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She sought a husband, but found a destiny

––––––––
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Nessa Haddo has been raised to pursue what every young noblewoman needs: a suitable husband. Unfortunately for her, as a younger twin, her prospects are limited. Things start to look up when she lays eyes on the handsome foreign envoy sent to escort her sister to an arranged marriage, but her romantic fantasies quickly entangle her in events beyond her darkest nightmares.

Compared to his last mission, ex-spy Rustam Chalice’s new assignment sounds simple: wrangle an unwieldy bridal caravan across a mountain range populated by bandits, trolls, werecats, and worse, try to cajole a traumatized princess out of her self-imposed isolation, and arrive on time for the politically sensitive wedding. What could possibly go wrong?

Meanwhile, Lady Risada—the woman who haunts Rustam’s dreams—is struggling to adjust to a normal life. All her carefully honed assassin’s instincts scream warnings of foul play, yet she can find nothing obviously amiss.

And deep in the halls of a mountain clan, an old enemy plucks his victims’ strings with expert malice.
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DARSHAN PALACE
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Hungry flames invaded the garlands festooning the roof beams of the palace’s Great Hall. Tiny specks of gold darted in and out of the greenery, setting new fires wherever they touched; miniature dragons with flickering wings—salamanders. 

Forbidden magic. 

Another cluster of berries exploded, raining hot juices down on the heads of the panicked crowd. Mykel Dench braced himself as a horde of finely dressed nobles stampeded towards him. On the raised dais at the front of the hall he could see his master, Hensar, the pretender to the throne, grappling with the loyalist spy, Lady Risada. The stench of burning greenery, the cacophony of screams and clatter of tumbling chairs all faded into insignificance for Mykel when Lady Risada slit Hensar’s throat. 

Too late, Mykel recognised his master’s fatal mistake.

Those moves! Risada’s not just any spy—she’s Dart, the royal assassin!

Mykel shrieked his fury but his cry vanished into the crowd. Rage lent him strength and he ploughed into the oncoming mob brandishing his sword, uncaring if he sliced the odd gobbet of flesh provided it didn’t impede his progress. He’d worked too hard for this moment; for the downfall of the royal family and their spymaster prince. 

Hensar might be dead, but Mykel would see the prince dead too. And that bitch assassin, Risada. 

A squawking noblewoman with her hair ablaze fell in his path and Mykel stumbled over her, cursing. Her hands wrapped around his ankle, dragging at him. He slashed at her until her grip fell away. He had taken two more stumbling steps when a swag of flaming ivy crashed down in front of him and he lurched to a stop.

He lifted his gaze towards the dais, a scant ten paces before him, and his heart leapt to his throat—Hensar was still alive! Lady Risada was stooped over his supine form, but the pretender’s hands were wrapped around her throat, choking her. Mykel’s breath caught. Yes! The coup would succeed after all. 

Ice shot through his veins. A male figure with bound hands but unfettered feet, lashed out at Hensar, kicking his head so hard Mykel was sure his neck must have snapped. The ice in his blood turned to white hot rage. That miserable lackey of a prince’s man, Rustam Chalice, would pay too. 

Seeing Hensar still moving, Mykel gathered himself and leapt over the flames blocking his path. Heat singed his nostril hairs and invaded his lungs. Overhead, the roof writhed with flames, thick noxious smoke curling downward, threatening to smother all who remained. Mykel narrowed his watering eyes. Lady Risada was injured and failing, Rustam Chalice’s hands were manacled behind his back. If Mykel could only get to the dais, he could finish those two and aid his master.

With a roaring whoosh, one of the huge roof timbers crashed down, obliterating Hensar even as he rose once more. 

Mykel screamed again, venting his wrath. All his plotting, all his deceit, all those interminable years spent building the prince’s trust, for naught; gone in one swift action of fate.

“Risada!”

The shout cut through the crackle and hiss of the burning hall. Mykel spun towards it and saw the one piece of good fortune left to him. When the beam fell, Lady Risada had been forced back from the dais and now stood, wavering on unsteady feet amidst tumbled chairs, two rows over. Mykel smiled. Small compensation, but at least the assassin would not leave the hall alive. He raised his sword.

“I don’t think so.”

The words came from behind him—just before a chair crashed against his shoulder, knocking him off balance. One of its legs caught him along the side of the head and stars sparkled across his vision. The breath that whooshed out of his body was replaced by smoke as he inhaled, and he coughed it back up even as he lashed out at his attacker. His sword swung through empty space as something smacked into the back of one knee, felling him. 

He landed in a tangle amidst fallen chairs and smouldering greenery. Heat seared his lungs as he struggled to regain his breath. If he didn’t escape the hall soon he would die, yet he still found his focus drawn to Lady Risada, on her knees now and so tantalizingly close.

A tiny feminine figure knelt beside Risada and pried her fist open, extracting a ring of keys. Her arm swung up and over, sending them flying through the air to arc over the conflagration obscuring the dais.

Whoever she was, she’d just provided Chalice with the means of rescuing the shackled members of the royal family. Teeth gritted, Mykel lurched to his feet, determined to finish both women. He finally recognised his assailant from her petite form: Betha Fontmaness, a lesser noble who had confounded his plans once before. She turned to face him.

“Come on!” she encouraged, beckoning. Mykel hesitated. Was she stupid? He was twice her size and armed, yet she showed no fear. A frisson of alarm shivered through his body. Was she a magic user? He had no defence against the vile art.

Yet how could she be? Betha was Tyr-enese through and through.

Mykel shook his head before resuming his attack. Though still wary, he couldn’t envisage two unarmed women escaping his wrath.

He swung his sword, only to have the irksome female duck beneath it again and come up close beside him. Something in her hand glittered with reflected flames. Mykel was too slow to avoid her dagger thrust and the tip scored a stinging trace along his ribcage. Infuriated, he jerked his arm backward, elbow connecting solidly with the side of Betha’s head. She swayed with the force of the blow and staggered, but didn’t fall. Mykel spun and grabbed her hand, grappling for the dagger. He twisted her wrist hard, feeling the fragile bones break, and still she did not let go.

Was she not human after all?

She glared defiantly at him and kneed him in the groin. 

Agony erupted through Mykel’s body and he doubled over, hugging himself. He was barely aware when Betha shoved him over, and by the time he came back to himself he was alone, blinded by smoke and choking. Through watering eyes he stared at his reddening skin and somewhere in the back of his mind, some speck of an urge to live whipped him into a crawl. With little idea of direction, he followed a jumbled line of chairs, hoping it might lead to an exit. A bright point of light darted near, and the skin on Mykel’s nose began to blister. He recoiled from the tiny elemental. Magic! His heart raced, and he bit back a cry. Reaching for his sword, he realised he’d dropped it.

Just as he was convinced his death was imminent, the salamander shot away and Mykel resumed his struggle, scrambling on hands and knees, burying his nose and mouth as well he could in the folds of his uniform jacket. He coughed incessantly, and his skin felt ready to crisp and shrivel like a hog on a spit.

