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Talyn would tell you not to read it.
 Sari would hand it to you with a smirk.

.

Discover the story before the story.

.

Sign up for my monthly newsletter, The Dock City Chronicle, and receive a free novella: A Tale of Two Callanan.

Set roughly two years before A Tale of Stars and Shadow, this short story follows a dangerous Callanan mission Talyn and Sari undertook before her death — and includes a subtle introduction to a character who will matter far more than you expect.

.

Each edition of The Chronicle includes:

Insider updates on my books

Fantasy world news and hot takes

Questionable book memes

My reading recommendations

Exclusive sneak peeks and previews

.

Sign up for the Chronicle and join me on the adventure…

.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 55
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 56
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 57
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 58
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: Map showing Montagn and Mithranar in the north and Firthland and the Twin Thrones in the south]




  
  Chapter 1


Everything hurt. All the time. 
Which was technically a good thing.
The fact he could actually feel the constant aching of the slowly-healing bones in his left leg meant that the swelling around his spine was lessening. Or so Tiercelin said.
And Cuinn trusted Tiercelin. The winged healer currently working on his leg—with a look of furious concentration on his face—had been tireless in his efforts to heal the awful wounds Cuinn had sustained from being buried in a mine cave-in while trying to escape Vengeance. Most days ended with Tiercelin’s brown skin ashen from exhaustion, his hands trembling and shoulders slumped. But he never gave up.
Not that they’d talked in detail about what had happened yet. For days upon days, Cuinn had been unable to do anything but lie there and ride out the agonising pain, not to mention the subsequent fever and illness that came with an infection in his leg. Sometimes he thought it had only been the presence of his Wolves—their unyielding concern and determination to protect him—that had pulled him through.
There was always one of them on guard outside his door, and those not on guard made regular appearances to bring meals and drinks for both prince and healer. Cuinn had heard Halun on more than one occasion quietly insisting Tiercelin get some rest.
The obvious bond between the five men both warmed him and made him achingly lonely at the same time. He’d never had that. Not with anyone except Raya, and she was long gone.
Then had come the morning when he’d felt alert enough to ask where exactly they were, curious about the scent of salt and ocean on the breeze through his window. Staying in a house owned by a friend of Talyn’s had been Tiercelin’s answer. Cuinn had yet to meet this friend, which was probably deliberate given Talyn had brought him here to hide.
And he couldn’t ask more because she’d been gone by then—off on some important business his fevered brain hadn’t quite managed to grasp when she farewelled him—and the Wolves didn’t seem to know any more about the friend or the house. He hoped she’d be back soon. He missed her. He wasn’t worried about her though. No, that would be the height of foolishness … Talyn Dynan wasn’t a woman you worried about.
And he was sliding back into delirium.
Cuinn cleared his throat. “Did you ever imagine, when we were boys and I was ignoring you because you were too young to be of notice, that we’d end up here one day?” He was seeking a distraction. Herbal tea helped a little, but once the fever had faded and he’d regained his mental alertness, oftentimes conversation was the only way he could distract himself from the constant pain aching through his body. Or from thoughts of what had happened before leaving Mithranar.
They’d come so close to death. Talyn. Her Wolves. Him. The thought tore into him each time it surfaced. And Vengeance was still out there. Still murderously angry and hungering for their twisted version of revenge.
“Not for a second.” Tiercelin chuckled, sparing him a glance before returning his focus to where Cuinn’s leg had been broken in two places.
A faint dizziness spread through him—the result of the healer using Cuinn’s own energy to help with the healing. Unlike other winged folk abilities, healing magic drew upon both the practitioner and the patient. It could be dangerous for both.
“What’s the prognosis? Amputation?” He managed a smile.
“Not at all. In fact, the bones are beginning to knit together nicely. Soon I’ll need to get you up on your feet to start rebuilding the strength in your legs.”
A heavy silence fell over the room. Tiercelin had spoken casually, gaze still on Cuinn’s leg, but there had been a time when they both doubted Cuinn would ever walk again. 
“What you’ve done for me …”
Tiercelin waved a hand. “My job is to protect you, Prince Cuinn.”
“I saw something, after I was caught in the rockfall.” He frowned, trying to put words to his experience. “It felt like I went somewhere, as crazy as that sounds. Green fields. A bright blue sky—brighter than I’ve ever seen. And then it vanished. Maybe I was just hallucinating.”
“You weren’t,” Tiercelin said softly. “I was fortunate to be able to bring you back from there. That place exists very close to death.”
Silence filled the room as Cuinn processed the depth of what Tiercelin had done for him, the power he must have. “Tiercelin, I owe you my life. You should be head of the healers.”
“I’ll leave that to Jystar.” Tiercelin spoke of his eldest brother—the man who’d taken the position of Mithranar’s head healer after his predecessor’s violent murder. Her killer still hadn’t been found, but had probably been Vengeance. That unspoken thought resounded through the room for a moment, but neither was willing to broach the subject. Tiercelin only smiled warmly. “I’m a Wolf.”
Cuinn sagged back against the pillows, shifting in a vain attempt to get comfortable. Lying in bed so long meant that apart from the constant pain, there was also the growing discomfort of being unable to move or exercise.
But Tiercelin had just told him he would walk again. Without that, he would still have been able to fly, but it would have been limited and difficult. This was everything he’d hoped for.
He began humming under his breath, a wordless tune, but one he threaded with his song magic, telling Tiercelin in a way that words never could how grateful and relieved he was.
The healer’s work faltered, and tears welled in his grey eyes. “You’re welcome, Prince Cuinn,” he whispered.

