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  Prologue


Acold wind gusted, whipping the girl’s hair back from her face. When thunder crashed overhead she whimpered and burrowed deeper into her brother’s arms. He held her tighter, his serious gaze focused over her shoulder, worried. 
The wind gusted again, and the small boat they were on rocked wildly. Icy needles of rain pelted against her face and a violent shiver racked her small frame. Fear curled in her stomach. All she wanted was to go home, where it was safe and warm and her mother would tuck her into bed with a story and a kiss.
“Papa!” her brother called out. “This isn’t good for Alyx.”
Their father turned, his tall figure outlined in the darkness for a moment by a bright flash of lightning. The look on his face, although quickly hidden, made Alyx want to cry. She didn’t understand what it meant, but it wasn’t good.
“We won’t be long, lad. Keep her close.”
Alyx wanted to call out, to add her voice to her brother’s, have her father’s solid presence closer, his deep voice calming her fears. But before she could say anything his attention was gone, back to the two people he stood with at the prow—their mother, and an older man Alyx vaguely recognised.
Her brother’s arms tightened around her. “It’s going to be okay, Aly-girl,” he murmured in her ear. “Remember who I am?”
“My big brother,” she mumbled into his shoulder.
“And what do big brothers do?”
She smiled. This routine never failed to calm her. “Look after their baby sisters.”
“That’s right. Nothing bad will happen while I’m here.” 
Alyx looked back at where her parents stood with the older man. Something about the sight made the dread she’d been feeling return, and not even her brother’s arms around her could stop it. She wanted to look away but was riveted by the sight of the three figures. Something was wrong. She felt it in her bones.
Her brother seemed just as curious as she was, and he edged them closer, making sure to keep a warm arm around Alyx.
“They’ll be safe with us.” Her father was forced to shout over the wind, desperation in his voice and bearing as he pleaded with their mother, who looked equally desperate. Alyx bit her lip. Why were they so upset?
“Shouldn’t they go to DarkSkull, or even the Island?” the older man asked, meeting Alyx’s eyes briefly before looking back at her father.
“They’re too young for us to know yet. Sending them to either place could be useless.” This from her father. Now he sounded frustrated.
“But they’d be safe there.”
Her father ran a hand over his face, shoulders sagging slightly. “I don’t think any of the mages or Taliath will be safe for a long while.”
Alyx’s mother turned to the older man, speaking for the first time. “Garan is right,” she told him. “We’ve talked about this already, Astor.”
“We can keep them safe, Temari.” Her father spoke again, stepping closer to her mother. The two of them were staring at each other like nothing else in the world existed.
“You know why they’re coming for us. The two of us can’t protect them alone.” She looked like it hurt to speak the words, but she was resolute, green eyes bright with a sheen of tears. “We have to hide.”
“We can protect them,” her father responded steadily. “The two of us, together, we can do anything.”
“No, we can’t. You know it too; you just refuse to accept it.”
Momentary silence fell, and the older man spoke into it. “Temari, are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”
Her mother scrubbed at her face—Alyx thought she might be wiping away tears. “No. I’ll be fine. I want you to help Garan keep Alyx safe.”
The older man nodded, and after a moment left the other two alone, making his way towards Alyx and her brother. He gave them both a friendly smile, as if a storm weren’t raging around them and her parents weren’t more upset than she’d ever seen them before. “Come on, you two. We need to get you settled so the boat can leave.”
“Isn’t the sea too rough for a boat this small?” her brother asked, sounding far older than his years.
“Not if it sticks close to the coastline, lad.” Astor began hustling them into the small cabin on the boat, and Alyx was suddenly afraid her parents would disappear forever if she let them out of her sight.
“No!” She struggled to stay where she was.
“Let her be,” her brother spoke sharply to Astor. “She’s fine with me.”
Her parents were still talking, and although Alyx couldn’t really understand the content of what was being said, she could just make out the words.
“Darien won’t betray us. Alyx and I will be safe here. He’s my oldest friend, Temari.”
“I know.” But her mother’s green eyes looked stormy.
“Stay with us.” Her father’s voice turned pleading. “Both of you. It will hurt them to be separated.”
“You know I can’t. I wish things could be different, Garan, I just…”
Garan sighed and reached out a hand to gently touch her cheek. “I understand.”
“Thank you,” she said brokenly as tears mixed with the rain droplets running down her face. “I’m so sorry for everything.”
He smiled, even though his eyes were full of pain. “I don’t regret a single second. I hope you know that.”
“I don’t either.” 
Garan’s hand reached out to clasp tightly to her mother’s. They didn’t embrace further, but Alyx saw enough in both her parent’s eyes to make her feel even more afraid and uncertain. She didn’t understand what was happening, and she clung tighter to her brother.
“Let go of Alyx, lad.” Their father came over, pitching his voice above the storm. “You have to go with your mother.”
“No!” Her brother’s arm tightened around Alyx. “I thought we were going together. I’m not leaving my sister behind.”
“I’m sorry.” Her father gently pushed back wet strands of hair from the boy’s forehead. “You want to keep Alyx safe, don’t you?”
Jaw clenched, her brother nodded.
“If you stay together, she’ll be in danger. The best thing you can do to protect your sister is to go with your mother.”
Alyx glanced between them; her brother looked torn. After a moment his arm loosened and he let go of her. The fear flooded back, and she started trembling. None of this made any sense.