A waft of clean air shocked him and he froze for an instant. Blazing ivy dropped onto his head, clinging to his hair and face like a parasite, eating into his flesh. Frantic, he ripped the stuff away, hollering in pain as it tore patches of skin away with it. Shaking almost too hard to stand, he drove himself to his feet, shedding his smouldering uniform jacket as he went. Another gust of fresh air drew him to a staggering run and he burst out of the Great Hall as it collapsed behind him. He fell to his knees.

“Are you hurt? Can you move?”

“Oh goddess, look at his face!”

Voices pummelled ears still ringing with the sizzle and clamour of the inferno. Hands grasped his arms, pulling him further from the intense heat of the burning building. Someone threw a bucket of water over him and he gasped with shock, but in the next second drew a sweet breath of relief as his skin cooled. 

“Who are you? Who were you with?”

He shook his head, gasping at the agony that was his ruined face. Remaining mute seemed both the easiest and safest option. Glad he’d shed the telltale black and silver jacket, he might blend more easily with the general crowd, at least until he knew who had taken charge. He assumed it would be the royal family. On the other hand, the nobles had been divided in the lead up to the coup, some acquiescing only as a result of intimidation, whilst others had been openly supportive of the pretender. In the aftermath, political turmoil was sure to ensue.  

“I’m fine, really,” he muttered from one side of his mouth as he lurched to his feet, shrugging off the eager helping hands. “I need to find someone.”

With his arms clutched over his wet shirt, and starting to shiver, he stumbled away. He blinked repeatedly, trying to clear his smoke-blurred vision, then veered suddenly to his left to avoid a cluster of highborns kneeling around the unconscious figure of Lady Risada. Much to Mykel’s chagrin she was alive, and there was nothing he could do at that moment to address the vexing state of affairs. He ducked his head and skirted a huddled group of servants, keeping line of sight on Risada and scanning the surrounds for Betha Fontmaness. He had no wish to walk into her again; his balls still throbbed from their last encounter. 

He clasped his arms even tighter around himself when he spotted her, seated on the ground near Risada’s feet. She was deep in conversation with another woman, and Mykel frowned as she gesticulated expressively, showing no sign of injury to her arm. He could have sworn he’d broken her wrist, and to see her apparently shrug off the harm he was sure he’d inflicted irked him even further.

He bowed his head and kept moving, heading for the stables.

The stable yard was in uproar. Many of those who had supported Hensar were plainly eager to put distance between themselves and the palace until the rubble settled. Lads scurried to and fro, tacking up horses and presenting them for mounting; so many that in no way could the riders be certain of ending up with the right animal. That suited Mykel just fine. He grabbed the reins of a passing horse and swung into the saddle before the boy could protest. Setting his heels to the beast’s sides, he escaped the palace grounds along with the fleeing nobles.

Mykel Dench glanced back at the rising smoke, evidence of his ruined plans. The prince and his family might have regained rule of Tyr-en, but their troubles were far from over, and Mykel vowed to ensure it stayed that way for a long time to come.
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1. ENVOY
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Two years later...

––––––––
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“Just look at that man!” Lady Nessa Haddo nudged her sister with an elbow. “Did you ever see anything so divine?” she demanded in a whisper, with a jerk of her chin towards the man in question.

“Shh!” reprimanded Lady Julin, rubbing her arm. “This isn’t the place.”

Leaning her chair at a perilous angle on the uneven grass, Nessa ignored her elder twin and craned for a better view of the handsome, scar-faced stranger seated beneath the canopy in the front row of mourners. Watery sunshine leaked through the clouds and penetrated the light silk gazebo, brightening the earlier pall and illuminating the man’s outlandish, figure-hugging garb. 

And what a figure, thought Nessa in admiration, wondering if he might be the Kishtanian ambassador, although he seemed young for such an important position. There was also the mystery of his eyes: deep blue wells of sadness hiding behind enviably long, dark lashes. While sorrow was fitting for such a sombre occasion, Nessa felt certain some greater pain underlay his haunted gaze. 

And that scar! Stretching from his left temple to the corner of his mouth, the raised ridge broke his even features into a thrilling promise of danger and excitement.

As if sensing her interest, the man glanced round, and Nessa lowered her face. The old familiar flash of resentment washed over her, heating her cheeks. Why had the goddess cursed her with being a twin? She loved Julin, but could they not have been simple sisters instead of twins? Society never permitted her to forget that as a younger twin she was a constant reminder of the less benevolent side of the dual-natured deity. 

Such ill-favour kept suitors at a distance, but while the dark-haired stranger might never be hers, no one could steal her dreams.

A chill spring breeze sprang up, fluttering the scalloped edges of the silk canopy and blowing streamers of incense across the gathering. Nessa drew a deep sigh and smothered a cough when the pungent aroma tickled her throat. The white robed priestess of Chel droned the words of the ritual, her voice low and strong to combat the rising wind. 

The Haddo girls had never attended a death rite before, but with their parents across the border in the neighbouring kingdom working to establish Tyr-en’s first foreign embassy, the twins were sole representatives of their Family. Two years ago, before the attempted coup, theirs had been a minor holding, but their father’s fierce loyalty to the crown had not gone unnoticed, and Haddo House now numbered amongst the Twenty Great Houses, with all the responsibilities such elevation entailed.

As the body of Lord Iain Merschenko vas Domn was lowered into the ground, wrapped in its brown shroud, a muffled sob drew Nessa’s attention to the sepia veiled woman standing alone on the grass at the graveside. Lady Risada Delgano vas Domn was now the only living blood-member of the Second House—a precarious position for any Family, but one which, if the size of the bump beneath her gown was any indication, might soon be rectified. 

The rustle of fabrics heralded the end of the ritual and, along with the massed Tyr-enese nobility, Nessa stood for the goddess’s blessing. One by one the mourners filed past the open grave, dropping the ritual handful of soil onto the body before rinsing their fingers in silver bowls of salt water set on tripods at the exit to the burial ground. Nessa shuddered as she dipped just the tips of her fingers, unwilling to immerse any more of herself in water carried from the treacherous sea. She rubbed the slight stickiness left on her skin against her skirts and hurried away.

As soon as she decently could, Nessa grabbed hold of Julin’s sleeve and all but dragged her sister back into the Domn mansion in search of their maid, Enya. Servants always knew the gossip about everyone.

“Come on Jules, I want to find out who he is!”

“I’m coming, Nessa, but I refuse to move at an unseemly pace on such a solemn day.”

“Oh, Julin, he’s dead! He’s not going to care how we move,” Nessa protested, but slowed to match the measured strides of her older sister. Julin might be the quieter and more demure of the twins, but she had a stubborn streak almost as wide as Nessa’s exuberance.