      ***Later that day a knock at the door woke him from a restless nap. He stared around, blinking—the room was empty. “Come in!”
Corrin entered, bowing in a way that made Cuinn itch. “We received a letter from your brother, Your Highness. One of Captain Dynan’s Aimsir friends delivered it this morning.”
He really wished they would all stop bowing and calling him that. He hated the title, hated that good men who’d risked their lives for him twice now felt like they had to treat him differently, like he was more important than they were. That couldn’t be further from the truth.
“Finally. On a scale of furious to downright murderous, how bad is it?” Talyn had helped him write a letter to his family in one of his brief lucid moments after first arriving in Ryathl. It told them he’d gotten bored on Sparrow Island—where Anrun Windsong had promised to inform them Cuinn was going—and left to visit the reputedly beautiful south-eastern coastline of Calumnia. Talyn had picked one of the most expensive inns in Ryathl as a delivery address for replies, then had one of her friends check there regularly for any responses.
Doing what he’d done without telling them—not just leaving, but visiting a foreign country without approval—was extreme, even for the selfish, indolent prince image he’d carefully cultivated. But it had been necessary. He braced himself for Mithanis’s furious words.
“Actually, it’s from Prince Azrilan.”
Cuinn winced. “Worse than downright murderous, then. Mithanis must have been too rigid with fury to manage a coherent word.”
Corrin cleared his throat, stifling a smile. “Prince Azrilan commends your desire to travel, but suggests it’s time to return home.”
“How polite of him.” Cuinn winced as a cramp stabbed through his right calf. “I suppose we’d best write back.”
“Later, Your Highness.” Corrin hadn’t missed his wince. “When you feel better.”
He huffed a pain-edged laugh. “I ache, I hurt, and I feel ill most of the time because I have to eat, even though I’m not hungry because I can’t move from this bed. Let’s just get the letter written—see if we can’t stall Mithanis from doing something annoying like coming after me.”
“I’ll get some parchment and quill.”
“Any word from Captain Dynan?” He’d prefer Talyn’s help with the letter. He’d prefer she was there irrespective of the letter, actually, because he missed her. More than was good for him. But there it was.
“Not yet. Though I expect she’s reached Port Lathilly by now on that amazing horse of hers.” He smiled. “I’m glad she’s gotten the opportunity to visit with Sari’s husband and son.”
That’s right. She’d gone to see Roan and Tarquin. Cuinn promptly relinquished his desire for her to return, hoping she’d take as long as she needed.
“What about Theac? And your mother and sisters?” Corrin had filled him in on Theac’s engagement to his mother and he was delighted for both men.
“Just one letter from Theac. He’s as grumpy as always, but I think he worries about us,” Corrin said. “He says everything is fine back home, and Evani is settling into life in Dock City well.”
“Jasper hasn’t eaten anyone yet?” A wave of mournfulness washed through him. He understood Talyn’s decision to leave Jasper behind—that with Cuinn so sick and unable to control the tawncat he was a danger to others—but he missed him badly. Cuinn no longer doubted any of the old stories about the creatures of the forest under the citadel possessing an uncanny intelligence. Not only had Jasper somehow known Cuinn was in trouble after Vengeance had ambushed him, the tawncat had tracked him down, killed his guard and then led Talyn and the Wolves to him after he’d been cornered.
He didn’t understand it. Couldn’t explain it. But it didn’t matter. Jasper was his friend, and that was all he cared about. He shook himself, trying to dislodge his sadness. “Have Theac and your mother set a date for the wedding?”
Corrin smiled. “Mam would like it to be soon, but I don’t want all the preparations left to her while I’m away. So, we’re thinking a month after we return. Mid-Sixmonth. Hopefully before the rains of monsoon season start proper.”
“Bring extra parchment,” Cuinn said. “You’ll write to her and Theac today and confirm that date. I’ll be home by then, Corrin. I promise you.”
Corrin bowed. “I’ll be back shortly, Your Highness.”
Corrin’s footsteps moved away and Cuinn sank back against the pillows, closing his eyes and trying to breathe through the pain, summoning the energy he’d need for writing the letter.
He would have to begin working even harder on his recovery. He had to get well so he could go home before Mithanis started asking too many questions. His brother wouldn’t tolerate anything that might seem like a threat to his power, his influence, or his right to be named their mother’s heir. If he even started to suspect Cuinn was up to anything but partying in a foreign country …
And then there was what the dying Vengeance man had said, that the prince of night was pulling their strings, helping them sow chaos in Dock City in a bid to overthrow the winged rulers.
If that was true, Mithanis was an even greater enemy than he’d ever imagined. Not to mention that amidst the fever and pain he also remembered Talyn telling him she’d promised the Callanan a conversation with the Shadowhawk back in Mithranar. The details were hazy—something about a deal she made—but he trusted the reason was a good one.
Dealing with any of that seemed so far beyond his capability the thought made him ill. He would take it one step at a time. Tiercelin would make him well again.
And he wasn’t completely alone anymore.






  
  Chapter 2


Laughter and raucous conversation filled the room as Talyn made her way between the crowded tables, part of her keeping an eye on where she was walking, the other part seeking out and noting the locations of the Kingshield guards discreetly posted around the inn. 
Ariar Dumnorix, Horselord of the Aimsir, sat at a table at the back of the room, booted feet resting on the wooden surface beside his hat, chair leaning back dangerously. His tangled blonde curls glinted red in the light of the lantern above his head and his luminous Dumnorix eyes flashed bright blue with laughter at something one of his companions—judging from their motley attire and the hats scattered over the table, they were his Aimsir captains—said. When he saw her approaching, his eyes shone even brighter, and he swung his legs off the table and stood up in one smooth movement. “Cousin!”
“Ariar.” She grinned, allowing him to sweep her into a bone-crushing hug. Several years older, he was nonetheless her favourite Dumnorix relative. She suspected the feeling was mutual.
“Six thrices, what brings you here? I thought you were in Mithranar.”
“Can we talk?”
His bright smile faded. Within moments, he’d spoken to his companions and led her out to the inn’s back deck, where his Kingshield guard made quick work of clearing out those enjoying Port Lath Illy’s fading summer warmth. The view from the deck took in the city sloping down towards the clogged harbour, the lanterns of the guards manning the city’s wall bobbing back and forth. Such a familiar sight. It hurt less than it once had, but the bittersweet ache was still there.
“What happened?” Ariar demanded once they were alone. “Are you all right?”
“I ran into a bit of trouble in Mithranar,” she said. “The gang I’ve been investigating there—they call themselves Vengeance—came after me and the Wolves.”
He frowned. “It was bad enough you had to come home?”
She sucked in a breath. The last thing she wanted to do was lie to her cousin, but there were secrets that weren’t hers to share. “I’m here with my talons, partly because we needed to get out of Mithranar for a while.”
“You’re holding back.” He said it without accusation.
“I am, and I’m sorry. I can’t tell you the full truth of why I’m here, but you remember the conversation we had after my father’s funeral? About sharing what we know?”
“I do.” His blue eyes were sober, trusting her. “Tell me what you can.”
“I connected Vengeance to the assassination attempt on Queen Sarana and a series of murders in Dock City. Did the First Blade pass that on to you?”
Ariar nodded. “She did. Along with something about political murders and the gang somehow acquiring a Shadow mercenary. I’d have doubted what I heard if it hadn’t come from you, Cousin.”
“I’m aware of how it sounds.” She huffed a breath. “They came after me and my Wolves. We turned the tables on their ambush and questioned one left alive.” His screams of pain were seared on her memory, but what burned even deeper was the information he’d shared. A lot of it hadn’t made sense, but one particular piece had. “He told me Vengeance’s purpose was to sow discord and discontent in Mithranar.”
“For what purpose?” 
“Overthrowing the winged rulers.” She lifted a hand. “Before you ask, all I could get out of him was that someone was pulling their strings, giving them resources, tactical advice, that sort of thing.”
Ariar’s face turned grim. “Who?”
“He named Prince Mithanis. But that doesn’t quite fit for me. His one and only ambition is to be the next king of Mithranar, and he doesn’t need to overthrow his mother to do that. He’s essentially guaranteed to be named heir. He just has to bide his time to inherit a stable country.”
“Maybe he’s impatient. Sarana is still relatively young, no?”
“Maybe, but Mithanis is already powerful and influential, and he’s an impulsive, angry man.” That was Cuinn’s take on his eldest brother, and what she’d seen of him fit with that.
“So not patient enough to tiptoe around with a long-term play like this?” Ariar said. “You’re worried, aren’t you? Whatever you know that I don’t, it makes you concerned.”
She sighed, wishing she didn’t have to keep it from him. Her information would make a lot more sense to Ariar if she could tell him that a Callanan informant had reported Montagn was using Vengeance to lay the groundwork for an invasion of Mithranar. Only the fact that her uncle hadn’t passed the information on stopped her. She had to follow her king’s wishes on this. “Yes. Have you learned anything more here?”
“I wish there was something I could tell you.” Ariar ran a frustrated hand through his curls. “We hit a dead end on tracking the brigands that killed your father, and Ranar and his Callanan haven’t found any more leads on the Montagni we arrested in the mountains.”
“Brigand activity is still unusual?” she asked.
He let out a long breath. “It’s quiet. Quieter than it’s been in a long time. Most of my captains think it’s a response to their attack on your parents—that they’ve withdrawn until the fallout has died down.”
That made sense. But Ariar didn’t look convinced. Still—she didn’t see how brigand activity could be connected to Montagn’s intention to invade Mithranar.
“You said your talons are in Ryathl. Did you ride all the way here just to tell me that?” he asked, changing the subject.
“I wanted to see Roan and Tarquin too,” she said, looking away.
Sari roused. “Liar.”
In the day following their arrival in Calumnia, Talyn had constantly doubted her decision to take Cuinn such a long way from Mithranar’s winged healers. She still did. His injuries had taken a terrible toll and the rough sea journey hadn’t helped matters. Infection had set into his broken leg, leaving him feverish and ill.
Tiercelin had repeatedly insisted Cuinn needed fully trained and more experienced winged healers. But Cuinn’s fear of his brother was as real and true as anything she’d ever seen before, and so Talyn had reluctantly conceded to his wishes to remain.
And then, abruptly, it had been too much. Too much guilt and worry and anxiety. Not to mention the heavy weight of all the secrets she was keeping. Mithranar was in danger and she couldn’t tell Cuinn, couldn’t tell anyone. Sari’s loss still tore at her every day, not to mention the more recent loss of her father, and her guilt over Cuinn being hurt so badly on her watch was too much like the guilt she still carried over her role in Sari’s death.
“It’s not the same, Tal. He actively hid his identity from you. You didn’t have all the information you needed to protect him properly,” Sari said. “And my death wasn’t your fault.”
She knew. Finally, she had accepted that, but healing remained a process.
“And if you hadn’t worked it out, if you hadn’t gone into those mines after the Shadowhawk, he’d be dead now.”
“And if he hadn’t thrown me clear of the rockfall—”
“He saved you.” Sari’s warm approval filled her up, making her smile. “You know, having a new partner wouldn’t be—”
“No!” Talyn said it so savagely that Sari disappeared as if she’d never been there. The idea of having a new partner was unthinkable, utterly, utterly unthinkable.
“Talyn?” Ariar sounded puzzled.
“Sorry.” She managed a smile. “It was a long ride here, I drifted off for a moment.”
“Then go and get some rest. Are you staying with Roan?”
“Yeah, just for a week or two. I’ll have to get back soon.”
“Come and see me again before you leave. I’m going to be here in the city for a while given how quiet brigand activity has been lately.” He sighed. “At least it gives us some breathing space to plan more strategically. I’d like to get rid of them once and for all.”
Talyn pushed off the railing and gave him an affectionate punch in the arm. “If anyone could do that, you could. It’s good to see you, Ariar.”
“You too, Cousin.”