“No,” she whimpered, clutching at her brother’s arm. “Don’t go.”
“I’ll see you again, Aly-girl.” A sad smile broke across her brother’s serious face. “I promise.”
“It will be all right,” her father soothed. “Let him go.”
She shook her head, clinging determinedly to his sleeve. He knelt and gently pried her fingers away, leaning in to give her a warm kiss on her cheek. Astor joined them, one hand settling on Alyx’s shoulder in reassurance.
“Do as Papa says.” Her brother gave her a sad smile. “It’s all going to be okay. I’ll see you again soon.”
Alyx watched, not understanding, as he walked away to join their mother. She said something to him, and then crossed to kneel before Alyx. Her green eyes were dark, her face wet with more than just the rain.
“You be good, Aly-girl.” She pulled her into a hug. “I’m doing this to keep you safe. You need to be safe, and happy.”
Alyx clung as tightly to her mother as she had to her brother, and eventually Temari had to gently pull her away and stand back. “I love you.”
Before Alyx could respond, her father was picking her up and climbing off the boat onto the dock. Astor was the last of them to leave the rocking boat, stepping away to give Alyx and her father some privacy.
“Papa, I want to go with them.” She struggled in his hold, eyes fixed on her mother and brother. “Why are they leaving? I don’t want to say goodbye.” Tears streamed down her face.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured in her ear. “You’ll understand one day, I promise.”
Alyx’s brother raised his hand in farewell while her mother untied the mooring ropes and the boat slowly moved out into the water. Soon it began fading from sight, hidden by the night and a curtain of falling rain. 
“It’s okay, Aly-girl.” He held her tighter. “You and me, we’re going to be okay.”
Alyx looked up to see the tears welling in her father’s eyes as he watched the boat leave, and followed his gaze. Her mother stood at the rail, barely visible now, her gaze steady on Alyx and her father. As Alyx stared harder, trying to keep sight of them for as long as possible, an odd numbness seeped through her body. 
Then the boat disappeared entirely and Alyx began crying, the tears streaming down her face. Everything was wrong. Something inside her understood she wasn’t going to see them again for a long time, and she cried harder, wriggling to try and get free so she could run after them, beg them to stop.
 “I love you, darling girl.”
The words whispered deep in Alyx’s mind, and for a moment, deep love filled her. It was warm and strong and comforting, soothing every ache inside of her. And then it was gone, and darkness claimed her.

      ***When Alyx awoke from a deep sleep, it was daylight and she was in her bed at home.
“Papa?” She blinked. He was sitting by her bed. “What happened?”
“You don’t remember?” he asked carefully.
“No. Why are you in my room?”
He smiled and leaned forward to kiss her brow. “Just watching you sleep, baby girl.”






  
  Chapter 1


The window was unlocked, as always, as she turned the catch to swing it inwards. Curtains obscured her progress for a moment but she pushed them aside and climbed through into the room beyond. 
A smile spread unbidden over Alyx’s face at the sight of the gangly figure stretched out on the bed inside, a slight frown on his face as he concentrated on a book. He looked up at her entrance and a matching smile crossed his handsome face. Tossing the book to the floor, the prince of Rionn sat up, raking a hand through tousled blonde hair.
“You’re late,” he chided affectionately, bright blue eyes sparkling as they always did when he saw her.
Alyx shrugged. “It’s a beautiful summer day, I was enjoying the ride up. Besides, these skirts make it difficult to creep through trees and avoid Bluecoat patrols.”
Cayr raised his eyebrows at her. “You love wearing those skirts. Ever since your sixteenth birthday you’ve made sure to have the best and the prettiest.”
“I can’t have the other girls in the palace outdoing me; I’m an Egalion,” she responded airily. “If I ran around in breeches like we used to I’d be a social outcast.” 
“And would that be the worst thing in the world?”
She gave him a look like that was the stupidest question in the world. “Yes.” 
He made a face. “My father certainly doesn’t appreciate me showing up for dinner with dirt smudges and torn breeches anymore.”
“You’re seventeen now, a whole year older than me,” she said. “You’re surprised your father expects more than he would of a child?”
“No. But it was much easier when we were children. You could have just come to see me through my front door, you know?”  
“If I’d done that, your father and mine, and every other important noble in residence would have known I was here.”
“You didn’t tell your father you were coming?”
She sighed and flopped onto the bed beside Cayr. “I’ve been visiting you since I was five years old. Why does it have to be such a big deal now?”
“You know why.”
“I don’t think I do.”
“Really?” He raised an eyebrow. “What does your father say?”
“He says we’re getting too old, and that very soon it will be inappropriate. He cares so much what the court thinks. It’s frustrating.”
“Says the girl who thinks being a social outcast would be the worst thing ever.” He sighed, looked away. “Your father is right, Alyx. I’m the heir to the throne, and it matters what the court thinks. Propriety is important. If they knew we were alone together in my bedroom right now...”
She pushed away from him. “I know that! But you’re my best friend, and that’s never going to change. Do you want a chaperone watching whenever we spend time together? Because that’s what will happen if we do things the appropriate way.”
He shuddered at that thought. “We’ll work something out.”
A knock came at the door in the room beyond, and Cayr bounced up and strode out of the bedroom. Alyx followed, straightening her skirts with an irritated sigh. Cayr was already opening the door to his quarters by the time she came through, greeting the new arrival with another beaming smile.