The great mansion of Domn gleamed with polish and stone whitening, yet a dark air clung to it, not solely due to the death of its most recent Lord. Dwelling in the very house where his parents had been butchered by an assassin must surely have contributed to Lord Iain’s malady and his tragic demise at the tender age of twenty three, a mere six years older than the twins.

Nessa shook her head and swallowed hard. They would be away from this darkly depressing place soon enough, setting out on the adventure of their lives, a journey through the mountains to Kishtan to join their parents and prepare for Julin’s wedding. Her sister’s husband-to-be was one of the most important nobles of the neighbouring kingdom, making this marriage not only a good alliance for their Family, but for the whole of Tyr-en. 

Privately, Nessa hoped the man would prove worthy and kind enough to make her beloved sister happy, though his status had been foremost in their mother’s last letter, not his disposition.

The twins turned a corner and came to the ornate double doors of their guest apartment. The richly carved and panelled woodwork was highlighted with elegant brown tracery which echoed the earth-coloured mourning gowns they wore, and with a shiver that had nothing to do with the slightly chilly temperature, Nessa flung the doors open and hurried into the pleasantly appointed sitting room. Enya appeared scant moments later through the connecting door from the servants’ quarters.

Nessa pounced. “Enya, who is the delectable young man with the scar?”

The maid’s pretty round face lit with an impish smile. “That, my lady, is Rustam Chalice.”

“No!” A shiver of excitement ran up Nessa’s spine. “The Rustam Chalice? Really?” 

“Yes indeed, my lady.” 

Enya bobbed her head in emphasis and several blonde curls slipped from beneath her cap. She reached up, trying to stuff them back in, and Nessa stepped over to help her. The young noblewoman sighed in envy of her maid’s crowning glory. Not that she begrudged the girl her doll-like prettiness or her mop of golden curls, but as ever Nessa wished she had been born with something more striking than her straight brown hair and hazel eyes. While her irises had unusual streaks of light and dark colouring—the only visible difference between her and Julin—people had to inspect them closely to notice. 

And surely it would take something special to get a second glance from the infamous Rustam Chalice.

Even Julin appeared mildly interested and asked: “Did he come by that mark in the fire? How sad; he must have been very handsome before.”

So Julin had noticed, but she was wrong—the scar made him all the more attractive. Nessa dragged her attention back to Enya.

“... already had it when he was captured. The way I heard it, it was punishment from the goddess for being vain, although some say it was for daring to use magic.”

Nessa pursed her lips. In her opinion anyone who looked that good had a right to be vain. And as to the other, she found it hard to believe the power responsible for saving their kingdom from the vile pretender might be abhorred by the goddess.  

“Magic! Ugh.” Julin shuddered. Nessa opened her mouth to point out where they might be now if Rustam Chalice hadn’t used magic when something else struck her.

“But how come he’s here? I thought using magic got him exiled, with his life forfeit if he entered Tyr-en ever again.”

“He’s here under diplomatic protection,” explained Enya, who had obviously quizzed the other servants. “He’s a special envoy for the Kishtanian king.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Nessa as a thrilling notion struck her. “Do you suppose he’ll be travelling back to Kishtan with us?”
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2. RUSTAM
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“Rusty, m’boy, you look wonderful. Life outside Tyr-en clearly agrees with you.”

Prince Halnashead opened his arms wide and startled Rustam with a bear hug. Never in all the years he’d worked for the prince had Halnashead displayed such affection. But that was, of course, before Rustam discovered the prince to be his sire.

Stepping back to cover his surprise, Rustam looked his father up and down.

There was more grey at the prince’s temples than had been there last time they’d seen each other. No, Rustam amended, if he was honest, there was little other than grey. But aside from that, he could see scant evidence of the stress inflicted by the coup, or the struggle to put the kingdom back together in the aftermath. Halnashead thrived on challenge and looked content with his current position.

As well he should. He had a beautiful young wife, and another child on the way.

Even two years on, Rustam’s mind shied away like a skittish colt whenever Lady Risada sprang to mind. The two of them—it had never been a realistic possibility. She was a high born noble and he, a common bastard. Well, perhaps not so common, he thought with a touch of the old arrogance as he studied his father, the prince. 

But still, it would never have worked.

Her fever hot cheek against his, their breath mingling, and the sweet taste of her lips...

For one instant, she had been his. Before fate had torn them apart and memory was all that remained. His chest tightened.

Rustam Chalice summoned a deliberate relaxation technique, drew a deep breath to cleanse the unwanted emotion, and beamed a smile at his father. “You look well too. I see you had to let your belt out again.”

Halnashead roared with laughter, patting his protruding belly. “Just keeping Risada company.”

“I noticed. Congratulations. When is she due?”

Halnashead beamed with pride. “Not for many weeks yet. I know, I know,” he added at Rustam’s raised eyebrows. “She’s big enough to be carrying twins.” Anxiety shadowed his brow for a moment. “Pray goddess she isn’t; we can do without that complication. But sit down, m’boy, and tell me all about life outside Tyr-en.”

Halnashead led the way across Domn’s main parlour to where a huge log fire burned cheerily despite the time of year, filling the high ceilinged room with the scent of sweetwood. The prince sank into a large armchair and stretched his feet towards the flames.

“Ah, that’s welcome. Today’s chill has seeped right into my bones. I must be getting old.”

Rustam frowned as he fetched a more formal, upright chair to sit at his father’s side. He couldn’t imagine the prince getting old, especially not now when his expertise was so desperately needed. Halnashead’s nephew, King Marten, still little more than a boy, was struggling to stabilise his hold on a kingdom that had nearly torn itself in two. Almost half the noble Houses had supported the pretender to some degree and sifting those who had done so willingly from those under duress had been no easy task. There were no assurances the process was complete, and that traitors did not still lurk within their ranks.

Add that to the growing panic amongst the populace as they became ever more aware of Tyr-en’s vulnerability to magic, and no easy solution presented itself. Marten walked a tightrope where one misstep could bring the whole stack of tiles tumbling down. Without Halnashead’s information network and his wisdom in interpreting it, Marten might be pulled beneath the waves never to rise again.

“Well? Talk to me, boy.”

Rustam shook himself. His father’s storm grey eyes scrutinized him, making Rustam want to fidget like a young player reporting his first mission. He grinned, feeling the ridged scar crinkle at the corner of his mouth. “How is it, when I’m on first-name terms with two kings, that you can still make me feel like a pageboy?”

Halnashead laughed again. “That’s because I’m your father, boy. Now, tell me all about Kishtan. When you left, you said you were returning to Shiva; what made you change your mind?”

“I didn’t. Or not immediately. First thing I had to do after you sent me packing was rescue Nightstalker—and she’s fine, thanks for asking.”

With a mock scowl, Halnashead peered at his son. “I do have more pressing matters to consider than the well-being of your horse, you know.”

“Well she was fine, and getting too cosy with those Shivan stallions for my liking. So, anyway, I went back to Shiva, and told King Rhe his wife wouldn’t be home for the foreseeable. Not that he seemed surprised. But then, elves really don’t consider time the same way we do. Did I explain that yet?”

