn’s sheer grit and determination, refined it with Finn’s intelligence and cool logic, bolstered it with Tarrick’s heart and Brynn’s warmth then let loose with Dashan’s reckless courage.

      “This is for my mother,” Alyx whispered as she threw it all at him.

      The roof stopped caving in, the stones halting mid-flight as her magic caught them. Shakar bellowed, pouring more of his strength into ripping at the roof.  They strained against each other for what seemed like an age, neither giving in.

      Alyx hung on, eyes closed, everything in her refusing to let go, to back down.

      Then Shakar staggered backwards half a step. The flames around him flickered as he drew energy from the flame wall to fight Alyx.

      Dashan didn’t hesitate.

      He leaped straight through the flames with a roar of anger. Shakar was exhausted, drained of magic and weakened from his duel with Alyx. Dashan disarmed him in a single move. Shakar’s sword clattered to the ground and Dashan didn’t hesitate in stepping forward and running Heartfire through Shakar’s chest.

      The darkmage staggered, coughed.

      The flames disappeared. The pull on her magic disappeared. Dashan yanked his sword out and kicked the mage contemptuously, forcing him to fall hard to the ground, grievously wounded. Then, with one graceful move, Dashan stepped forward and drove Garan Egalion’s sword down through Shakar’s heart.

      

      “Alyx!” Ladan shouted, running for her.

      “I can’t move,” she said through gritted teeth. Shakar’s incredible magic had done too much damage before dying. The whole structure above her was fatally cracked through, thick stone ready to collapse into rubble.

      And her magic was the only thing holding it back.

      “You have to go,” she said. “I can’t hold this much longer.”

      “What about you?” Jenna’s beautiful features were dusted with soot and dust, but Alyx thought she’d never looked more magnificent.

      “If I let go we all die here. Please!” she gave a shout of effort as her magic began to waver. “Go.”

      “I’m not leaving you, Aly-girl.” Ladan’s face was set. “There’s nothing you can say to change my mind. We’ll think of something.”

      “There’s no time.” Her breath sobbed out of her. Magic was beginning to burn through her muscle and bone. There was a groan above and a single boulder crashed to the floor. Jenna hovered, clearly torn. “This whole structure is coming down. Please, go.”

      “Alyx.” Dashan was there, dark eyes steady on hers.

      “Dash, please,” she whispered. “He’s my brother.”

      He gave her a single nod, and then he turned. Heartfire was still drawn and he lifted it, bringing the hilt down hard on the back of Ladan’s head. Shock and fury flashed through her brother’s green eyes in the moment before he crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

      “Jenna, help!” Dashan bent to lift Ladan’s shoulders.

      She took his legs and they lifted him, but then she hesitated. “Alyx…”

      “Go!” she said, “Tell Cayr I love him, that I’m sorry.”

      “I will,” Jenna promised.

      Alyx hung on, sucking in breaths, shoulders sagging under the weight of what she was holding up. Her magic was draining quickly. Another piece of stone slammed into the floor, hard. Dust flew, showering Dashan and Jenna as they got Ladan to the door.

      She watched, waiting for the moment when they were clear. They disappeared, and she began counting. A count of twenty should give them time to get far enough away before the whole building came down. Everything hurt, her breath panting in and out too fast, a scream of effort building up inside her. She just had to hold a few more seconds…

      She’d reached ten when a tall figure came running back through the door, light and graceful on his feet as he dodged chairs and boulders to come and stand before her. His eyes were warm as he regarded her.

      “You didn’t seriously think I was leaving you to die, mage-girl?”

      “I can’t—” Tears flooded her cheeks.

      He stepped forward, wrapping his arms around her, his voice soft in her ear. “I’ve got you. Focus everything you have on the magic holding this building together. Focus on my voice. I’ll hold you up.”

      She did as he asked, letting the strength go out of her legs, allowing him to keep her standing. But even then it was too much. “Too hard,” she mumbled.

      “Just a little bit longer,” he soothed. “Dawn’s outside. I need you to let her in, sweetheart. She needs to talk to you.”

      There was no strength for shielding anymore, and once Dashan made her aware of Dawn, it was easy to let her mind in.

      “Alyx, I’ve got you.” Dawn filled her mind, wrapping it in strength and determination. “Can you hold on a little longer? I’ll help.”