      ***Sari stirred as Talyn strolled through the winding streets of Port Lathilly towards Roan’s home, enjoying the warm air and the sea breeze rifling through her long hair.
“I miss nights like this,” Sari said, then, “I think you should have told Ariar about the Callanan informant.”
“If the Montagni ahara found out this person was informing to the Callanan, they’d be dead in a heartbeat. And then we’d lose all insight into the ahara’s plans. It’s my uncle’s decision to tell Ariar, not mine.”
“And Cuinn?”
“I can’t tell him for the same reason. He would want to warn his mother, and if Montagn learned that Mithranar was preparing for an invasion … the informant would be in danger.” An edge of frustration filled her voice.
“I suppose. What are you going to do if Montagn invades Mithranar?”
“It’s not going to come to that. I’m going to go back and take out Vengeance.”
“Which might stall the ahara’s plans. But it’s not going to stop them.”
Talyn didn’t reply. Sari was right. But she didn’t have an answer to Sari’s original question. She should. Her answer should be an unequivocal confirmation that she would return home to the Twin Thrones to do whatever she needed to do to help protect her family, her home, in case Montagn’s ambitions spread wider than just Mithranar.
But those words … family … home … they didn’t just mean the Twin Thrones and the Dumnorix to her. Not anymore.

      ***Almost a fortnight later, Talyn returned from taking Tarquin on a long ride outside the city to find Ariar leaning casually against the back gate of Roan’s home, holding a piece of folded parchment in his hand.
“This can’t be good,” she said, reaching down to take the letter. The seal had been broken, but the crossed swords pressed into the amber-coloured wax was still visible.
“We’ve been summoned,” he said, sparing a wink for Tarquin. Sari’s son beamed.
“Sh … oes,” Talyn muttered, only just catching herself from swearing in front of the boy. “When did this arrive?”
“This morning. Aimsir courier—one of my fastest scouts based in Ryathl.” Ariar sighed. “A clear sign we’re expected back just as quickly.”
They headed into the back garden, and Ariar helped Tarquin jump down before Talyn slid out of the saddle.
“Can I rub her down?” Tarquin asked eagerly.
Talyn glanced at FireFlare—the mare seemed relaxed enough after a long gallop, and she’d been around the boy all day. “Sure. Just remember what I told you. Don’t stand behind her, and she doesn’t like sudden movements.”
“I’ll be careful, I promise.”
“You’ll have him wanting to be an Aimsir next.” Roan appeared from inside the house, paint flecking his shirt and trousers. He straightened abruptly when he realised who was with her. “Your Highness, I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting you.”
“Nothing wrong with your boy becoming an Aimsir.” Ariar chuckled. “It’s good to see you, Roan. I’m afraid I’ve come to steal my cousin away.”
“A summons from the family.” Talyn scowled, showing Roan the letter.
“Oh dear.” He made a sympathetic face.
“We’ll leave in the morning.” She glanced up at Ariar for his agreement, then crumpled the parchment and tossed it into the garden.
“Would you like to stay for dinner, Lord Ariar?” Roan asked. It wasn’t an unusual occurrence. Back when Sari had been alive, Ariar had occasionally joined them for dinner. Still, it made Roan awkward, and Ariar knew it.
“I’m honoured that you ask, but unfortunately I have dinner scheduled with Lord Seinn’s regional lackey this evening. No doubt he wants to complain once again about his supplies not receiving enough protection when travelling through the mountains.” Ariar made a face.
Talyn grinned without guilt. “That sounds delightful. We’ll be thinking of you.”
“Your empathy warms me, Cousin. I’ll be here at dawn to collect you,” Ariar said. “Bye Roan. Tarquin—you’re doing an excellent job there, lad.”
The boy lifted his hand in an excited wave as Ariar left, closing the gate behind him.
Talyn looked at Roan. “Pasta for dinner?”
He grinned and wrapped an arm around her shoulders to give her a brief hug. “It’s been great, having you stay.”
“It might be a while before I can do it again.” Once she was back in Mithranar, she’d be going after Vengeance with everything she had. Her life there was dangerous—not only because of Vengeance—and it was going to become even more so.
And no way would she be walking away from Cuinn’s protection for long trips back to the Twin Thrones. Not now that she knew who he was.
“We’re not going anywhere.” His voice was tinged with sadness, but he smiled as he tossed her a tomato. “Now, start chopping.”
So she did, part of her focus on making sure she didn’t cut her finger slicing tomatoes, the rest thinking furiously on what could have prompted such an urgent summons for her and Ariar to travel back to the capital.