“I recall something outlandish being mentioned about time moving differently in Shiva. Sounded gibberish to me.”

“It might sound that way, but that’s how it is, and that’s one of the reasons I chose not to stay; I might have come out of there to find you’d died of old age and me still a young man. Or worse: the exact opposite.”

Halnashead let loose a bark of mirth. “Oh, that would be just fine, boy, just fine indeed!”

“Ha, for you, perhaps!”

The afternoon grew long as Rustam talked. Halnashead asked frequent, searching questions, father and son falling back into the old pattern of Chief of Security debriefing his player. Tea was served and still they talked, ranging in topic from the politics of the elven kingdom, Shiva, to the eating habits of the Kishtanian Court. Rustam promised to keep a record, and send regular updates to his father’s office in the palace in Darshan.

“Why do I feel like I still work for you?”

This time, Halnashead’s smile was distinctly lopsided. “Did you ever doubt that, lad? You could be the single most important player this kingdom possesses. All I need is for you to stay in more regular contact.”

A weight lifted from Rustam’s shoulders. For the first time since his banishment his life held clear purpose. Despite the fascinating new concepts and cultures he’d embraced in the other kingdoms, he sorely missed the game. His whole life had been dedicated to espionage, and to live without it was akin to losing a limb. Kishtan had a form of spy network, but compared to the Tyr-enese version it lacked sophistication and depth. To immerse himself once more in the Tyr-enese game was like slipping back into a favourite pair of comfortable boots. 

Ones with daggers fitted into the seams.

Halnashead’s next question snagged his attention back to the moment. 

“Have you spoken with Annasala?” The prince’s usually strong tone held an uncharacteristic tremor as he named his daughter.

A lump filled Rustam’s throat, making it hard to answer. He shook his head. “How is she?”

Halnashead sighed and wrapped his arms around himself, leaning towards the fire. “It took time, but she recovered. Physically, anyway.” The unguarded anguish on Halnashead’s face bit at Rustam’s core.

“And mentally?”

Halnashead shuddered. “Rusty, it’s as if she’s not there anymore. You know—inside. She speaks, she reacts when she must, but something’s missing.” The prince stared hard into the flames, shaking his head. “I’ve lost her. I’ve lost my beautiful, brave girl. I sent her on a mission before she was ready, and she paid the price for my pride. What that monster did to her...”

Rustam laid a hand on his father’s arm. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said with as much surety as he could muster. “If you hadn’t sent her along with us, Risada and I would never have made it out of that house, and Hensar would be on the throne now. He would have fathered his heirs on Sala and still used her for his perverted pleasures. You have to believe what happened was for the best.”

“You really think so? She blames me, you know. I’m certain of it.”

Rustam permitted himself a grim smile. “I doubt that; knowing Sala, she probably blames herself.”

Halnashead squared his shoulders and rose to his feet. He turned to stand with his back to the fire, hands clasped behind him. “Rusty, I’m sending her with you to Kishtan. Ostensibly she’s to serve as chaperon for the Haddo twins.”

“And in reality?” Rustam could guess where this was leading.

Halnashead fixed him with a hawk’s glare. “Talk to her. Get her to open up; find out what’s really going on inside that mixed up head of hers. She trusts you, or at least, she doesn’t blame you.”

“Have you told her yet I’m her brother?”

Halnashead’s face tightened.”No, and I forbid you to do so. Her mind is still too fragile—it will have to wait for a better time.” 

Rustam pursed his lips. “You do remember what happened the last time you hid our relationship? How it almost got me killed?”

“Don’t push it, boy. She’s my daughter; my responsibility. I will tell her at a time I deem appropriate.”

The stubborn set of Halnashead’s jaw told Rustam he wasn’t going to win, but obstinacy was a trait he shared with his father, and he deserved a better answer. “You’re making her my responsibility on this journey, and you want me to dig her out of her cocoon. It would be so much simpler if she knew.”

“Sorry, m’boy, this is not up for debate.”

Rustam made one last try, “But why? If she’s that fragile, then should you be sending her at all?”

The air between them vibrated with discord, neither man willing to back down, but in the end it was Halnashead who broke away. He lowered himself back into his chair to sit in a slumped heap. “Dammit, Rusty! It’s my guilty secret that I fathered a child out of wedlock and haven’t confessed to it yet. The longer I leave it, the more difficult it becomes. I will tell her, but not until I find the courage.” He looked up at his son. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve had other things to deal with.”

And when is that likely to change? Rustam mused, but kept his mouth shut. Halnashead ran his hands over his hair, flattening it and smoothing away his troubles, putting them off for another day. His expression lightened, and he smiled at his son as his mind turned forward.

“You’ll do a fine job, I have no doubt. Excellent opportunity for you to make full use of all that cunning you’ve inherited from your father, hmm?”

Rustam was trying to find a suitable answer when a door beside the fireplace popped open, and King Marten entered. Rustam hurried to stand, but the young king waved him back to his seat.

“I’m tired of ritual. Please, let it go, at least for today.”

As the king strode across the room, Rustam studied his face. Marten was several years his junior, but the coup and subsequent events had weighed heavily upon him, and to look at they might easily have been of an age. 

Marten came to a standstill before a low, round table upon which rested a rectangular lump covered by a piece of dark red fabric. He placed a hand on one edge of the cloth and pulled. “Uncle Hal, what are we to do with this? You say it’s not safe to leave it behind when I travel, but I can’t take it everywhere I go. Where can we put it that will be safe?”

Rustam glanced at the object on the table and his breath stilled inside his lungs.

The box’s once bright paintwork was faded with great age, and one end was charred, but it had survived—Chel’s Casket; ancient artefact of power, and the goddess’s seal of approval on the rule of Marten’s House.

Rustam had believed it destroyed in the flames that had consumed the palace’s Great Hall—a conflagration he’d started with the aid of a few friendly salamanders.

Unbidden, he rose and stepped over to the casket. His hands reached towards it, drawn by the power seeping from within.

“Rustam!”

His father’s voice cut through the rushing in his ears. He blinked and glanced around. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t believe it survived.” His fingers hovered over the curved lid. “May I?”

Halnashead turned to Marten and the king shrugged his shoulders. “Why not? He has as much right as any of our Family.”

A warm glow infused Rustam’s torso. Knowledge of his parentage would likely never go beyond this room, but here, at least, Marten was willing to acknowledge him as cousin. Rustam inclined his head in gratitude.

As his fingertips brushed the top of the box, invisible lightning ran up his arms. He gasped in shock and flinched, but his father’s steady regard reassured him, and the sensation faded. Grasping it firmly, he lifted the box to eye level and studied the seam where lid met body. It had no apparent lock or clasp, and half expecting it to refuse to move, he gripped it tightly with both hands and twisted. The box separated into two halves.

He placed the lid on the table, his gaze held fast by a sight seen by no more than a handful of people—all of them his relatives—since the box was magically sealed back on the old continent, at the height of the Wizard Wars.