      Everything in her was burning, muscles trembling, her magic beginning to flicker and die. Thousands of tons of stone were bearing down on her. Another stone smashed to the floor, terrifyingly close. She didn’t even have the strength to respond to Dawn. Dimly she heard running feet.

      “Can you do it?” Dashan’s voice.

      “I’ll give it a damn good try.” Jayn’s voice, as cheerful as always.

      Alyx whimpered and Dashan’s arms tightened around her. Dawn soothed her distress, sending her constant encouragement. A hand rested on her shoulder and a trickle of strength supplemented her draining power. Finn.

      Then Dashan’s voice at her ear. “You can let go now, Alyx. I’m right here.”

      And she did.
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      She woke to darkness and a mouth full of dust. Everything in her body hurt and her magic was gone. Not even a spark lived inside her.

      “How are we doing?” Incredibly, Dashan’s voice.

      “A little cramped,” Jayn rasped.

      Alyx tried to stretch, but found herself hemmed in by rough stone. Panicked, she struggled to move, and was stopped by a warm hand grabbing hers.

      “You doing okay, mage-girl?”

      She swallowed. “What…?”

      “Try not to think about the fact we’re currently buried under the remains of DarkSkull Hall,” Finn said. His voice was ragged with exhaustion.

      What!

      “Well, it’s not like we had time to come up with a more detailed plan,” Dashan said, pebbles tumbling around them as he shifted.

      “He’s hilarious, your future husband,” Dawn’s voice slid into Alyx’s mind. “Just be patient. We’ve nearly got you.”

      Alyx became aware of a distant thudding sound. Another followed it, and another, the sounds growing closer and closer. Then a blast went off so close it sent dust and shards of rock raining down on them. The breath left Alyx in a rush as Dashan scrambled on top of her. Once it stopped, a bright shaft of light shone down on them.

      Above them stood Tarrick, haggard, trembling, Dawn’s hand on his shoulder as he sent concussion blasts into the stone around them. Jenna hovered, sharp gaze watching Tarrick’s progress. She was the first to see he’d broken through and stopped him with a shout.

      “Aly-girl!” Ladan scrambled down.

      Dashan let out a whoop so loud she almost winced. “It worked!”

      She pushed him aside and dragged herself over to where Finn was sitting, a dangerously pale Jayn tucked in his arms. His green eyes glittered against the heavy shadows under them.

      “Third patrol wins again,” he said tiredly, head slumping back against the rock.

      “Thank you,” she told them both, meaning it with everything she had.

      Ladan landed with a thud, Tarrick barely a step behind. She found herself being caught up in her brother’s arms and carried to the surface. Dashan came right after her, then Tarrick carrying Jayn, and lastly Finn. Dawn flew at her twin and the two of them wrapped each other in a fierce embrace.

      “I’m all right.” With Ladan’s arm helping she managed to stay standing, but it was an effort to catch her breath. “I just used too much magic. I’m okay. I’ll be fine.”

      He pulled her hard against his chest. “Really, you’re okay?”

      “I’m okay.” She pulled back to smile at him. “You?”

      “I’m good,” he said, and then an expression of awe came over his face “We did it.”

      “Yeah, we did it.” Excitement and joy bubbled up in her chest.

      Ladan’s face softened and for the first time ever she saw tears in her brother’s green eyes. “We avenged her, Aly-girl. You and me. For Mama.”

      She was too choked up to reply and simply nodded, clutching her brother’s arm so tightly he would likely have bruises later.

      “Look,” Dawn said with a gasp, pointing at the sky.

      Alyx looked where she was pointing and a slow smile crossed her face at the sight of a bright orange dawn lighting up the horizon.

      “What’s the status?” Dashan asked, looking at Tarrick.

      “Shakar’s Shiven warriors are dead or captured.” Tarrick’s skin was barely visible under the layer of blood and grime that covered his face. “We defeated their mages too. Some are captured but most are dead.”

      “So it’s over?” Jenna asked wonderingly.

      “Yeah, I think it might be,” Finn said, turning practical as always. “And now Alyx and Jayn need to see a mage healer. I’ve got nothing left, and they’ve both overused their magic horribly.”