“Dashan!”
“Prince Cayr,” the visitor said with a wide grin as he entered the room. “Not too busy for a visit from an old friend?”
“I’m never too busy for you, you know that. Come in!”
Alyx smothered another sigh. The last thing she wanted was a dose of Dashan’s irritating presence, despite how pleased Cayr was to see him.
While Dashan was a couple of years older, the three of them had grown up together. Dashan was an unlikely member of the group; the illegitimate son of the head of the king’s Blue Guard and a Shiven mistress, making Dashan a commoner and—even worse in the eyes of Rionnan society—of Shiven blood. 
They’d first met when Alyx was six, only a handful of months after her mother had died. His nanny ill, Lord-General Caverlock had reluctantly brought his son to the palace to attend King’s Council. The king had suggested that Dashan go and play with his own son while he held Council. Cayr and Dashan had taken to each other instantly. By the time Caverlock had returned to collect his son, the two boys were firm friends. 
Alyx and Dashan had not clicked so easily. He’d instantly assumed from Alyx’s haughty manner of speech that she thought she was above him, and she’d seen him as a wild, dirty boy who didn’t care about rules and propriety. Still, despite Alyx’s mixed feelings about Dashan, they’d known each other so long it always felt like family and home when the three of them were together. 
As Alyx glanced at him now, she was surprised at how grown-up he looked in his Blue Guard uniform. His father had forced him to enlist in the king’s elite cavalry unit, informally known as the Bluecoats, almost two years earlier. He’d grown taller, too, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. A day’s worth of stubble covered his jaw, the same chocolate brown as his short-cropped hair. He looked between Cayr and Alyx with a pair of expressive, dark brown eyes that unfortunately reminded everyone of his Shiven blood.
Alyx had heard rumours of Dashan and his growing popularity with the girls, and looking at him now, she believed them. Still, Alyx thought Cayr the much better looking with his golden hair, bright blue eyes and open, laughing smile. 
 “Alyx,” Dashan said, catching sight of her. “How lovely to see you.”
She bridled at his mocking tone. “I’m surprised you had time to visit your old friends, what with all your gambling and shirking duties whenever you can.”
Annoyingly, he laughed aloud. “I see our dear Alyx hasn’t changed much. Still as biting as ever!”
“I hate to tell you, but you provoke that in her.” Cayr grinned and clapped him on the back. “So what brings you here?”
“I haven’t seen you both for a while and thought to come and spend some time with my old friends.” Dashan dropped into a chair, long legs sprawling out in front of him. “Have you got anything good to drink in here?”
“Nothing that’s appropriate to be drinking halfway through the afternoon.” Cayr smiled, dropping into another chair.
“Says who?” Dashan raised an eyebrow.
“I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about us,” Alyx said pointedly, knowing that Cayr had missed Dashan’s presence keenly in the past couple of years. Their times together had been few and far between.
“Unfortunately, some of us have orders to follow,” Dashan said. “We can’t just do whatever we’d like, whenever we’d like.”
“The last time we saw you, you were drunk out of your mind and singing loudly under Cayr’s bedroom window,” Alyx said. “We were forced to sober you up in the palace kitchens before one of the Bluecoats saw you in that state and reported it to your father. Is that what you call following orders?”
“You remember that?” He winced. “Well, it was my birthday. You’re supposed to celebrate on your birthday.”
“I like your timing,” Cayr spoke before Alyx could start another argument. “I’ll need to dress formally for my father’s dinner tonight, and you’re much better than me at picking out what looks good.”
Dashan grinned again. “Lead the way, my young friend. I’ll have the ladies swooning over you all evening.”
“Why does he have to have ladies swooning all over him?” Alyx asked in irritation.
“He’s the prince and heir of Rionn, Alyx.” Dashan winked. “It’s mandatory that he have ladies swooning over him, at least until he’s married. I mean, look at the man, he’s both rich and handsome. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”
Dashan’s grin widened as Alyx tried not to flush and Cayr looked embarrassed.
“Will you be around tonight, Dash?” Cayr asked, adroitly changing the subject. “We could share a late supper in the kitchens once dinner is over?”
“Unfortunately not,” Dashan said. “I’m on duty tonight, far from the palace. Your father certainly doesn’t want my Shiven features visible to any of his important guests.”
Alyx caught the undertone of bitterness in Dashan’s voice, but dreamer Cayr was oblivious as always and smiled at what on the surface had sounded like a joking comment.
“I’d best go,” she said. “Leave you two to work out how to make all the court ladies swoon over Cayr.”
“Don’t leave on my account,” Dashan said, rising to his feet. “I came to see you too, Alyx.”
“It’s all right. I have some things to do before I need to get ready for dinner.” She sighed and swallowed her irritation. “It was good to see you, though. Don’t be such a stranger.”
Dashan smiled. “Well, when a pretty girl asks so nicely…”
“I don’t know why I bother.” She snorted and turned for the door. 
“I’ll see you tonight, Alyx.” Cayr smiled.
“Be good.” Dashan winked.

      ***Alyx made her way through the familiar halls and corridors of the palace, heading away from the private quarters of the royal family and into the public wing where most of the business of the kingdom happened. A single Bluecoat stood guard at the door to the suite of rooms that was her destination.
“Lady Egalion.” He saluted.
“Hello again, Lieutenant.” She’d seen the young man around the palace before, and he seemed pleased she recognised him. “Is he in?”