  
  Chapter 3


Cuinn grunted with effort, the muscles of his right arm trembling as he braced almost all his weight on the wooden crutch Halun had carved for him. 
But he was on his feet, both of them.
Tiercelin’s smile was wide. “Now take a step, Your Highness. Just a little one.”
Gathering himself, Cuinn leaned his weight on his right, uninjured leg, and tried to step forward with his left. It was unbelievably hard, using what felt like all his remaining strength, but he managed a sliding half-shuffle.
“One more.”
Cuinn took a breath, and with a grunt of pain, tried again. His breath escaped him in heavy pants and sweat slicked his skin, just from two little steps. He kept his wings half-furled, using them to help his balance, thanking everything his use of them hadn’t been affected by his injuries. Pain flared sharp and unrelenting through his leg.
But he was walking. With most of his weight on the crutch, yes. But walking.
Applause burst out from where Halun stood guard at the door. The big man’s wide smile stretched the slave tattoo across his left cheek. As usual, he didn’t need words to convey what he was thinking.
He managed a faint smile for Halun before returning his attention to Tiercelin.
“Two more steps,” the healer instructed. “Then back to bed. I’ll work on your leg, then we’ll do it again in a few hours. We’ll increase the distance every day.”
“I’ll do whatever you tell me to,” Cuinn promised. Despite the pain, despite the exhaustion that left nausea curling his stomach.
Because they all knew the deadline they were working to. They had to be back in Mithranar before his departure stretched too long and Mithanis started to wonder what was really going on. And he had to be healthy enough to talk to two Callanan warriors. If they were anywhere near as fierce and intelligent as Talyn, his performance was going to have to be flawless.
“One step at a time,” Tiercelin urged. “Two more steps today. Let’s go.”
Cuinn gritted his teeth, took a breath, and forced himself to take another step.
And another.
One step at a time.

      ***A half-turn later, when he was collapsed on his bed, sick with exhaustion, pain throbbing through every single muscle in his body, a knock sounded at the door. He called out, and Corrin and Andres filed in. Both wore bright smiles.
“Halun told us you were on your feet.” The normally professional Andres forgot to address him by title in his excitement. Even his perfect soldier’s stance was ruined as he shifted from foot to foot.
“And Tiercelin says he’s astonished at your recovery,” Corrin added, for once looking just like the young man he still was. “He says there are few people who have the strength for what he’s been putting you through.”
“Tiercelin is full of it,” Cuinn said, but some of his pain momentarily faded. “Should I expect Zamaril to burst in here any moment with trumpets and a song?”
Corrin chuckled. “He’s on guard right now, but I’m sure he’ll be in later.”
“In the meantime, we have something we thought might help.” Andres opened the door wider and gestured for whoever was outside to come in.
Two servants appeared, lugging a harpsichord between them. Cuinn stared as they carried it over to a spot by the windows.
Corrin cleared his throat. “We thought now that you’re up and about you might like to play a bit, have something to fill your time when Tiercelin’s not in here.”
“It belongs to Lady Carmalla.” Ever polite, Andres still refused to call her by her first name. Cuinn assumed she must be the friend of Talyn’s whose house he was staying in. “But she didn’t mind us moving it in here—she says she rarely uses it.”
“I …” Cuinn cleared this throat, tears welling in his eyes. Music. They’d brought him music. In some ways that was even more wonderful than being able to walk again. “You have no idea. Thank you. And please thank Lady Carmalla too.”
Corrin bowed. “We’ll leave you to rest. We’re all going to start leaving our windows open though, hoping to catch the music when you play.”
Cuinn laughed. “In that case, I’ll play loudly.”
Both men left, closing the door quietly behind them. There was a movement at one of the windows, then Zamaril stuck his head in. “No trumpets and a song from me, but if you’d like to play while I’m on guard duty, I won’t be complaining, Your Highness.”
“Noted, Zamaril.”
“Oh, and congratulations on the walking thing.”
Zamaril disappeared before Cuinn could reply, and he sank back on his bed. He still felt sick and sore. But there was a smile on his face despite all that.
He’d work as hard as he needed to, no matter the pain.
So that he could go home. With Talyn and these Wolves at his back, knowing everything that he was … well, there were things he might be able to do that he couldn’t before.
He must have drifted into a doze, because the next thing he knew he was opening his eyes to the shadows of dusk sliding across the room. A knock sounded at the door, presumably what had woken him.
“Come in.” He hated the grogginess in his voice and braced himself for the pain from his leg as he pushed himself up against the pillows so that he was sitting rather than lying.
The door opened to reveal an unfamiliar man wearing a familiar black uniform. Crossed swords depicted from a hundred amber stars were stitched into the dark material over his heart, and a sheathed sword hung from his waist. He was older, maybe his mother’s age, with greying hair and rough-edged features.
For a moment he froze, then remembered he was in hiding and summoned his languid prince demeanour. “You’re Kingshield,” Cuinn said lazily. “One of Talyn’s friends?”
The man’s mouth twitched, like a smile was trying to escape. “I’m First Shield of the Kingshield, yes. And this is my house you’re staying in.”
Horrified, Cuinn dropped the act and sat up even straighter, then winced as pain shot through his leg. “I’m so sorry, Sir. I didn’t mean to—”
“A prince apologising to a soldier?” the man asked dryly. “Wonders never cease.”
Again he hesitated, but if Talyn trusted this man enough to bring Cuinn here, then Cuinn probably didn’t need to pretend around him. Besides, if he wanted the First Shield to keep hosting him, it would be best not to antagonise him by acting like a spoiled idiot. “You’ve given me shelter and safety, sir. I owe you a lot more than an apology.”
“You really mean that.” The First Shield settled himself on a chair near the bed, gaze thoughtful. “Interesting. I’m Lark Ceannar, and you’re Prince Cuinn Acondor. Let’s at least pretend to adhere to the rules of rank and propriety and have you call me by my name.”
Puzzlement nagged at him once his shock began to fade. Surely Talyn had actual friends she could have requested help from—like the Aimsir collecting his mail—so why had she brought him to the First Shield’s home? “All right.”
“Talyn is on her way back,” Ceannar said. “I wanted to let you know, and to meet you properly. I’ve been weighing up whether I should or not.”
Unease. Reluctant admiration. Guilt. All three emotions were coming off Ceannar, who was presumably unaware of Cuinn’s song magic. “Why?”
“Your Wolves tell me that you’re back on your feet.” Ceannar didn’t answer the question. “They’re a fierce lot, aren’t they?”
“They aren’t mine, they’re hers,” Cuinn said bluntly. “And they protect me because it’s what she wants.”
Ceannar’s eyes narrowed. “I watched them training the other day. They’re as good as any Kingshield guard under my command. Was that sabai I saw them using? The First Blade would have a fit if she knew.”
Cuinn wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “I’d like to thank you, for giving me shelter. I promise I’ll be gone as soon as I can.”
“Much like your Wolves, I agreed to shelter you here because it’s what Talyn Dynan wanted.” Ceannar rose abruptly to his feet. “It was nice to meet you, Prince Cuinn.”
“And you, First Shield.”
Cuinn’s puzzled gaze remained on the door well after it had closed behind Lark Ceannar. The First Shield didn’t want him here, that was clear, but less clear was why. He hadn’t sensed any dislike from the man, only uneasiness and guilt.
Whatever the reason, it didn’t matter. Cuinn wanted to be gone too. Out of this room and this bed and back to his home where the air was too thick and the dawn smelled like flowers. Where he could wait until his full health returned, until Mithanis calmed down from his inevitable fury, and then …
Well, then he could go back to helping his people.