Inside the simple box lay a talisman. Asymmetric in shape, it resembled a coiled lizard, and was made of a material Rustam did not recognise. The surface shimmered with shifting colours, predominantly reds and yellows. A feeling of great power emanated from it, demanding he pick it up.

Seemingly of their own volition, his fingers began to curl around the thing. It looked pliable, like leather, but was hard to the touch. It slipped into his hand and a blaze of silver flashed across his vision.

Two great eyes hung there, bleeding argent tears. “This is not for you, my son,” whispered the familiar lilt of the goddess.

Rustam dropped the box with a clatter. Cold sweat slithered down his spine. He felt his father’s hands grip his shoulders, guiding him to a chair and pressing him gently down. When he dared to look up, Marten had replaced the lid, hiding the menacing talisman from view.

“That thing is evil,” Rustam gasped.

Halnashead nodded, not bothering to ask how Rustam knew. “And now you know the truth, m’boy. That little trinket was placed within the casket to stop it from falling into the wrong hands. Our Family is its keeper.”

Rustam screwed his face up. “So Chel’s favour is a lie?”

“Not exactly,” said Marten. “It was a priest of Chel who sealed it with the magic that prevents any but our bloodline from opening it. He apparently felt we were the only Family who could be trusted not to try to use it, which made us the most likely choice for a ruling House. Perhaps ‘Chel’s choice’ would have been a better title, but the ‘favour’ label stuck.”

“I’m surprised our esteemed grandsire didn’t try,” said Rustam, recalling tales of the tyrant.

“I believe fear stopped him,” said Halnashead, patting the air above the box, not quite touching it. “According to the lore passed down with the casket, the evil it contains cannot be controlled, even by the one who summons it. Pray Chel no one ever tries.” He withdrew his hand. “Cover it up, Marten, and leave it here for now. No one will touch anything in this room without orders from Risada, and I’ll consider a more permanent site for it before you return to Darshan.”

He moved to stand in front of the fire, hands clasped behind his back. “And now, young sirs, to more immediate business.”

Marten plumped down in a nearby chair, and Rustam noted a rebellious expression creep across his cousin’s face. Distracted from the dangerous puzzle in the box, the more mobile corner of Rustam’s mouth twitched upward. Apparently even Marten, king though he might be, still found himself obeying the prince. Rustam began to feel better about the way his own life had been manipulated by his father.

‘He uses everybody, even himself, for the good of Tyr-en.’ Soria Chalice’s words, spoken through the goddess. Rustam’s mother had known her prince well.

“Well Rusty, m’boy. We’ve already touched on your commission to escort the Haddo girls to Kishtan. I trust you will have no trouble on your journey, but I would task you with Lady Julin’s safe delivery above all else. The political benefits of this marriage have vast potential, but I have the feeling Duke Anderien may be easy to offend, should anything go amiss. Would you agree with me, hmm?”

Rustam nodded, recalling his negotiations with the somewhat prickly natured duke. “Yes, indeed. He’s a bit of a testy character, but he’ll make an excellent ally once this is settled. And just now the weather is good, the low level passes are practically bandit-free, and we’ll have enough guards to manage any problems. Nothing will go wrong, trust me.”

Rustam threw a quick prayer in Chel’s direction.

“Excellent,” said Hal. “I’m pleased to hear it. So now I’m afraid I must add to your burdens.”

Marten crossed his legs and muttered an expletive. Halnashead narrowed his eyes. “Your Majesty knows my counsel. The matter of a queen becomes ever more urgent and there are few suitable candidates available.”

“But a child!” protested Marten.

Halnashead quelled him with a look. “Princess Sabina may be only twelve, but by the time negotiations reach fruition she will be old enough.”

“But will the people accept her? She’s part elf.”

Halnashead gestured towards his son. “Rusty is part elf. Would you know it by looking at him?”

“Well, no,” Marten admitted.

Halnashead rubbed his hands together before the fire. “From what I hear, the princess looks no more elven than Rusty does, and such a marriage would give you stronger ties to Shiva as well as Kishtan, which may prove important to the future security of Tyr-en.”

Marten grimaced. Rustam could see both sides to the argument and considered that, like everything to do with Tyr-en at the moment, there was no correct solution. Sorry though he felt for Marten, the prince’s council seemed wise. “So I’m taking messages and what—gifts?”

Halnashead nodded, looking relieved that Rustam, at least, was not going to argue.  Remembering his father’s previous autonomy, Rustam could only conclude recent times had proven less straightforward for the prince. And he could guess who made that so.

On cue, the Lady Risada Delgano vas Domn swept in. She was still dressed in her brown mourning gown though she had removed the heavy veil. Her blonde hair was somewhat flattened against her head, and there were red rims around her bright blue eyes, but her pale face was composed.

Halnashead hurried to his wife’s side and led her across the room as though they were in a stranger’s house rather than her own. He arranged cushions for her on a deeply padded couch and helped her to sit, finally lifting her feet and placing a stool beneath them.

“Ever the attentive spouse,” observed Risada with an affectionate smile.

Rustam found it nearly unbearable. Not only did he wince to see Risada appear so fragile, but the conflicting emotions rushing through his heart and mind made him sick to his stomach. He’d tried, Chel knew how hard, not to love Risada, but it was beyond his ability to control. Every day, every month apart had only strengthened his desire, yet now he must sit and watch her regard his own father in the manner that should have been reserved for him.
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3. RISADA
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Risada smiled gratefully at her husband. She had no complaints about his treatment of her from the moment she proposed their match. 

It should have been outrageous for her to arrange her own marriage, but there had been none left in her Family to do it for her, not with Iain in his condition. Nor even before that, if she was honest. Her darling baby brother had never been able to make decisions of any sort. Though her heart had ached to watch him slip away, she was grateful he had never comprehended what was happening to him.

Now he was gone, and the child she carried was destined one day to take his place.  Halnashead’s child would be fit and strong, just like his older brother.

Risada flicked a glance towards the prince’s adult son, seated quietly to one side. Rustam’s beautiful deep blue eyes were expressionless beneath thick brown lashes, his face immobile as he stared into the air above her head. Did he find her bloated form revolting? She knew some men did, and Rustam Chalice had always been attracted to physical perfection. Self-consciously she flexed her left arm, the misshapen elbow joint—legacy of the poisoned knife wound that had ended her assassin’s career—hidden for the moment within the fabric of her sleeve. Surely that would only add to his disgust.

Risada fought the tears threatening to well up. 

It’s the pregnancy, she told herself fiercely. I must expect mood swings. 

She forced a bright smile. “Well Rustam, what news from beyond our borders? I trust your passage through the mountains was less adventurous this time.”

He smiled in turn and Risada felt her muscles weaken. As she’d suspected, the mark left on his face by the goddess had only improved his looks, giving him a dangerous edge she, at least, knew to be well deserved.