“Yes, my lady.” He stepped aside and opened the door for her.
“Thanks, Lieutenant.”
Alyx made her way down a thickly carpeted hall and pushed open the door at the end. The room was circular and filled with afternoon sunlight from the large windows set in every wall. Beyond the glass, the palace gardens bloomed.
Alyx’s godfather sat in a plush chair by one of the windows. A book sat open on his lap, but he was staring out the windows, frowning in thought. Studying him, she thought she could see new wrinkles around his eyes.
“Astor?” she called out. “Is everything okay?”
“Alyx?” He looked surprised to see her, and a smile quickly replaced the troubled look on his face. “What brings you here to see an old man like me?”
“I was visiting Cayr,” she explained.
“Ah,” he said knowingly. “Come in, take a seat. I’ve got some hot tea here, and there’s plenty to share.”
She glanced around the room. Almost all the free space was taken up by bookcases overflowing with dusty tomes and sheaves of parchment. Despite the warmth of the day, Astor was wearing his habitual hooded black robe. A wide black belt of intricate knotwork held the robe closed, the ties hanging down almost as far as his knees. It might have looked baggy on his tall, lean frame, but it had been tailored to make him look distinguished rather than frumpy. Idly, she wondered whether all mages wore the same thing.
“So what made you decide that my company was better than our young prince’s?” he asked.
Alyx sighed. “Dashan showed up.”
“Ah.” Astor’s eyes twinkled.
“I hate it when you say ‘ah’ like that,” she grumbled. “It’s like you know something I don’t. It’s very annoying.”
“I’m your godfather. I’m supposed to know things that you don’t.”
“Hmm, things like why you’ve never told me anything about your life as Rionn’s lord-mage?” she asked. “For example, is that an official lord-mage black robe, or do all mages wear them?”
He chuckled. “The latter. And you’ve never been interested before.”
She smiled. That was very true. “Touché. Are you going to the dinner tonight?”
Astor sighed and sat back in his chair. “No, child.”
“Why not? Papa tells me the king has invited all his senior lords and their families. You’re the lord-mage. Isn’t your attendance mandatory?”
Astor didn’t reply, instead looking away from her.
“Astor, what is it?”
He sighed, crossing then uncrossing his legs. “I’ve resigned as lord-mage. The king has appointed a new one.”
Alyx started, surprise warring with confusion and making her words sharper than she’d intended. “What, why?”
“I’m not getting any younger, if you haven’t noticed.” He gave her a sad smile. “And I was never particularly powerful. The king needs someone younger and stronger.”
Alyx hadn’t noticed Astor getting older. In fact, apart from the couple of extra wrinkles she’d noticed, he looked just the same as he always had: a tall man with silver-grey hair cut close to his head, a neatly trimmed beard, and sharp blue eyes a shade darker than Cayr’s.
“This is…” she stuttered, utterly thrown. “You can’t just leave. Rionn doesn’t need a stronger mage.”
Astor shifted in his chair. “The king has promised me an estate. In truth, I’m looking forward to my retirement.”
“Does my father know about this?”
“He has known for some time.” He nodded. “Your father, the king and I talked about it together.”
Alyx stood with a frown. Astor was one of the most stable pillars of her life outside Cayr, Dashan and her father, and this news shook her. “I don’t want you to go, Astor. Who else am I going to visit when Cayr is busy?”
“You’ll be fine, child.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “And you’re welcome to visit me as often as you wish.”
“You say you want this, but you’ve been shifting in that chair incessantly since I walked in. There’s something you’re not telling me.”
He chuckled. “You have quite an imagination.”
“No.” Alyx had known Astor since childhood, and he’d never been fidgety around her. “There’s something else.”
“There’s nothing else,” he said firmly. “Now, it’s almost dusk. You should be getting back home.”
Alyx hesitated at the door. “Has the new lord-mage been to Alistriem before? I can’t recall a mage travelling through the city for almost a year now.”
“No, I don’t believe he has. He’s come direct from Carhall, where he was working for the Mage Council. I understand he left their service to take up this appointment.”
“So there are a lot more mages in Tregaya?” Alyx referred to Rionn’s northern neighbour, of which Carhall was the capital.
Astor chucked. “Many, many more, child. And in Zandia and Shivasa too.”
She frowned. “So why do we only have one, the lord-mage?”
“That is a very long story, and I’m fairly certain you have a formal dinner to prepare for.”
She was late. Alyx hesitated in the doorway, a sense of loss filling her. “Will you still be here tomorrow?”
Astor crossed the room to draw her into a warm hug. “I won’t be moving for another week or so while I help Lord-Mage Casovar settle in. Make sure you come for another visit soon.”
“I will,” she promised, stepping back. 
“Good. Now get along with you.” He was smiling at her, but his gaze was distant—as if his thoughts were miles away from her and the Alistriem palace.






  
  Chapter 2


Alyx rode back through the palace gardens, still savoring them despite her hurry. When she reached the river, she followed its banks all the way back to the still-open gates of her home. 
Her father was wealthy, a close friend of the king’s as well as being amongst his most senior advisors. Their estate, just above the city and adjacent to the palace grounds, had been held by her family for generations. 
The hill she’d ridden down—owned entirely by the royal family—reached its pinnacle on a sharp precipice, with a river running from the hills beyond that flowed down past Alyx’s home and out to the ocean. The palace sat at the top of the precipice, looking down over the city of Alistriem, capital of Rionn.