      It didn’t take long for those gathered nearby to see Alyx and the others emerge from the rubble. Like a stream charting a new course, they all began moving towards her—Bluecoats, mages, Shiven, militia, an eager mass of tired, wounded fighters. Grinning, Dashan leapt up on the nearest piece of fallen stone.

      “He’s dead!” he told them in a loud, gleeful shout. “Shakar is dead.”

      There was a moment of silence as the news sank in, then a shout of triumph went up that quickly echoed across the valley. Cheers and claps and whistles reverberated around and through them, and Alyx felt giddy from a combination of exhaustion and joy.

      Rothai was the first to reach Alyx. Blood trickled down his cheek from a nasty-looking gash, and he was limping, but his face was alight with triumph, and he couldn’t stop smiling as he stared down at Alyx. “Thank you, Magor-lier. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

      “You held up your end, Rothai,” she told him with a smile. “I saw you fighting with everything you had. You all did.”

      “Together, right? Wasn’t that always the plan?” Dawn said, tears in her eyes.

      “From that very first day at DarkSkull.” Finn wrapped an arm around his sister, looking close to tears himself.

      Alyx squeezed Dashan’s hand in hers, again unable to speak. He squeezed back, similarly struck.

      Hoofbeats sounded then, five showy cavalry horses galloping across the open ground towards them. Casta was off his horse first, but Tijer was only a step behind. Both saluted sharply.

      “Allow us the honour of escorting you to the healer, Magor-lier?”

      “Granted.” She nodded, smiling helplessly, and the five Bluecoats formed up around Alyx and her friends, Rothai and Jenna falling away gracefully.

      She was beyond weary—her thoughts weren’t entirely clear and she suspected her overuse of magic was going to have consequences. Already she felt a touch feverish, and her muscles trembled uncontrollably. But there were things she had to do before she could rest…she tried to think…Brynn!

      She spun to look at Finn. “Brynn?”

      “Still alive,” Finn told her, his voice tinged with exhaustion. “Leanli has been working on him since the fighting out here ended. I’ll show you to where he is. You should let Leanli look at you too.”

      Ladan left them to go and begin rounding up the Bluecoats and militia, Dashan reluctantly joining him on Alyx’s insistence. Finn led her, Tarrick, and Dawn to a large, hastily-erected tent which was being used to treat the injured.

      Brynn lay on a pallet alongside the other injured mages and soldiers. His skin was deathly pale, and he looked thin and fragile. Leanli came straight over at Finn’s call.

      “Will he be all right?” Dawn asked.

      “It’s hard to say,” the healer murmured. “He’s deeply unconscious, and he lost a lot of blood. Even if he survives the night, it’s unclear if he’ll ever wake up.”

      Alyx sat down beside the pallet, taking Brynn’s cold hand in hers. “You did it,” she whispered. “He’s gone, Brynn. I’m so sorry for what I asked you to do.”

      “He did it willingly.” Tarrick’s hand landed on her shoulder. “As you would have done for him. That’s what our friendship means. It’s what Shakar could never understand.”

      “It’s why we beat him,” Dawn added.

      “And now you must let me look at you, Magor-lier,” Leanli said in a tone that brooked no argument.

      “Jayn first,” Alyx said, pointing to where Finn was already helping her onto a spare pallet. “I wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for her.”

      She sat as her legs went suddenly weak under her. The moments of Shakar’s death replayed through her mind unbidden as she leaned forward to rest her face in her hands. His prone body was clear as day, in death his face losing all its bitterness and hate and becoming that of her beloved godfather.

      Astor was dead.

      Her shoulders shuddered and she fought back a sob. Shakar had deserved to die. But Astor had loved her. He’d been the man Shakar would have been, if only he’d made different choices. And he’d died too.
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      Despite their wounded and exhausted force, Alyx didn’t want to linger at DarkSkull any longer than necessary. She wanted to get home, as did her brother and the twins. Brynn was alive but still in a deep coma. She, Tarrick, and the twins rode out to Fotiya on the morning after the battle. Telling Sarah and Brynn’s family what had happened was one of the hardest things she’d ever had to do.

      “We’d like you to come with us,” Tarrick said to them. “Brynn will recover much more quickly with his family around him.”

      “We will leave him here with you if that’s what you want, but there are more healer mages in Alistriem,” Alyx added.