“Oh, infinitely less exciting, my lady, made all the more so by your absence.” He inclined his torso in a slight bow that reminded Risada uncomfortably of their erstwhile travelling companion, Elwaes. She had been too sick at the time of the elf’s death to mourn the gentle soul who had helped them achieve their goal, and afterward, too busy. Now she felt a vague guilt.

“So you found yourself a position in Graylin’s Court,” she said, deliberately moving the subject away from more painful memories. “Foreign Envoy is quite a step up from Dancing Master. Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” he began, when Halnashead cleared his throat.

“Pardon me, m’dear. Marten and I have things to discuss, so if you will excuse us, we’ll leave you to Rusty’s company.”

“Of course, Hal. You want me to tell Rusty about Sala?”

Halnashead looked both uncomfortable and grateful at once. “Thank you, m’dear. We’ve already touched on the subject, but there are more details you can fill in. Rusty, I’ll speak with you again before you leave. We need to arrange regular communication.”

Rustam rose from his chair to bow, his dancer’s physique as delightfully lithe as Risada remembered, and for a moment she hated her distended body.

Halnashead lifted her hand and brushed it with his lips. Their eyes locked for an instant, and she saw the knowledge there. This marriage was convenient and comfortable for them both, but the prince knew full well he would never have his lady’s heart.

Then the two royals were gone, and she was alone with Rustam. All the things she wanted to say died in the back of her throat. 

He was strangely silent.

Eventually, he asked: “What else do you have to tell me about Sala? I know she’s coming with us to represent the royal family at the wedding, instead of—” he hesitated, apparently unsure how to describe the prince, “—his highness,” he finished. Not, ‘my father,’ or, ‘your husband’. 

Perhaps he wanted to keep the formality as a wise habit, to avoid a slip in public. 

“Indeed. And I assume Hal’s told you how withdrawn she is?” When Rustam nodded, Risada continued. “But I doubt he’s told you what’s really troubling him.”

Rustam’s eyebrows lifted, confirming her suspicion. Risada sighed; Hal was going to have to talk about this to someone other than her sooner or later. “Sala was hurt and confused, and when she needed him the most, Hal was too busy. The kingdom was falling apart, and his duty to Marten came first.” 

Why did that always sound like an excuse? Risada gave herself a mental shake, slamming the lid on a box better not opened.  “The temple provided her care; they were best fitted to bring comfort to her during her healing, but we didn’t anticipate she’d become obsessed with their doctrines as a result.” Risada shifted her unwieldy body on the cushions. “If you thought my paranoia about magic was bad—” 

Rustam’s snort of laughter brought a brief grin to Risada’s lips before she sobered. “Well I’m afraid to say Sala’s is three times worse,” she continued. “She can hardly bear to say the word. Given what happened to her I suppose it’s not surprising, though from what I can gather, Hensar didn’t actually use magic on her. What he did to her could have been done by any man.” She tilted her head. “Any sick man.”

Rustam’s mouth stretched into a grim line. “Given Marten needs to find a way to incorporate magic into Tyr-en’s future, her stance is going to be a problem, isn’t it? She’s being sent with us to try to make her see that other kingdoms have magic, and their societies don’t become depraved pits of evil as a result.”

Risada nodded, relieved Rustam was so quick to comprehend. “She has to change, or this situation could become very difficult.”

She could see Rustam processing the implications even she shied away from. 

“Marten can’t permit her to become a rallying point for the anti-magic faction,” he said in a flat tone. “And we can’t afford to have Marten and his spymaster at odds with each other.” He glared at the fire, and Risada was uncomfortably reminded of the inferno he’d conjured to end the coup. When he turned back to her, the anguish screaming from his face made her want to cradle him in her arms and stroke the pain away. She opened her mouth to speak, but he held up a hand. 

“She’s my sister and I’ll find a way to convince her. There’s no way I’m going to allow Sala to become a casualty of politics.” 

Risada released a breath she hadn’t noticed she was holding. While she couldn’t condone Annasala’s stand on magic—not in light of what had transpired during the coup—she could understand it. Her views had been the same, once. But in the wake of the coup she’d accepted Tyr-en could no longer ignore magic, even if she did find that a terrifying prospect. Marten’s reforms were essential to the security of the kingdom. The freedom—or even the life—of one individual, no matter who they were, could not be permitted to thwart progress. And if Annasala pushed Marten into a corner...

Risada shivered.

“Are you cold?” 

Rustam was by her side in an instant, and for a fraction of a second she let herself believe this was how it would have been, had she followed her heart and gone with him into exile. She grimaced to hide her moment of weakness and laid a protective hand to her swollen belly. “No,” she replied, “Just a trifle uncomfortable. It’ll pass.”

Rustam smiled indulgently, but his next words brought Risada abruptly back from her dream—it wasn’t his child, and it wasn’t her he was thinking about. 

“Nightstalker’s in foal too,” he said, then looked embarrassed.  “Not to say you’re expecting a foal, that is.”

Risada berated herself for feeling jealous of a horse. In a rush she asked the question that had been burning in her mind from the moment she knew he was coming to Iain’s death rite. “Are you still seeing the dryad?”

He looked startled, then oddly relieved. “I’ve had cause to visit Shiva a few times.” 

“And I suppose the time difference gives you plenty of scope for lengthy stays.”

His crooked smile confirmed her worst fears. He was happy with his dryad lover. No ties, no complications. 

She hated him for it.

“I’m tired now,” she said tersely. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to rest.”

He blinked in surprise, but rose and bowed. “My lady,” he said, and turned away, weaving his way gracefully between the furniture littering the floor space of the huge parlour.

She watched him leave, unable to take her eyes from his glorious figure, all the while loathing herself for her weakness.

* * * * * * *
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Rustam felt her stare boring into his back. He despised himself for his lie. Well, not precisely a lie, more a misleading. He had visited Shiva on a number of occasions, but he had seen the exotic dryad only once, and that fleetingly, and in company. 

But Risada was his father’s wife, and it was important to him she knew he was not waiting for her like a love-sick puppy. He wanted to reassure her he was comfortable with her eminently sensible decision to remain in Tyr-en and secure the future of her House. That he had moved on beyond the moment of madness when they’d kissed.

He went back to his rooms, picked up an unimportant piece of parchment, and shredded it into tiny pieces.
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4. WAGONS
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The steep, rocky slopes rising either side framed the mountain pass like an oil painting. Bright sunlight lit small pockets of green amongst the grey stone; emerald gemstones hiding in folds of sackcloth. Shadows came and went as clouds drifted across the sun, and the crispness of late season snow-melt hung in the air. 

Rustam Chalice surveyed the baggage train straggling behind him and heaved a sigh. For the third time that morning—and they were only three days into the pass, with at least eighteen more to go—he must give orders to regroup. 

Memories welled up of travelling with a spiteful female assassin and a sickly elf while being harassed by a persistent bunch of trolls. 

Oh, for such simple days.