The western face of the precipice ran down to picturesque blue ocean, a delight for royal guests staying in rooms on the western side of the palace. The southern face of the hill was where Alistriem sprawled. The forested eastern side of the hill sloped down until it hit the wide road leading either out to the east or to the south of the country, depending on which fork was taken at the junction.
Beyond Alistriem lay miles and miles of rich, green farming land nestled amidst rolling hills and myriad lakes and streams. Further south, hardier travelers hit thick, lush forests, which covered the southern tip of the large peninsula that formed Rionn.
From stories read as a child, as well as what she’d learned from her lessons, Alyx knew that if she travelled north of Alistriem, she would almost immediately hit the rugged, forested, mountain terrain that marked the northern-most border of Rionn. The border area was close to impassable, and Rionn did much of its trade with the rest of the world via shipping; their western coastline was ideal for it with deep harbors and more shallow ports. Beyond the northern border of Rionn were the infinitely larger kingdoms of Tregaya, Shivasa and to the far, far north, the desert country of Zandia.
Alyx rode through the front gates of her home at a canter, taking Daffodil to the stables and waiting for the groom, Henri, to come out and help her dismount.
“I’ll get her unsaddled and rubbed down, Lady Egalion,” Henri said cheerfully.
“Thanks.” She rubbed the mare’s nose affectionately. “Make sure she gets a nice hot mash, too.” 
Alyx skipped up the front steps and pushed through the double doors, pausing for a moment on the threshold. No matter how many times she saw it, she was always struck by the magnificence of the entrance foyer. Directly across from her, a large painting depicting a rolling Rionnan landscape hung above three closed doorways that led to other parts of the house. Completing the look was a hundred-candle chandelier that hung from the middle of the ceiling. When lit on formal occasions, the chandelier alone was a sight to behold.
But Alyx was distracted from the familiar beauty of the foyer as she stepped down into it and saw her father waiting there, a disapproving frown firmly in place. She quailed inwardly.
Garan Egalion had a piercing gaze that could quell people with a single look when he was angry. On more than one occasion as a child, Alyx and Cayr had peeked through the door during the king’s Council meetings and watched her father use that look to bring the other Council members into line when they fought over contentious issues. 
“Where have you been, Aly-girl?”
“Visiting Cayr,” she replied. “But I’ve come back in plenty of time to get ready for the dinner, Papa.” 
Garan rubbed at his temple. “I’m not going to forbid you seeing the boy, but can’t you understand why I worry about you climbing into his bedroom at any hour of the day?”
“You keep saying that we’re older now, and that changes things,” she said. “I know it’s true, but we’re not anywhere near marriageable age yet, let alone betrothal age. Cayr is still four years from his coming of age. He’s my best friend, Papa. I can’t remember my life without him in it. That’s never going to change.” 
Garan sighed. “Things do change when you get older, Alyx, whether you want them to or not. You’ve had a very sheltered upbringing, but you’ll see what I mean very soon.”
She grinned cheekily at him. “You’re talking about kissing, aren’t you?”
“That, amongst other things,” he said dryly. “What do you know about kissing anyway?”
“Lissa was talking about it the other day. Apparently Jaran kissed her by the rock pools last Seventhday.”
“Is that so?” Amusement twinkled in his eyes.
“Yes, she was giggling and blushing about it all day.” Alyx thought briefly. “I don’t know why. Jaran is ugly. He has pimples on his chin.”
Her father laughed aloud at that, and his formidable expression softened. “I’m glad you think so. Now, that’s enough talk about kissing for today. Go and get ready for dinner. We need to leave soon.”
“Yes, Papa.” She reached up and kissed him on the cheek, then ran off to get ready.
“Alyx?” His voice stopped her.
“Yes?” When she looked back at him, the disapproving frown had been replaced by a look she thought might be sadness.
“You may be years away from marriageable age, but you are of courting age now. That means it is inappropriate for you to spend significant amounts of time alone with a young man, best friend or otherwise, especially in his bedroom,” he said. “You know that I am right.”
She nodded reluctantly.
“So no more sneaking in through his bedroom window?”
“Papa...”
“I’m serious about this, Alyx. If you won’t follow my rules, I will consider forbidding you to see him.”
“All right.” She stifled the annoyed sigh that wanted to escape, knowing it would only make him angrier. “I won’t sneak in anymore.” 
He sighed. “Get along with you.”

      ***Alyx’s rooms were spacious and airy. Three high, arched windows along the northern wall provided a lovely view out towards the palace and its beautiful gardens.
Cayr’s face floated into Alyx’s mind as her maid busied herself buttoning up her pastel-green dinner gown and a flush warmed her face as Dashan’s teasing words floated back to her. She had noticed how handsome he was, and despite her protestations to her father, deep down she knew things were changing. 
“Make sure you get my hair right, Dana,” she said to the maid. She wanted to look good tonight. Obligingly, Dana finished buttoning her dress before seating Alyx before the mirror.
Her hair was nice enough, she supposed, though dark brown wasn’t an exciting colour, and sometimes it was so straight that it looked like it had no life. Her face was narrow, but not horribly so, and the freckles dotting her nose and cheeks weren’t awful. Her eyes were probably her best feature; dark green with flecks of gold, they stood out prettily against the fairness of her complexion. 