      “And I am his friend and a healer. I promise to do everything I can for him,” Finn said.

      “We will come,” Sarah said firmly. “Of course we will.”

      

      Astonishingly, as they were preparing to depart on the third day after their victory, their scouts alerted them to a large force of militia marching up from the south. It was King Mastaran, on his way back to Carhall from Karonan.

      “We thought to come via DarkSkull in case you could use extra men,” Mastaran boomed when he was escorted through their camp to see Alyx and her brother. “I see that wasn’t necessary. Congratulations, Magor-lier, Lord-Taliath. I very much look forward to hearing your account of the battle.”

      “It was good of you come,” she said, meaning it. “Had we not won, you would have placed yourself at serious risk.”

      “You were fighting for my country. I could do no less,” he said soberly, then cleared his throat. “You will come to Carhall soon, I hope? We four countries, along with the mages and Taliath, need to hold talks. I want to ensure this never happens again, and it is best to do it while the horror is still fresh in our minds.”

      “I agree, Your Highness, and I’m sure King Cayr will, also.” Ladan inclined his head.

      “Good, and if the Zandian emperor doesn’t agree to come, I’ll ride there and drag him back to Carhall myself.”

      She laughed, and even Ladan’s mouth twitched. “I don’t think that will be necessary, Your Highness.”

      

      Two weeks after the battle, they rode into Alistriem. Alyx and her mages led the way, with a weary force of Bluecoats in neat rows behind them.

      It was a bright, sunny day, the air warm and vibrant and heralding the onset of spring in Rionn. Alyx, riding beside Dashan, reached out to take his hand. Riding Tingo, with Dashan’s hand in hers, it finally began to sink in that Shakar was gone and her future was free. Tears welled in her eyes, and she let them fall.

      Word quickly spread through the city as their force rode in through the gates, and people came out of their homes and businesses to find out what had happened. The Bluecoats were all too eager to shout out the news to anyone that asked.

      Cayr was coming out of the palace at a run as Alyx rode in, warned by her telepathic contact with the mages at the palace. His gaze went straight to Alyx, and then Dashan, and his shoulders slumped in relief. Alyx dismounted and ran to him.

      “We won, Cayr. We did it. He’s dead.”

      An unbelieving smile broke out across his face. He held her gaze for one, joyous moment, then he lifted his eyes, searching behind. “Jenna!”

      Hearing him shout her name, she slid down from the saddle and broke into an undignified run towards him. Cayr swung her into his arms with a relieved laugh. For the first time Alyx saw Jenna’s cool exterior snap, vanishing as she buried herself in Cayr’s embrace, clinging fiercely to his shoulders.

      “It feels more real now, doesn’t it?” Dashan murmured to Alyx. “Now we’re home.”

      “Yes. For the first time, it’s real.” She squeezed his hand. “We’re free.”

      

      Alyx lay on a cushioned lounge on the sand, Dawn stretched out comfortably beside her. Finn, Cayr, and Dashan were messing around in the water. Tijer and Casta were there too, supposedly on protection detail, but far more involved in the water fight. While an unusually bright winter sun shone above, it was still far too cool for swimming as far as Alyx was concerned.

      “This is nice.” Dawn sighed. “I don’t remember the last time I felt this relaxed.”

      “It was probably the day before we were told we were being sent to DarkSkull Hall,” Alyx said dryly.

      Dawn’s musical laughter rang out. “True. Why isn’t Tarrick here?”

      “He’s still at the palace, organising the mages that have been arriving in the city,” Alyx said. “You know how he is. Finn says yesterday he was talking about starting a new academy; he said mages need to be trained, the sooner the better.”

      “I suppose he’s right. He could at least take a day or two off to relax first.”

      Alyx smiled. “Will you and Ladan stay here in Alistriem?”

      “Yes. This is our home. Besides, he’s not just responsible for Widow Falls anymore, he also has the Egalion lands now.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Cayr will need a Lord-Taliath and senior advisor, and Ladan is pretty much already filling that role. I can’t think of a better team to lead Rionn, particularly when you add them together with our new warrior queen.”

      Dawn looked at her. “We just assumed that Dashan would fill your father’s old role now that the war is over. He and Cayr have been best friends since children.”