The slightest shift of his body weight prompted a swift response from his mount. The proud stallion half pirouetted until they faced the front of the column, before jumping into a smooth canter that blew warm wind through Rustam’s hair. He reached down to caress the gleaming red bay shoulder beneath the long black mane, and a familiar bitter sweet smile touched his lips as he murmured the animal’s name: “Fleetfoot.” 

Elwaes’s elven steed.

With a tight jaw, Rustam rode back along the line, calling for riders to close up, making the front ranks pause to wait for the unwieldy bow-top covered wagons swaying and jolting on the rough ground towards the rear of the column. The commands came out automatically. Rustam’s mind was elsewhere; else when. 

He was no stranger to death, but Elwaes was the first close friend he’d lost, and the pain struck him as a fresh shock every time he recalled the blood and stench of that awful dungeon. The elf had not truly been his first loss, but Rustam could not feel the same about his mother. She had simply vanished from his life, and it had been years before he’d discovered she was dead. 

No, it was Elwaes he missed. 

And Risada.

He scowled. He had lost Risada as finally as Elwaes, even though she still lived. That dream was finished. Over.

If only he could stop thinking about her.

“Rusty?”

He blinked and lifted his head to find Princess Annasala riding alongside him. Her heavy brown tresses were cropped shorter than when they’d last journeyed together, and her light riding gear displayed how the teenager he had known had matured into an athletic young woman. Her storm grey eyes had changed too. Now they hid shadows and secrets, and an echo of pain. Rustam ached to hug his sister and make all the bad things in her past go away, but Chel’s tapestry could not be unwoven, no matter how he wished.

“Sala. And how are you this fine day?”

Annasala smiled sourly. “About as happy with this rabble as you,” she admitted as they drew off to the side of the trail to survey their joint responsibility.

The uniformed soldiers rode side by side, four pairs in the van, two in the middle and four more bringing up the rear. Between them straggled five laden wagons carrying, amongst other things, the Haddo twins, two maids, and the cook. Each wagon was led by its own attendant, and scattered around them were a dozen pack ponies, plus the two lads who tended them.

Rustam ran his fingers through his hair. They’d make fine pickings for a hungry troll pack, or a band of Tylocian raiders. 

Despite the reassurances he’d given his father, no mountain crossing was ever without risk. “Can’t they understand there are dangers out there? They’re treating it like one massive picnic.”

“Oh, come on, Rusty; you know none of them has any idea what lies beyond our borders.”

“I suppose. I just pray they don’t find out the hard way.” He grinned to lighten the mood. “So then, my princess, at least I have your wits for company.”

Annasala glanced back along the trail, her face away from Rustam. “Yes, well. I’m no longer the naive child I was when we last travelled together, so you may find me less congenial than you hope.” 

“I’m sure we can do something about that,” said Rustam, dusting his words with as much confidence as he could muster. “We’ve neither of us had it easy, and you know what they say: why carry all your own troubles when you can delegate? If you want to shed some of your load, I’m willing to listen.”

With her back turned resolutely towards him, Annasala shook her head. “I try not to think about it.” She nudged her bright chestnut horse with her heels, swinging it around to fall in behind the rearmost wagon. Rustam matched her, biting his tongue and wondering if he had been too direct until she slanted a glance at him. 

“I know it happened to me,” she said. “But it wasn’t really me. I mean, I wasn’t really there, inside my body. I hung around somewhere outside. Waited until he was finished. But then I had to come back.” She shuddered and her next words came out strangled. “Oh goddess, I had to come back.” She glared at him. “Damn you for bringing it up!” 

She kicked her mount to a canter and rode forward to join her chattering charges.

Enveloped in the cloud of dust kicked up by Annasala’s departure, Fleetfoot snorted and stamped a front hoof. Rustam rubbed his knuckles along the soft hair at the base of the stallion’s neck. “I asked for that, didn’t I? Lots of pus to come out of that wound yet. Lancing it is only the first step, but at least that’s done now.”

Fleetfoot tossed his head, and then shook it, making his long black mane whip through the air with a hiss. 

“Was that a yes or a no?” Rustam asked. “You can’t have it both ways.”

The elven horse snorted and jogged a few steps before settling back to a sedate walk. 

Rustam stared ahead, watching as his sister laughed and gestured animatedly in a deliberate display of being carefree. A twinge of anxiety clutched his gut; he’d never been responsible for another person before, and despite his father’s assurances, he wasn’t convinced he was ready for such a big step. 

What if he failed? What if he couldn’t coax Annasala away from her devotion to the temple and its anti-magic stance? Explicit consequences had never been voiced, but the implications were all too clear: she might be Halnashead’s daughter, but if Annasala did not change her opinions, the king would have her quietly removed from public view. One way or another. 

Rustam squinted through the dust cloud raised by the wagons, allowing his elven senses to overlay simple human sight. A citrus yellow aura, many times the size it should be, billowed around Annasala. Instead of coating her in a smooth shell, it curled in ragged fronds, revealing pockmarked blemishes of irregular brown and, even more alarming, the odd glint of silver. Rustam’s heart climbed up his throat. That metallic sheen suggested one of the deities had placed a marker on his sister’s soul. The question was: which one?

Letting the image fade, Rustam deliberately buried the knowledge for another time. He rubbed his aching jaw and wondered how long he’d been grinding his teeth. With a shake of his head to clear any lingering tension, he swung Fleetfoot out to one side and leant forward. The Shivan horse jumped eagerly into a lope, and Rustam resumed his task of harassing the straggling caravan into some form of order.

* * * * * * *
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Alone on the front bench of their covered wagon, Nessa squinted in the bright sunlight, frowning as Princess Annasala rode over to join Rustam. She was increasingly vexed by Rustam and the princess’s tendency to gravitate towards one another, and she feared her frustration would expand until she popped like a soap bubble.

In her heart, she knew she had little chance with the dashing envoy—she was not pretty enough, for one thing, and there was the issue of her cursed status—but with so little competition on this journey, she had expected at least an opportunity to try.

The princess’s interest in Rustam surprised Nessa. Although she didn’t know Annasala well, Nessa had spent time at the palace during the season before her parents left for Kishtan.  During those visits she had seen enough of Annasala to know the princess shunned the company of men. Not that she preferred women either. In fact, it seemed her own company was all she desired.

The creaking, swaying wagon pulled past Rustam and Annasala sitting on their horses by the side of the trail until they were gone from Nessa’s sight. She sighed, wrinkled her nose at the pervasive stink of horse dung, and tugged at the layers of skirts that twined around her legs. Such impractical clothing for a long, hot journey, but even out here in the wilds, as ladies of the court they were expected to present themselves accordingly. 

All except for Annasala, who did as she wanted, wearing a split riding skirt that would have scandalised Nessa’s mother, if she’d been there to see.

Why did no one warn us travelling like this would be so smelly and uncomfortable? It isn’t turning out to be a very exciting adventure after all.