It took an hour for the maid to do her hair into an elaborate braid. By the time she’d finished, Alyx was happy to escape the fussing and fled the room to meet her father. 
Her father stood in the foyer, looking tall and dashing in a silk black coat and breeches. He was frowning down at the cuffs on his shirt, so absorbed in his thoughts he hadn’t noticed her appearance. Worry flickered in her.
“What’s wrong, Papa?”
He turned at her voice, a warm smile eclipsing the look of worry. “You look beautiful. I can’t believe my little girl is already growing into a young woman.”
“You were frowning,” she said, not willing to drop the matter. “Is everything all right?”
“It’s nothing you need worry about.” He offered his arm, and they walked outside to the waiting coach. “You know I have a lot of responsibilities. Some of them weigh more heavily at times, that’s all.”
“You could have told me about Astor,” she grumbled.
“He told you, did he? I’m sorry, but I didn’t want to upset you.”
“Have you met the new lord-mage?”
“Briefly. I think he will be of great value to the king. You’ll meet him tonight, in fact. He’s been invited to dinner.”
“Why does Rionn even need a stronger lord-mage? That’s what Astor said when I asked him why he was retiring.”
The frown from earlier reappeared. “It’s always good for a country to have a strong lord-mage. Astor is getting old, after all, and he deserves retirement.”
“If that’s true, why does Rionn just have one mage?”
“Well, that’s not technically true. Mages often travel through Rionn, and sometimes they’ll lend a hand when our crops are struggling in an area, or if there’s an outbreak of sickness. The Mage Council even sent a couple of warrior mages when we had that issue with pirates a few years ago,” he said. “It’s just that Rionn only has one mage sworn to the king’s service.”
“Why?”
“We used to have more, but that was many years ago, when I was a young man and everyone still remembered the time of war,” Garan said. “But as peacetime took hold, Astor did such a good job the king didn’t feel he needed more mages.” He looked down at her. “Where are all these questions coming from, anyway?”
“Astor has been the lord-mage my whole life, and now without warning he’s leaving,” Alyx said. “He seemed uncomfortable this afternoon too, even though he told me this was what he wanted. It was odd.”
“I’m sure he does feel odd about it. As you say, he’s been the lord-mage a long time.”
“There was something more,” she insisted.
“Well, I suppose I prefer these questions over you asking about whether Lissa’s dress at the last ball was better than Karina’s,” Garan teased.
“I wonder what they’ll be wearing tonight.” Alyx sat up straighter. “I bet neither of them will look as nice as I do.”
“Probably because neither of their fathers spent as much on their dresses as I did on yours,” Garan said dryly.
Alyx smiled and squeezed his arm. “I love you, Papa.”
“And I you, Aly-girl.”
The remainder of the carriage ride along the short road up to the palace was spent mostly in silence. The frown re-appeared as the silence lengthened, and Alyx eventually asked him a silly question about the beads in her hair so she could see his affectionate smile return. She worried about her father, wondering if his lack of an heir weighed on him heavily.
At least, Alyx assumed that’s what the problem was. There wasn’t anything else happening in the quiet, peaceful kingdom of Rionn that could upset him this much.

      ***Elaborately dressed footmen discreetly but efficiently helped Alyx and her father down from the carriage as they arrived at the gleaming palace. It was sunset, and an orange glow suffused the sandstone walls. A senior footman hastened to greet one of the evening’s most important guests and usher them through into the royal family’s wing. After a short walk, they were shown into the plush reception parlor adjoining the king’s dining room.
Alyx reached up to kiss her father on the cheek, then slipped off to find Cayr. Many of the evening’s guests had already arrived, standing in small groups around the room, and Alyx’s progress slowed as she stopped briefly to speak to those she knew. Her father had impressed upon her since she was a small child how important it was to be polite and friendly to everyone at court. Her behavior always reflected on him, and through him, the king.
“Lady Sparkish.” Alyx curtseyed to the wife of the king’s most senior general. “It’s lovely to see you this evening.”
“And you, Alyx.” She laid a hand on Alyx’s arm. “You look lovely.”
“Thank you, Lady Sparkish.”
Eventually she’d greeted everyone she recognised and found Cayr where he stood by the fireplace with his father and two others. The two were strangers to Alyx, sparking her curiosity. Cayr spotted her seconds later and smiled a greeting.
“Your Highness,” Alyx said, bowing her head to the king as she curtseyed more deeply than she had for Lady Sparkish.
“Alyx.” The king smiled a welcome. “It’s good to see you, as always.”
The king of Rionn was a handsome older man who had his son’s white-blond hair and faded blue eyes. She’d never forget how he’d welcomed her into his home and his son’s life as if she were his own daughter. “Thank you, Your Highness.”
Having greeted the king properly, Alyx turned her attention to Cayr and the two others standing with him. One was an unfamiliar girl her own age. She wasn’t as tall as Alyx, but had stunning golden hair and looks to match. Alyx abruptly felt like an ungainly clod in comparison.
“Alyx, meet Lady Jenna Casovar,” Cayr said enthusiastically. “She and her father have just arrived at court. Lady Jenna’s father, Lord Casovar, is my father’s new lord-mage.” 
Alyx tore her eyes from the young woman, interested by Cayr’s introduction. Ever since her conversation with Astor that afternoon, she’d been wondering whom Cayr’s father had chosen as Astor’s replacement. 