  
  Chapter 4


By the time FireFlare’s hooves flew down the northern road into Ryathl, Greylord and Ariar matching them stride for stride, Kingshield vainly trying to keep up behind, Talyn had been away from Cuinn and her talons for just over a month. 
The promise she’d made to the First Blade of the Callanan—a meeting with the Shadowhawk in Dock City in return for telling the First Shield everything about Vengeance and Montagn—loomed large in her mind, the source of the anxiety crawling under her skin.
Cuinn had looked so ill when she left … would he be healed enough to return to Mithranar in time, and, even more importantly, would he be strong enough to use his glamour? She couldn’t reveal to the First Blade that the Shadowhawk and Prince Cuinn of Acondor were one and the same man. That was a secret too deadly for anyone to learn. Too many already knew.
But worrying wasn’t going to help anything, and in the meantime, she had a direct summons from the king to deal with, so she put her anxiety about tightening timeframes aside and focused on the coming meeting with her family.
Which quickly replaced the anxiety with a rush of guilt.
Her father had been killed only a few months earlier, and his sudden death had been a devastating blow for her and her mother. Talyn had never seen Alyna as lifeless as she had been in the days surrounding Trys Dynan’s funeral. Afterwards, her mother had made a formal return to the Dumnorix family and the court of the Twin Thrones.
The Dumnorix protected their own fiercely, and Alyna would have been well supported in the months since Trys’s death, but having her daughter nearby would have made things easier too.
Yet Talyn had gone back to Mithranar after the funeral, only to walk straight into a trip to the SkyReach and an attempt on her and the Shadowhawk’s lives—in the process realising that the Shadowhawk was actually Prince Cuinn Acondor, third prince of Mithranar and distant Dumnorix relative.
She huffed a breath, torn between guilt and relief that she would get to go back to Mithranar soon. That was the life she wanted, the life she was learning to live again without Sari. She didn’t have a Callanan partner at her back anymore, a best friend who knew her every thought and shared her every burden. But she did have six Wolf talons and a Shadowhawk. And sixty other Wolves who were loyal and fierce and good-hearted.
“Good exchange, I say.”
“You would.” Talyn paused. “I’d take back what we had without hesitation, Sari.”
“But you don’t need to,” she said cheerfully. “You had me for all those years, and now you get them too.”
That was one way of looking at it. A way that, admittedly, was becoming easier to think about accepting.

      ***Despite how unequivocal Aethain’s note had been about Talyn and Ariar coming to Ryathl this very instant, Talyn was nonetheless astonished to find two Kingshield guards posted at the northern city gate waiting for them. Greylord was half a stride ahead as Ariar and Talyn reined in, sharing a look of mingled surprise and annoyance.
“He didn’t?” Ariar greeted Noar, a man Talyn had once trained with, with a look of horror.
“I’m afraid His Grace did, Horselord.” Noar saluted respectfully. “Two of us are posted at each of the city gates. We’re to ask you to go straight to the palace without stopping.”
The second Kingshield had already vanished, presumably running to the palace to inform the king of the Twin Thrones that Talyn and Ariar had arrived.
“I’m so sorry.” Talyn’s face burned with embarrassment. Kingshield guards were elite fighters—drawn from across the Twin Thrones’ various fighting forces—not babysitters. “It can’t have been fun standing here all this time just waiting for us.”
“It hasn’t been too bad.” He gave an amiable shrug in the way only an ex-Aimsir could. “And loitering here is a nice break from drill.”
“We’ll go straight to the palace,” she promised.
Noar saluted, shot her a grin, then jogged off in the direction of the Kingshield barracks.
“Go after him and get yourselves some food and rest,” Ariar called to the captain of the Kingshield detail milling behind them, before turning to Talyn and lowering his voice. “What did Uncle think we were going to do, stop at a brothel on the way to the palace?”
Her laugh was half-hearted. “I hope nothing bad has happened.”
His face turned serious as they urged their horses into the Ryathl city streets. “Me too. Something is going on, though.”
“It can’t be anything good,” Sari said dubiously.
Talyn’s stomach knotted. She couldn’t agree more.

      ***Tall and austere, long raven hair flowing down her back, Alyna Dumnorix stood waiting as Talyn and Ariar were waved through the front gates and into the wide, circular courtyard of the Ryathl palace. Three Kingshield guards hovered protectively nearby, causing Talyn to lift an eyebrow in surprise as she slid out of the saddle—her mother had always refused having her own Kingshield detail.
Alyna’s gaze raked over Talyn before the coolness faded from her face and she smiled and opened her arms.
“Mama.” Talyn hugged her tightly. “I’m sorry, I probably don’t smell great, we’ve been on the road for days.”
“Ah. You’re going with smelling bad over ‘so sorry I came home and didn’t visit you straight away’?” Alyna raised an eyebrow in a mirror image of her daughter. The only difference was the colour of their eyes—dark violet versus deep sapphire.
Talyn winced. “I’m sorry about that too,” she said, meaning it. “But you know I wouldn’t have left without visiting you.”
“Alyna, lovely to see you.” Ariar swept in, neatly saving Talyn from the awkwardness. A chuckle escaped her mother as she hugged Ariar.
“How are you, Mama?” Talyn asked once they’d broken apart.
“Getting along well enough.” Alyna linked their arms together and Ariar fell into step with them. “You were with Roan and Tarquin?”
“I was.” Talyn jerked her thumb in Ariar’s direction. “And this one.”
“You’re forgiven.” Alyna squeezed her arm. “You look better, Talyn. Truly.”
You don’t. It was on the tip of Talyn’s tongue, but she swallowed the words. Her mother’s skin was drawn taut over her cheekbones and shadows lingered under her violet eyes, suggesting she wasn’t sleeping. But if there was anything more soul-destroying, more painful, than losing a Callanan partner, it was probably losing a beloved husband. Her mother needed time. Time and love. So Talyn simply squeezed back. “I assume we’re going to see Uncle. What in six thrices is going on?”
Alyna’s mouth twitched. “He’s in a lather to see you both, but I haven’t a clue why.”
Who had told any of them about Talyn’s arrival in Ryathl? It must have been the First Blade. Or maybe some of the Kingshield guards who’d spotted her at the barracks when she’d visited Ceannar on their arrival from Mithranar had talked and it had gotten back to one of the Dumnorix.
“I didn’t rat you out.” Ariar lifted his hands in the air when she turned a questioning gaze on him.
Alyna fixed Talyn with a look. “After we’ve seen Aethain, I hope you’re planning on filling me in on what’s going on with you and why you’re here?”
Talyn hesitated, and her mother didn’t miss it. Her voice transitioned from lightly amused to demanding in the space of a heartbeat. “Talyn? What’s going on?”
“Let’s just see what Uncle wants, and we can talk about it later.”
“We’d better.” Alyna’s tone left no room for argument.