      Alyx shook her head. “Once I manage to talk him into it, Dash is going to be the commander of the Shiven army and senior advisor to the new leader.”

      Dawn stared at her in shock. “You’re serious?”

      “Yes. Tarian Astohar has asked him to do it. I think he’d be perfect.” Alyx gave her a pointed look. “Cayr is going to need a new lord-mage too, you know? I’ve already told him he should choose you.”

      Dawn froze, astonishment filling her face. “Alyx that’s—"

      “Absolutely perfect, and there is nobody who could do a better job.”

      Dawn frowned. “What about you?”

      “Me being Magor-lier shouldn’t hold Dash back. We’ll be apart for a while, but we’ll sort something out.”

      “So that’s what you want to do now?”

      Alyx laughed. “What do you mean? I’m the Magor-lier.”

      “Yes, but Shakar’s dead now. You can do what you want,” Dawn said. “No more expectations.”

      Alyx looked at her friend, wondering at her words. She hadn’t really considered that. Ever since that first moment she’d entered DarkSkull, her life had been overtaken by the fact she was a mage of the higher order, then Magor-lier, the only one who could defeat Shakar.

      Dawn took her hand. “Alyx, you’ve done what everyone asked of you. You get to have the life you want now. If that’s leading the new mage order, I’m sure they’ll welcome you with open arms. But if not…”

      Alyx turned and looked back towards the ocean, where Dashan was chasing Finn through the shallows, splashing water everywhere. As if sensing her attention on him, he looked up, giving her a warm smile and a wave. She returned both the smile and the wave, luxuriating in the warmth she always felt at his regard.

      “Maybe you’re right.” She stood suddenly, and Dawn looked up in surprise. “I’m going to go and have a chat with Tarrick.”

      

      They ate together that night in Cayr’s private quarters with Jenna and Sparky. As had been the case since their return to Alistriem, the atmosphere was light and convivial, although this evening Tarrick was quiet and had a dazed expression on his face.

      Things broke up late, and she asked Dashan to walk her down to his boat. “I want to spend the night with you out there,” she told him. “It holds so many good memories.”

      They walked in companionable silence, hand in hand, down through the city and out to the docks. Dashan’s boat bobbed gently against its moorings, and Alyx smiled as he helped her aboard. He ducked inside the wheelhouse and came back out carrying blankets and pillows.

      “A bit dusty, but perfectly good.” He told her as he laid them out on the deck, then came to join her at the prow.

      “Remember that night in Carhall when you told me about the stars?” she asked him, leaning into his body.

      “I wanted to kiss you that night,” he admitted.

      She smiled up at him. “Why didn’t you?”

      “You would have freaked out, which is what you did do when I eventually kissed you a few weeks later.”

      “I’m glad you did,” she told him. “I’m glad you didn’t give up on me.”

      “I’d never give up on you.”

      “By then, I wanted to kiss you too,” she admitted softly. “I was just refusing to admit it to myself.”

      He smiled and kissed her, a slow, deep kiss that told her how much he loved her.

      “You’ll have to leave for Karonan soon,” she told him.

      “Alyx, I—”

      “Dash, you have to do this.” She laid a hand on his chest. “You want to do this, and Tarian needs you. More than anything, stability in Shivasa is key to building a strong alliance between all four countries and recovering from what Shakar did.”

      “I don’t want to be apart from you.” His eyes were dark.

      “You don’t have to be,” she told him. “I’m going to be away, the next couple of months. Tarrick needs help with the mages, and they need me too. We need to re-establish some sort of order for them.”

      “I understand that. But you’re talking about more than a few months,” he said. “I want to be with you, there’s nothing I want more than that. If you need to be Magor-lier, then I’ll be living with you wherever you are.”

      “No, Dash,” she said softly. “I’m going to come and live with you in Karonan.”

      “What?” he asked, confused.

      “Our whole lives you have sacrificed everything for me. You’ve done what I needed, no matter what.” She smiled. “My turn. You’re going to be right hand man to the leader of Shivasa.”

      He stared down at her for a few moments. “What about the mages?”

      “I’ve spoken to Tarrick. From this afternoon, he’s the new Magor-lier. I’m not their leader anymore.”

      “Alyx,” Dashan breathed, his hand coming up to touch her cheek. “What are you going to do? You can’t just be my wife, I know that’s not enough.”