Lord-Mage Casovar was tall and lean, with fair skin that looked almost sickly, like he didn’t get enough sunlight. His dark hair was short and neat, his clothes simple but expensive and well-tailored. He smiled politely as Cayr introduced Alyx, but the smile didn’t quite reach his grey eyes.
“You are Lord Egalion’s daughter, I understand?” His voice was quiet, smooth. “His Highness speaks of your father with a great deal of respect and affection.”
“Yes, Lord-Mage Casovar,” she replied just as politely as she allowed him to kiss her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“And you, Lady Egalion.” His eyes fastened on hers. Something in them, in their intensity, made her uneasy.
“I’ll leave you and Father to discuss kingdom business, Lord-Mage Casovar.” Cayr’s voice distracted Alyx, and she looked away from contemplating the new Lord-Mage to see him turn to the man’s beautiful daughter. “Lady Jenna, would you like to come with Alyx and I?” Cayr offered an arm.
“Please, Prince Cayr, you can both call me Jenna.” She took Cayr’s arm and turned to Alyx. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Egalion.” 
Alyx pasted a smile on her face, even though she’d taken an instant dislike to the knowing look in Jenna’s eyes as she glanced at Cayr. Smarting with sudden jealousy, Alyx quite deliberately didn’t return the favour of allowing Jenna to address her by her first name. “You too, Lady Casovar. Welcome to Rionn.”
Dinner was announced shortly after, saving Alyx from having to spend too much time with Jenna. The king had considerately placed Alyx beside Cayr at the long, formal table, and she enjoyed conversing with him and the lords nearest them as they worked their way through several courses of perfectly prepared food.
Once the final course had been served, the king rose and offered to entertain his guests more comfortably back in the parlour with spirits and cigars for those who smoked.
Cayr touched Alyx’s arm as the guests began filing out. “Shall we take a walk instead?”
Outside, the evening was balmy, with a gentle sea breeze that gently ruffled Alyx’s hair. They strolled side-by-side along one of the garden paths. At regular intervals, softly glowing lamps lit the way. For a long time they were silent, content to be together enjoying the lovely evening.
“What do you think of your father’s new lord-mage?” Alyx asked.
“I was a bit surprised to hear about the appointment actually. I’ve never seen him at court before. I have no idea how my father met him, or why he was chosen. His daughter seems nice, though.”
“I suppose. I didn’t like his eyes,” Alyx mused. “I was surprised too. Astor only told me today he was retiring.”
“You didn’t like his eyes? He seemed perfectly pleasant to me,” Cayr said with a smile, and then it faded. “But you’re right. It’s odd that your father, or mine, didn’t tell us about him. Come to think of it, I’m surprised Astor didn’t tell either of us earlier. Surely this decision was made months ago?”
“My father’s been preoccupied lately.” Alyx frowned.
“With his sudden concern for you and I consorting?” Cayr teased.
“He doesn’t seem to find it as amusing as we do. I told him about Jaran kissing Lissa by the rock pools, and he seemed even more worried until I told him I thought Jaran was ugly.”
“I heard about Jaran and Lissa too. Then when I was talking to Dash this afternoon, he was telling me about some of the girls he’s been with.” Cayr grinned. “He called me an innocent.”
“Well, a king’s son can’t simply run around with any girl he wants like a simple Bluecoat can,” Alyx said sharply.
“See, that’s the thing.” Cayr stopped walking. “There’s only one girl that I want to kiss.”
Alyx couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face, even as her gaze dropped shyly towards her shoes. For some time now, part of her had been hoping that Cayr would say something like this.
“Alyx? Have I upset you?”
“No.” She forced herself to return his gaze. The look in his steadfast blue eyes made her heart melt. “Quite the opposite, in fact.”
“Are you sure?” Cayr said seriously. “I would never damage your honour or reputation, Alyx, you know that. I love you too much, you’re my dearest friend.”
“You know it’s the same for me,” she murmured.
“But since everybody else seems to be doing this kissing thing, I really wouldn’t want to miss out.” He stepped closer, reaching out to take hold of her hands.
“You have a point.” A smile flickered at her mouth. Anticipation began swirling in her stomach, making her feel suddenly light on her feet.
“And who else to try new things with except my oldest and best friend, who just happens to be a girl?”
Alyx’s heart drummed in her chest, his closeness filling her with a heady mix of anticipation and anxiety. What if she was bad at this? What if he never wanted to kiss her again?
“Stop thinking so much,” he murmured.
She squeezed his hands, silently giving him permission.
Cayr leaned down, his eyes awash with blue warmth and affection, and very slowly, their lips touched. A tingle rushed through Alyx’s body all the way down to her toes. Cayr’s lips were warm and soft, and when they parted after a moment, he looked slightly mesmerized.
“That wasn’t too bad,” she murmured.
“You look beautiful tonight, Alyx.” He smiled again, and laced his fingers through hers. “Can I kiss you again?”
Confidence growing at the look on his face, she nodded. “I’d like that.”
He kissed her again, simultaneously awkward and eager. She chuckled when their noses bumped, then they both broke apart as footsteps approached on the gravel pathway.
“Prince Cayr?” the Bluecoat saluted sharply. She wondered if he’d seen them kissing, if he’d tell anyone. She hoped not. “Lord Egalion asked me to let his daughter know that he planned to leave soon. Most of the other guests have gone.”