      ***They were shown into the king’s presence immediately. The speed of it could be explained by the fact they were family, but Talyn was certain that wasn’t it. You didn’t post the Kingshield to every gate in the city just because you were keen to know the instant your relatives arrived.
Aethain Dumnorix was alone in his private sitting room, and he rose to meet them, dismissing both Kingshield guards inside the room with a sharp gesture. “Talyn, Ariar, thank you for coming so quickly. It’s good to see you.”
“And you.” Ariar hugged him. “You’ve got us in a fervour of anticipation, Aethain. This is the first time I can remember actually wanting to be in Ryathl.”
Aethain shifted his gaze to Talyn. “I’d have hoped to see you sooner.”
She winced at the soft rebuke. “I’m sorry, Uncle.”
“What’s this about, Aethain?” Alyna asked, sounding impatient.
The king’s amber gaze lingered on Talyn’s mother, and then Ariar, for a long moment before he seemed to come to a decision and waved them all to chairs by the unlit fireplace. Before taking his own seat, he crossed to the open windows allowing in the summer breeze and closed them both. Talyn observed this behaviour with growing unease.
“Where’s Aeris?” she asked after Aethain’s son, trying to stall.
“Or Allira and Soar?” Ariar added, naming the remaining members of the Dumnorix family. “This is starting to feel suspiciously like a family meeting.”
“Aeris left for Samatia last month. He’ll be fostered with Warlord Hadvezer for the next few years. Allira travelled with him for company, and Soar is occupied on another matter.”
Ariar’s gaze shifted to Talyn, then Alyna, before he leaned against the fireplace instead of taking a chair. “Sober tone of voice noted, Uncle. I’ll put my serious hat on. Tell us why we’re here.”
Aethain didn’t prevaricate, but merely shifted his gaze to Talyn’s. “My summons to you and Ariar was prompted by a visit from Lark Ceannar.”
“Oh, shiiiiii—”
Talyn cut off Sari’s voice as she fought to keep a straight face. Ceannar had told the king who Cuinn was—there was no other reason her uncle would have summoned her and Ariar so precipitously. Or why he had dismissed his guards from the room and closed all the windows before having this conversation.
She should have seen this coming.
“He explained everything to me,” Aethain continued. “Including why multiple First Shields have kept the knowledge secret.”
“Everything as in the Shadowhawk thing too?” Sari’s voice wondered.
“Shush!”
“Dare I ask?” Alyna glanced between them, eyebrows raised.
“You wanted to know what was going on with me,” Talyn muttered, struggling to meet either of their gazes. “He’s about to tell you.”
“The youngest prince of Mithranar is a Dumnorix,” Aethain said. His voice remained mild, but Talyn inwardly winced in anticipation of what was coming. “One with an arguably stronger claim to the Twin Thrones than mine. Talyn, I understand Ceannar’s motives, and those of the First Shields before him, but I want you to explain right now why you didn’t come to me the moment you were told.”
She tried not to shift in her seat, tried to ignore Ariar staring open-mouthed at her, but failed utterly. “The First Shield swore me to secrecy.”
“You are not Kingshield and haven’t been for months,” Aethain said flatly, voice cold and angry now. “You are Dumnorix, you are family. It was your duty to come to me with this. You are no fool, and you know the implications of it as well as I do—for me, and my son.”
“Uncle …” Talyn started, stopped, took a breath. “Ceannar’s reasons for the information being kept secret seemed reasonable, and I didn’t feel like I was in a position to decide that the information should be shared.”
“You are Dumnorix. That is all the position you need.”
“Not really.” Talyn bore up under his withering glare. “Mama left everything but the name, and that carried to me. I am only a warrior. I hold no influence, decision-making power or status at court.”
“Cousin,” Alyna spoke, saving Talyn from whatever response Aethain was about to make—it didn’t look like a particularly happy one. “Will you explain this properly to Ariar and I? I don’t understand.”
“Yes. I’m utterly intrigued.” Ariar’s eyes were bright. “A secret cousin?”
“I think Talyn knows it best of all.” Aethain’s jaw tightened. “Explain.”
Straightening her shoulders, she told her mother and Ariar everything Ceannar had relayed about Cuinn’s bloodline, leaving out only his identity as the Shadowhawk. If Ceannar hadn’t passed that on to Aethain, then she judged it safer for Cuinn to keep that a secret. By the time she’d finished, Alyna’s face was white with shock. “So that’s why you were sent to Mithranar by Lark? Not for the Callanan, but to protect this prince.”
“Actually no.” She wanted to tell as much truth as she could. “The Callanan mission was real—they wanted me to investigate a criminal there. By fortunate timing, the queen of Mithranar reached out to Uncle and the First Shield to request a Kingshield liaison in Mithranar to train their WingGuard in protection. The Callanan request provided a good cover for the First Shield to agree.”
“Who else knows about this?” Alyna asked.
“Cuinn’s mother, the queen. I think she’s always known about Cuinn’s relationship to us.” Talyn swallowed, wincing in anticipation of their reaction. “Her request for a Kingshield wasn’t about training her WingGuard. It was about seeking protection for Cuinn.”
Aethain’s face turned to granite. Alyna shot Talyn a disapproving look. Ariar whistled.
“I think you all need to understand the context.” Talyn made her voice firm. “Cuinn is no threat to us. He’s known in Mithranar as a playboy prince. He parties and drinks and beds every pretty woman that crosses his path. He’s also illegitimate and has two legitimate elder brothers.” She was skirting perilously close to a lie—but being the Shadowhawk didn’t make Cuinn a threat to the Twin Thrones.
Still. Now she was lying to everyone. Lying to Cuinn and the Wolves about his heritage and the threat to their country, and lying to her family about who Cuinn truly was. Such a tangle. It made her head ache, but she wasn’t able to reason her way out of it, only to stick to what felt right.
“That might be true now, but what of any children he has?” It was Alyna who pointed out the obvious.
“They will be Mithranan and unaware of their Dumnorix blood. The Twin Thrones are stable—everyone respects your rule, Uncle, and the right of Aeris to rule after you. That isn’t going to change.” She continued before anyone could protest, throwing the king’s earlier words back at him. “And Cuinn is Dumnorix, Uncle. That makes him one of us. It makes him family. He deserves our protection.”
“From what? Why did you bring him here?” Aethain demanded. “Lark wouldn’t give me any details, he insisted it was your story to tell.”
Shit. She cleared her throat. How best to make her family understand without them finding out Cuinn’s secret? “Can I ask for complete discretion before I answer your question?”
Her mother nodded, face unreadable. Ariar waved a hand. Aethain’s mouth thinned. “Go on.”
“Prince Cuinn was badly injured around the same time that I learned from one of my informants in Mithranar that there was a threat to his life. I judged he was vulnerable, that I couldn’t protect him properly without understanding the threat better, so I thought it best to remove him from the situation.” Her uncle’s expression told her that she was far from convincing him, so she added more truth. “The threat may originate from within his own family, along with senior WingGuard officers.”
“Injured how?” Alyna demanded.