      “DarkSkull was destroyed and the mages need a new academy, one that’s brighter and better than before. I’m going to build a new one, in Karonan.” She smiled. “Tarrick wants to form a new Mage Council, where everyone has an equal vote and the Magor-lier can be overruled by a majority of the council. I’ll sit on the council, and I’ll be head of the new mage academy. I’m pretty confident I can do a better job than Romas did.”

      “Really? You mean this?” he asked.

      “I mean it.” She laughed and leaned up to kiss him. “Your turn to shine. I can’t wait.”

      Dashan laughed aloud and pulled her into his arms. “I love you, Alyx Egalion.”
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      Alyx rode a tired, dusty Tingo back into Alistriem with Nordan, Finn, and Tarrick beside her. The steady ice mage had effectively replaced Adahn’s role as her personal protector, and she had quickly come to rely on his experience and steady nature. And of course her five Bluecoats trailed behind, Nario, Tijer, and Josha in hysterics over some joke Roland had just told. Even Casta was smiling, and she was glad at the signs he was beginning to heal from Cario’s loss.

      As they made their way through the city, it was clear things in Alistriem were much livelier than when they’d left—trade was slowly starting to come back to life, and the city squares were busy with traders and their stalls.

      Alyx knew from Dawn’s letters that Cayr and Jenna were working hard at managing the rebuilding of Rionn at the same time as negotiating new trade agreements with Tregaya, Shivasa, and Zandia that were advantageous for the much smaller Rionn. Tarian Astohar had won the elections in Shivasa in a landslide victory and had been officially sworn in as their leader a month and a half earlier, Dashan at his side.

      She’d wanted to be there with him, but the mages had needed her, and she’d been working non-stop with Tarrick and Finn in the months since they’d beaten Shakar.

      They clattered into the palace yard and grooms came running to take their horses. Alyx dismounted, releasing the Bluecoats to a night at the Party District. Tarrick and Finn followed her inside, but all three came to a halt at the sight of Jayn running madly down the hall towards them.

      “I can’t believe your timing,” she said excitedly. “Quick, come with me!”

      “What is it?” Alyx demanded.

      She was smiling from ear to ear. “Brynn just woke up!”

      Alyx sprinted down the hall, flying past Jayn and down to the palace room where Brynn had been lying in a coma since coming to Alistriem. Heart pounding in her chest, she opened the door with trembling hands and went inside.

      Her eyes welled with tears at the sight of Sarah, on the bed, her arms wrapped around Brynn as she sobbed into his shoulder. He was pale, with deep hollows under his blue eyes, but he was awake and alert and clearly knew who he was.

      Alyx couldn’t move as she stared across the room at him. Tarrick, Finn, and Jayn burst into the room behind her and stopped still, just as she had.

      “Hey, guys!” Brynn smiled. “Can someone please tell me if we beat Shakar or not? Sarah hasn’t managed a coherent word since I woke up.”

      Alyx laughed, then sobbed, then flew across the room to clamber onto the opposite side of the bed from Sarah and hug him too.

      “Dash killed him,” Finn filled in when Alyx couldn’t speak. “You really okay, mate?”

      “I feel tired, and like I’ve been really sick, but good,” Brynn replied. “So Shakar’s gone? Really?”

      “He’s gone.” Alyx sat back, still grinning and wiping tears from her face.

      “Did they tell you that I was the one who killed him?”

      Alyx looked up, unbelieving, as Dashan appeared in the doorway, cocky grin firmly in place, eyes alight as he looked at her. She gave a shriek of delight and flew across the room into his arms.

      When they managed to untangle from each other, Dashan went straight to the bed to slap Brynn on the back. “Good to see you up and about.”

      “Thanks, Dash.” Brynn winced at the force of the slap. “How are you?”

      “I’m good.”

      “He commands the Shiven army,” Tarrick said with a grin.

      “He what?” Brynn gaped.

      Dashan groaned. “I’d like to quit already. Nothing but paperwork and policy advice and bureaucracy. Give me a good fight any day.”

      “Don’t listen to him, he loves it,” Alyx said.

      “And, from what I hear, is very good at it,” Tarrick said.

      “Also, Tarrick is the new Magor-lier!” Finn announced with glee.