Nessa glanced over her shoulder, peering into the interior of the gloomy covered wagon, the thin leather sheeting stretched over the arched metal ribs cutting out all but a small amount of the bright daylight. She paused for a moment to allow her vision to adjust, and as the piles of gaily decorated bags and boxes brightened in her vision, Nessa picked out her sister and their maid seated on top of their folded bed linen, Julin’s dark head close beside Enya’s blonde curls. 

Since leaving the formality of Domn, Enya had dispensed with her servant’s cap, and her glorious golden ringlets tumbled to her shoulders. Despite the cut and fabric of Julin’s expensive gown, and the jewellery she wore, Nessa’s twin looked plain beside Enya.

It’s not fair, thought Nessa in a selfish moment. Why should those looks be wasted on a maid? 

She felt an immediate stab of shame—Enya was of an age with the twins and had practically been raised with them, a companion as much as a servant. Both Nessa and Julin loved her like an honorary sister.

Offering a quick prayer of apology to Chel, Nessa narrowed her eyes to see what the girls were doing. They were playing baby’s cradle with yarn from Enya’s sewing box. 

Is Julin thinking about babies already? She hasn’t even met her betrothed yet.

Nessa shuddered. Whilst for her the possibility of marriage was remote, she hoped if the opportunity did come she might be allowed to make her own choice. And right now that choice had a name: Rustam Chalice.

Meanwhile, the sun warmed her face and a light breeze stirred a few strands of her unbound hair. She leaned back into the wagon and called to the others. “Come on out of there. It’s a glorious day and we’ll be back inside four walls soon enough. Come and sit out here with me.”

“Coming,” called her twin, and handed the now thoroughly tangled yarn to Enya before picking her way daintily over the heaps of pillows cushioning the living area of their conveyance. Enya giggled and stuffed the knotted threads into her sewing box all in a heap. She pushed the lid down and snapped the clasp before scrambling after Julin.

“So what’s to be seen?” asked Enya once she’d settled on the footboard, leaning against Julin’s skirts. 

Nessa stared around. “Oh, lots of mountains, rocks, sky. Mountains.”

Enya giggled again. “Same as yesterday then.”

“Not truly.” Nessa shook her head before pointing towards a nearby peak. “See there, look at the shape: it’s a dragon, if ever I saw one. And there,” she lowered her arm, “a leaping stag.”

“Oh! I see them,” squealed Enya with delight. “What else?”

“Look for yourself. What do you see?”

Enya turned her face up towards Julin. “What about you, Jules? Do you see anything?”

The older girl considered the craggy peaks with an anxious air. “I see lots of places for bandits to hide. Or worse, trolls.”

“Oh Jules,” said Nessa. “Must you worry so? Look at all the guards we have with us. Not to mention him. He won’t let anything bad happen to us.”

The sound of a cantering horse distracted Nessa, and she glanced round to find Annasala pulling alongside their wagon. The princess’s face looked drawn and for a moment Nessa’s heart jolted with fear. Was something amiss?

Annasala shook her head and her expression cleared. Nessa’s heart jumped again, but this time with hope. Had Rustam and the princess argued? 

When, soon after, Rustam rode past, taking great care not to look at Annasala, Nessa smiled happily to herself; she knew she had guessed truly.

Perhaps she had a chance with Master Chalice after all.
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5. INTRUDER
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Three days later, Nessa wished she hadn’t shared her dreams with the other girls. When Rustam Chalice brought his horse alongside their wagon, Julin and Enya waggled their eyebrows at her.

“Are you faring well, ladies?” Rustam’s rich tone sent a ripple up Nessa’s spine, followed by a rush of heat. She glanced down, willing him not to see the flush that tinted her face.

“We are doing well, thank you kind sir,” replied Julin in her most polite manner, but Nessa could hear the giggle bubbling beneath the words, and as soon as Master Chalice had ridden away, it burst to the surface. Once she’d regained her breath, Julin peered beneath Nessa’s veil of hair.

“My, my, sister, how red your cheeks are. Perhaps you should stay out of this chill wind.”

“Perhaps I should,” Nessa snapped more sharply than intended, and picked her way into the rear of the wagon.

“Oooh! Did we say something offensive?” Julin put the back of one hand to her forehead and mimed a faint. Enya clapped her hands in delight, choking back laughter.

Nessa scowled. She ran her fingers through her hair and took a deep breath, gagging slightly on the hot, leather-scented air trapped inside the vehicle. She knew the jibes were intended as playful fun, and in truth she could hardly blame the other girls; had their roles been reversed, she would have been the ringleader, and not spared her victim. 

But she was helpless. Master Chalice only had to glance her way, or speak within earshot, and her knees turned to water, her skin burned, and her tongue tangled itself into knots. What was she to do? 

She settled back onto the cushions, wrapped her arms across her middle, and closed her eyes. An image of Rustam Chalice in all his divine deliciousness grew bright and life-sized within her mind. He smiled at her, the mysterious scar crinkling the corner of his mouth, and inside her head, Nessa smiled back with none of the debilitating issues his real presence induced. “Come, walk with me,” he said, taking her hand with a firm but sensitive grip. “My lord,” she said, keeping her face demurely downcast. A fingertip touched the underside of her jaw, lifting her face. She breathed in the clean, masculine scent of him and her lips parted in a sigh. He bent, his mouth touching hers with infinite tenderness—and something tickled her ear.

Her eyes sprang open and she batted away the feather Julin was brushing against her earlobe.

“Stop it!” she screeched, only glad the lack of light inside the wagon prevented Julin and Enya from seeing the depth of her blush.

“It was him again, wasn’t it?” accused her twin. Enya giggled. 

“What of it? I love him!” 

Julin sat back, the feather dropped into her lap. Her brow crinkled and she shook her head. “Nessa, be sensible. You haven’t known him for long enough to fall in love. You don’t really know him at all!”

Nessa scowled back. “I know how I feel. I’ve never felt like this about anyone before. This is real.”

Julin sighed. “Oh, I believe you, and there’s no doubt he’s the most handsome guard we have. But he is a guard, not a duke or a lord. Before he was exiled, he was a craft master. Think what mother would say: even as a foreign envoy, he still doesn’t have the social standing for you to consider seriously. And besides, he’s dangerous.”

“How can you say that? He saved our kingdom!”

Julin’s expression lost amusement. “By using magic; don’t ever forget that.”

Nessa huffed her exasperation. “And you are going to live in a land where magic happens on a daily basis.”

Julin bit her lip. “I know, but mother’s last letter promised I won’t have to see any if I don’t want to; King’s Law keeps it well under control.”

“Well, I want to see magic!” Nessa declared, startling even herself. “And if he uses it, what of it? I’m certain he would only ever use it for good.”

Julin ran her fingers through her hair. “You met him but a few days ago; you can’t know that.” She reached out and took Nessa’s hands in her own. “Please, Nessa, drop this.  It’s nothing more than a crush, and he’ll be gone soon enough
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