Talyn inwardly swore at her mother’s sharpness. For this she would have to lie, and it was one of the hardest things she’d ever done. But if she told them the truth about how Cuinn was hurt, she’d have to tell them he was the Shadowhawk. And as much as she loved and trusted her family, she couldn’t risk more people knowing. “In an accident in their mountains. He got drunk and went skimming when he shouldn’t have.”
“And you’re certain of the threat to him?” Aethain asked.
“I am.”
Aethain stood, expelling a harsh breath as he spent a few moments pacing the floor. “Talyn, you know I respect you and your abilities. Shia Thorineal has never spoken so highly of any Callanan under her command. More, you are family. Given that, I accept what you’re telling me.”
Talyn’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you.”
“I think it’s best if we don’t attempt to keep Cuinn’s presence in Ryathl a secret,” Aethain continued. “It will only look odd if we shroud his visit in mystery. I don’t intend to broadcast it, but for anyone who asks, he’s simply here on a personal visit to explore Ryathl, not in any formal capacity on behalf of the Mithranan crown.”
Alyna nodded. “And since it’s not an official visit, that explains why he’s not staying at the palace. We’ll say we asked the First Shield to make his home available for the prince and his personal guard to stay in. That won’t look overly odd either—Lark has one of the nicest residences along the coast.”
“And Talyn, you and Lark can make sure nobody gets sight of the prince until he’s recovered enough to mask his injuries,” Aethain finished. “Does that suit?”
It was a neat solution. Mithanis knew Cuinn was in Ryathl, and by the king of the Twin Thrones treating his presence this way, it would corroborate the claims Cuinn had made in his letters that he was only there to enjoy the beaches. “It does. Thank you.”
“I’ll have to come out and visit him, of course, observe the diplomatic niceties. Sarana will question it if I don’t,” Aethain said.
Talyn winced. Alyna caught it. “If he’s truly in danger, the best way to keep Cuinn safe is to make everything appear normal,” she said. “I imagine you fear Cuinn’s brother might consider him meeting us a threat … but won’t they question it if we don’t make the usual diplomatic overtures?”
“You could write to Queen Sarana once he’s gone, Uncle,” Ariar suggested. “Use all the usual flowery language but make it clear you think Cuinn is a bit of a useless fool.”
“That would work really well.” Talyn’s shoulders relaxed. Sarana might panic at the idea of Cuinn meeting his true relatives, but a letter like that would soothe any fears Mithanis might have. “Thank you, all of you.”
“We are your family, Talyn. But I want Cuinn gone the moment he’s recovered enough to do so,” Aethain warned.
“Understood.”
He rubbed a hand over his jaw, still looking troubled. “Lark told us that Cuinn is unaware of his parentage. Is that true?”
“Yes,” Talyn said. The admission made her uncomfortable, as if she were somehow betraying Cuinn by hiding the truth from him. Maybe she was.
“Good.” Aethain leaned forward, mouth a thin line. “He never knows. Am I clear, Talyn?”
Something inside her strained at that. She didn’t want to promise it, even though she understood the necessity. “Don’t you think he deserves to know?”
“We are Dumnorix,” Alyna reminded her. “It’s not about what we deserve. It’s about what’s best for our people. And Cuinn knowing who he is would be a dangerous thing. I know you see that.”
She nodded, unable to say the words even though her mother was right.
“I find I agree.” Ariar looked troubled. “At least with things unsettled as they are now.”
Aethain’s amber gaze landed on her. “Talyn, what you said before, about having no influence or power. Your mother has returned to court. That changes things for you.”
Talyn stared between them, jaw tightening. “I don’t see how. If I want in, I’ll tell you and you can marry me off to the nearest powerful lord’s son. Otherwise things stay as they are.”
Aethain rubbed at his temples, as if a headache were looming there. “It’s not that simple. I’m increasingly uneasy with you being a member of Mithranar’s army. If it weren’t for your work against Vengeance, I’d insist you return at once. And one day you will have to make a choice like your mother did.”
“Then when I find a handsome ship’s captain, I’ll let you know,” she said lightly, trying to dispel the solemn mood that had filled the room. Ariar was looking everywhere but at her, but Alyna was nodding along to everything coming out of Aethain’s mouth. It made her deeply uncomfortable.
“That won’t be your choice, and you know it,” Aethain said quietly. “You’ve put yourself in a difficult position, Talyn.”
She stood, anger rising despite herself. “You and the First Blade put me in that position by forcing Ceannar to send me to Mithranar in the first place.” She met her uncle’s gaze unflinchingly. “Now, I’ve ridden for days. I don’t want to be rude, but I’d really like a hot bath and a change of clothes.”
“You’re staying at Ceannar’s home with Prince Cuinn?” Alyna asked.
She nodded. “I am captain of his guard, after all.”
“You are right that Cuinn is family. He can never know, I insist on that, and if I have my way, nobody else will ever know.” Aethain paused. “But I consider by allowing you to remain with his protection detail, I have done my duty by him.”
She didn’t argue, even though the truth was he was allowing it because of his concerns about Montagn, not because of his duty to Cuinn. Still, at this point he was probably giving her more flexibility than she had any right to expect. After all, Aethain was king. He had to do what was right for the Twin Thrones. “Thank you.”
“There is a limit to what I will allow,” he warned, echoing her thoughts. “You belong here. Don’t forget that.”
She glanced at her mother, who smiled. “You know it too, so don’t pretend you don’t.”
Talyn didn’t want to get into that, so she simply smiled back. “Do you have time for dinner tonight before I head out of the city?”
“I’d love to. I’m already late for a meeting with Lord Seinn to discuss an issue with trade ships being held too long in Port Lathilly, but I’ll meet you in my quarters in a full-turn or two? Why don’t you use my bath and steal some fresh clothes from my closet while you wait?”
“That sounds perfect,” Talyn said, hugging her mother before Alyna left the room.
“Am I free to return north, or was there more you wanted?” Ariar asked the king.
Aethain’s gaze shifted to Talyn, then back to Ariar. “Actually, there are things we need to discuss with the First Blade. I’d appreciate if you could stay a few days.”
“This relates to Talyn’s work in Mithranar? Because I damn well should be in the loop on that,” Ariar said, voice mild despite his firm words.
“If you can trust me with what’s going on, you can trust him,” Talyn added.
“I’m aware of that,” Aethain snapped. “Ariar, you’ll be here tomorrow morning, please. I’ll have the First Blade here too.”
Ariar beamed. “Aye.”
“Does my mother already know?” Talyn asked quietly.
“No.” Aethain let out a troubled breath. “Not because I don’t trust her. But after Trys’s death, I didn’t want her to be worrying about you being in danger in Mithranar.”
Talyn reached out to squeeze his arm. In that moment, he wasn’t the king of a powerful kingdom, he was merely a worried relative. “That’s not what we do, Uncle. We don’t protect each other from things we are strong enough to face. We don’t hold each other back.”
He smiled, amber eyes lightening. “Ariar, bring Alyna with you in the morning.”
Ariar nodded. “Burn bright and true.”
“Burn bright and true,” Talyn and Aethain spoke together.