      Brynn’s eyes rounded further. “You fired Alyx?”

      She laughed. “I quit. I think we all know I never wanted to be Magor-lier.”

      “How is the mage stuff going?” Dashan asked.

      “Good,” Tarrick said. “I think everything is settled. I’ll be operating out of Carhall with most of the Mage Council. All the mages still alive have been tracked down and invited to join the new order. Most have signed up and have received their assignments. Others preferred to retire.”

      “So you’re done?” Dashan looked hopefully at Alyx.

      She smiled. “Yes, I’m all done. I’ll have to travel to Carhall for Mage Council meetings once a year, but I’m ready to start building the new academy in Karonan. Jayn is going to come with me.”

      “Do you need a master?” Finn asked diffidently, though his eyes flickered to Jayn. She beamed at him.

      Alyx lifted her eyebrows in delight. “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “There’s nothing I’d love more than to teach and rebuild Howell’s library.”

      “I’d love to have you with me. Yes, absolutely!”

      He shrugged, eyes again straying to Jayn. “Plus, it means I’ll be close to Alistriem, where Dawn is, which is important too.”

      “Speaking of, where is my brother?” Alyx asked Jayn.

      “They’ll be here in moment, I’m sure. I sent a message over to the Egalion mansion before coming out to meet you.”

      Sure enough, Dawn appeared shortly after, hesitating at the door and clearly unsure as to who to hug first. Eventually, she decided on Brynn, who beamed at all the attention. Alyx was grinning stupidly at the sight when her brother’s gruff voice sounded and she found herself hauled into his arms.

      “Aly-girl.”

      “Big brother.” She hugged him fiercely. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you.”

      Tarrick clapped his hands and went for the door. “Such a reunion needs ale!”

      “Get some snacks too,” Finn called after him.

      

      An hour later, Alyx wandered through the palace gardens, a small smile on her face. She was lost in thought, and so it took her a few moments before she recognised the familiar figure seated on a bench seat by a tinkling fountain.

      Curious, she went to join him. “Is this seat taken?”

      Rothai turned to her, then shrugged slightly. “Not at all.”

      She sat down, quiet for a moment as she enjoyed the peace of the garden and the sweet scent of flowers. The sun was warm on her back, and a slight breeze toyed with the tendrils of hair that had escaped her braid.

      “I was wondering where you’d gotten to,” she said at last.

      “I heard Brynn was awake. I didn’t want to intrude,” he replied. “I figured you wouldn’t be leaving for a couple of days at least.”

      Alyx smiled. “I’ll be leaving for Karonan with Dash soon.”

      “So this is it? You’re no longer the Magor-lier?”

      “That’s right. I’m now the new head of Temari Hall.”

      “A fitting name,” he said quietly.

      Alyx’s mouth quirked in a smile. “I thought it was appropriate. What will you do now, Rothai? I remember you promising to keep an eye on me to make sure I don’t turn into another Shakar.”

      “Actually, I thought I might try farming.”

      Alyx stared at him in astonishment. “You’re serious?”

      Rothai shrugged. “Ever since we met, Alyx Egalion, you’ve been a means to an end, the only way to destroy the monster that killed my family. I did whatever it took to make sure you were able to defeat Shakar, and I tried desperately to keep you from becoming him.”

      “I know, I was there,” she said dryly.

      He glanced down at his hands. “Somewhere along the way I finally learned to trust you. You will do good things for the mage order. And I think, after everything I’ve done, the best thing I can do is to go and leave you to live your life.”

      “You could contribute to the new mage order too. You’re one of my strongest warrior mages.”

      “No. I’m done with the mage life. I want some peace. My sister still lives in Serrin, and I’m going to go home and help her family run our farm.”

      “That’s good.” Alyx smiled again. “Because there’s no way I was going to let you teach at my new school.”

      He looked up at her, startled, then burst into laughter, astonishing her.

      “I’ve never seen you laugh before.”

      “I think it’s about time I learned.” Rothai stood. “Allow me to properly apologise to you, Alyx.”

      “Apology accepted, Rothai. Go and be happy.”

      He nodded, smiled slightly, and walked away.

      Alyx watched him go until the arrival of Dashan caught her attention. Smiling, she rose from the bench seat and walked down the hill to meet him.