  
  Chapter 5


She ended up sleeping on her mother’s couch after they’d shared dinner and talked late into the night. But as soon as dawn lit up the horizon she was riding out of the city and along the coast to Ceannar’s estate, a sea breeze whipping around her and FireFlare and taking the edge off the already warm morning. 
Eagerness and worry filled her. Eagerness to see her Wolves and Cuinn—she’d missed them more than she cared to admit during her time away—and worry for Cuinn’s health … for facing all of them with the secrets she held.
After stabling FireFlare she walked around the side of the house towards the back courtyard. Surrounded by greenery, its southern end had a shoulder-high stone wall separating Ceannar’s estate from an unending vista of calm, turquoise ocean.
The thought came to her that maybe one day, when she was too old to fight anymore, a place just like this, by the water, might be nice—nothing but the sound of the waves washing ashore in the distance and the occasional call of a seabird.
“That won’t be your choice, and you know it.” Her uncle’s words from the day before came back to her, and a shudder rippled down her spine. Pushing aside gloomy thoughts, she stretched, took a deep breath of sea air, and wished she had a cup of kahvi in her hands.
She’d just come through the gate when she caught the sound of laughter on the morning breeze. Heart leaping, she looked towards the source of it.
Corrin stepped into the opposite end of the yard, his back to her, tossing a ball in his hands, his laughter still ringing out. The worry that had been wound tight inside her uncoiled on a small exhalation of breath. Her youngest talon wouldn’t be sounding so light-hearted if anything had gone wrong in her absence. If Cuinn wasn’t okay.
Zamaril appeared next, his narrow features more reserved as he reached out to catch the ball and shove it playfully into Corrin’s chest. They scuffled for a moment, before their attention was caught by Halun and Andres coming through the gate after them.
Corrin tossed the ball to Halun, calling out something Talyn couldn’t hear. Halun caught the ball, dropped it and kicked it back. At a word from Andres, all the Wolves’ attention quickly turned to the person following him through the gate.
Cuinn.
On his feet.
She bit her lip, the relief that flooded through her at the sight close to overwhelming. The prince moved slowly, leaning heavily on a walking stick, but he was upright. Tiercelin paced protectively at his side.
She kept watching, drinking it in, as Cuinn limped heavily across the courtyard, his silver-white wings spread wide to either side to help him balance.
He must have sensed something of her relief and pleasure because he looked up suddenly, green gaze cutting straight to hers. They stared at each other a moment—his Dumnorix blood clear as day to her now he wasn’t hiding himself behind glamour and song magic—and her hands curled at her sides, her breath escaping her in a rush. For a moment it didn’t matter that she couldn’t tell him about the threat from Montagn or his true bloodline, or that she’d lied to her family about his identity as the Shadowhawk.
Those were problems for another day.
Right now … he was all right. And that meant everything.
Smile stretching across her face, she walked towards them. Halun lifted his arm in a delighted wave. Andres’s perfect posture straightened impossibly further.
“Captain!” Corrin’s eyes lit up. “When did you arrive?”
“I just rode in,” she said.
“It’s good to have you back,” Zamaril said. There was a slight stiffness to his bearing, but the words were sincere. She gave him a warm nod. Demoting him for his rogue actions in Montagn—stealing Halun’s niece from the ahara and putting them all in danger—had been the hardest thing she’d ever done as a commander. It was also the easiest decision she’d had to make. Only time would tell if the thief accepted it.
“It's good to see you, Captain Dynan.” This rich, musical voice belonged to Cuinn.
“And you.” She was pleased to see that the luminous glow had returned to his emerald eyes, and the pallor of sickness was almost completely vanished from his skin. All at once she was enveloped with his delight at seeing her—his song magic in use—and she felt an answering pleasure sweep through her. “You’re on your feet,” she said warmly.
Cuinn motioned to the healer. “I am, thanks to Tiercelin.”
“I wouldn’t have been able to do half as much if you hadn’t been such a determined and brave patient.” Tiercelin smiled at Talyn. “Welcome back, Captain.”
“Have you had breakfast yet?” Cuinn asked her. “I’m not allowed until I’ve completed my morning walk in this courtyard, so we could eat together.”
Her stomach rumbled at the mention of food—she’d been too nervous with worry to eat before leaving the palace, and now her relief at the sight of Cuinn left her feeling like she could eat a horse. “That sounds great.”
Pleased surprise lit up his green eyes at her quick acquiescence, and he stepped forward, stopping only when Tiercelin placed a cautionary hand on his arm. “Be careful, Your Highness. No quick moves, remember.”
“I remember, Tiercelin.” Cuinn sounded momentarily snappish, but nonetheless slowed his forward movement.
Talyn fell into step with him as they made their slow way to the other side of the yard, the Wolves falling in around them in a traditional protective formation.
“Is everything well, Captain?” Cuinn asked.
She hesitated, tried to think of how to answer that honestly. “At this very moment, seeing you so recovered … yes, everything is well.”
“But there are things to discuss,” he said, determination rippling over his features.
Taken aback—she’d never seen determination on Prince Cuinn Acondor’s face before—she simply said, “There are. But I think we can enjoy breakfast first.”

      ***Ceannar was already eating when Cuinn and Talyn arrived. Breakfast had been laid out in a terrace that ran along the eastern wall of the main house. The wooden trellis that fenced off all but the southern length of the courtyard was covered with colourful white and blue flowers that gave off a sweet scent. The open edge of the yard looked straight to the estate’s wall and the ocean beyond.
A wary look filled the First Blade’s expression when he saw Talyn. “Captain Dynan, you’re back.”
Inwardly she smiled—he looked like a man awaiting a particularly nasty form of torture. “I am. It’s good to see you, sir.”
His eyebrows shot upwards. “You’re still talking to me?”
“You did what you felt you had to.” After having a night to think on it, she wasn’t angry at Ceannar. After all, he was First Shield to Aethain, and his ultimate loyalty had to be to his king, not her. He’d simply done what he felt was right. She took the seat opposite him, trying not to make it obvious that she was keeping a careful eye on the gingerly sitting Cuinn. The glare the prince shot
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