      “Alyx.” He pulled her close before swinging her high into the air. “I missed you.”

      “Me too.” She laughed as he put her back down. “No more. I’m with you to stay now.”

      “I very much like the sound of that,” he said, leaning down to kiss her softly.

      “I love you,” she murmured into his chest.

      He released her eventually, stepping back a little and taking both her hands in his. His dark Shiven eyes were serious on hers. “I promised I would ask properly, so here goes. Lady Alyx Egalion. How do you feel about marrying a penniless Taliath?”

      She bit her lip, tears welling unexpectedly in her eyes. After so long, after all the pain and heartache and lingering grief, Dashan Caverlock was standing in front of her and asking her to marry him. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Good,” he murmured, voice hoarse. “That’s very good.”

      He kissed her, pulling her close while she wrapped her arms tightly around his neck. I’m betrothed to Dashan Caverlock. Her heart sang.

      “Now.” He cleared his throat, pulling back a little, eyes dancing. “How about we get married, now, before we go to Karonan?”

      “Now?”

      “Well, maybe tomorrow. While all our friends are here together.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “You think we can get a state wedding organised by tomorrow?”

      “Oh no,” he murmured, kissing her. “We discussed this. Ten guests maximum.”

      “Ten people?” She kissed him back, tracing her fingers over his shirt.

      “It’s a perfect number.” He dropped kisses down her neck. “Brynn, Sarah, Cayr, Jenna, Ladan, Dawn…”

      She laughed and pulled away from him. “Jayn, Finn, and Tarrick? You’re one short, Dash. And what about Casta and Tijer and the others?”

      “I’ve never been good at math.” He waggled his eyebrows at her. “But what do you say?”

      She grinned at him. “I say yes.”

      “What are you two grinning about?” Alyx looked up as Cayr came walking down one of the paths towards them. He had one hand in his pocket, his blonde hair tousled and a touch too long as always.

      “Cayr!” Dashan said in delight, reaching out to clap him soundly on the back.

      “I’ve missed you.” Alyx hugged him.

      “Me too,” Cayr said. “I love my life; since Shakar was defeated, I can barely believe sometimes how happy and content I am, but I miss the three of us together.”

      “I don’t think we could ever have imagined, growing up together as children, how our lives would turn out,” Dashan murmured.

      “I think we’ll be connected always,” Alyx said. “So the two of you need to make sure you have plenty of state visits.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that.” Cayr smiled as he slung one arm around Dashan and the other around Alyx, and the three of them began strolling down the path. “I’m slightly afraid that I’ll run out of the royal store of ale if I invite Dashan and his Shiven here.”

      “I’m taking offence to that.” Dashan sniffed. “Besides, if you bring your fancy royal court to Karonan, we’re likely to run out of the velvet carpet you and your nobles like so much.”

      Cayr laughed, then stopped. “Isn’t that the tree you challenged Alyx to climb when we were kids?”

      “The one I fell out of?” Alyx said dryly. “Yes, I think it is.”

      “Bet I could beat you up it,” Dashan said to Cayr slyly.

      Cayr raised his eyebrows. “Is that so? I remember winning most of our races up that tree, my friend.”

      “Right, that’s a challenge.” Dashan began rolling up his sleeves.

      Alyx laughed as Cayr determinedly began rolling up his own sleeves, then watched in amusement, as—keeping up a steady stream of good-natured bickering—Dashan and Cayr ran for the tree and began climbing up it.

      Her mind flashed back to a bright sunny day just like this when they were children. She saw Dashan’s young face, his Shiven eyes dark and sparkling as he laughed and followed a tousle-headed Cayr up the tree. She saw herself too, seven years old, green eyes and a serious face, breaking out into delighted clapping as Cayr beat Dashan to the top.

      The memory faded, and Alyx began clapping in echo of that perfect day as a fully grown Cayr beat Dashan to the top by a mere fingertip.
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        Here ends the Mage Chronicles
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        Sign up for Lisa’s newsletter and receive a FREE short ebook when you subscriber - a collection of prequel stories from The Mage Chronicles universe. You’ll also get advance cover reveals, new book updates and special content just for subscribers.
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        If you enjoyed this series, please consider leaving a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads. Reviews are the lifeblood of an indie author, and they help Lisa write more books for you!
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