“We’ll be right there.” Cayr glanced down at Alyx, saw the disquiet on her face. “He really is concerned, isn’t he?”
“Cayr...” she hesitated. “Now he has a reason to be.”
He gave her a teasing look. “Does that mean I can kiss you again sometime?”
“I hope you will,” she said, then flushed, suddenly awkward. “If you want to...I mean, I don’t know if—”
“Alyx, I want to, I promise.” His smile widened, and then he heaved a sigh. “But right now we should go before your father sends out a search party.”
“You’re right.” She chuckled, linking her arm through his as they began strolling back.

      ***The pleasant tingling caused by kissing Cayr in the gardens was still bubbling inside Alyx’s chest as they made their way back to the parlour. Were all kisses as wonderful as what she’d just felt, or was it just because it was with Cayr, her best friend? As they grew closer to the parlour, her riotous thoughts about the kiss faded as the sound of raised voices floated down the hall towards them.
“Garan, it’s time to admit your search has failed.”
Alyx slowed as she recognised the voice of Dashan’s father—Lord-General Caverlock, head of the Blue Guard.
Her father replied, voice firm. “We need to keep trying. They have to be out there.”
“Maybe they’re not. You need to concede the possibility that after the attack on ShadowFall Island eleven years ago, no more have been born.”
“That’s impossible,” her father said flatly.
“Alyx, this is rude,” Cayr murmured in her ear. “We shouldn’t be listening.”
“Shush,” she said, hearing Casovar begin to speak.
“Lord Egalion is right. Even so, Your Highness, I recommend you give my plan further consideration. Rionn’s safety is becoming precarious.”
“I agree,” Caverlock said. “We need solutions sooner than your fruitless searching for Taliath, Garan. Lord-Mage Casovar has already found two potentials in Alistriem.”
“Three,” Casovar said.
“No!” Alyx jumped at the sound of her father’s voice; she couldn’t remember the last time he’d sounded so angry.
“Garan, I’m sorry,” the king spoke. “I’ve supported your quest to rebuild the Taliath order for years, but it’s time I take more decisive action. My primary responsibility is the safety and protection of Rionn.”
“I know that, and I share your concerns, particularly where Shivasa is concerned, but—”
“I believe your daughter has arrived, Lord Egalion,” Casovar said smoothly.
Casting Alyx a chiding glance, Cayr knocked on the door and walked in. Alyx winced, expecting harsh words from her father once he learned they’d been eavesdropping, but Casovar did nothing but bow his head politely towards them both. How had he known they were there?
“It’s time I took Alyx home.” Garan put his glass down and stood. “We can talk about this another time.”
“I have to make a decision soon,” the king warned. 
Garan’s face tightened, but he said nothing.
Her father was silent in the carriage on the way home, a grim silence that Alyx didn’t like to break. Still, what she’d overheard bothered her, so she broached it as they entered their home.
“Papa, don’t be mad, but Cayr and I heard some of what you were talking about. You’ve been searching for Taliath? Is Rionn in trouble? Why did Lord-Mage Casovar’s plan make you so angry?”
Garan chuckled wearily. “You heard a lot, young lady. It’s rude to eavesdrop.”
“I know. I apologise.” She meant it.
He gave her a long look, but capitulated. “To answer one of your questions, in recent years, the king and I have been working with Tregaya in attempting to re-establish the Taliath training school on ShadowFall Island. We’ve been working very closely with King Mastaran and his ambassador in Alistriem to do so,” he said. “The problem is, we haven’t been able to find any Taliath potentials.”
Alyx frowned in confusion. She’d of course learnt about mages and Taliath in lessons as a child, but had been led to understand the Taliath order no longer existed in any functional form.
“I thought the Taliath were gone?”
“There was an accident on ShadowFall Island eleven years ago, a fire that killed all of the Taliath training there. But more should have been born since,” he said in frustration. “Not to mention those that hadn’t been identified as potentials and weren’t at ShadowFall during the fire.”
“The Taliath were guardians of the mage order weren’t they?” Alyx thought back to the stories she’d heard. “Skilled warriors and strategists with special abilities that set them apart from normal soldiers?”
“Precisely.” Garan nodded. 
Worry clutched at her. “Is there something wrong? Is that why you’ve been looking so worried lately, why you’re trying to rebuild the order?” 
Garan sighed, reaching out to run his hand affectionately over her cheek. “It’s late and we’re both tired. Let’s save the questions for tomorrow, all right?”
“But you’re worried. The king is too. I could tell from your voices.”
“Yes, we are,” he said, then smiled. “But the king is responsible for a whole country, he’s often worried. You don’t need to be. Come on, I’ll tuck you in.”
She chuckled. “I’m a little old for that.”
“You’re always going to be my little girl.” He kissed her forehead as they stopped outside her room. “Don’t forget that.”
“I won’t.” She smiled. “Night, Papa.”
“Night, Alyx. Sweet dreams.”
As he walked away down the hall, Alyx fretted. She loved him so much and hated that she could do nothing to ease his worry. He’d been such a wonderful father to her, she wished sometimes he had someone to look after him the way he did for her.
That night she dreamed of fires and Taliath potentials, and her father, standing there with that serious look on his face and worry in his eyes.






  
  Chapter 3


“Lady Egalion, am I boring you?” 
Alyx snapped her gaze back to the tutor, simultaneously straightening in her seat. Behind her, Lissa and Mira giggled.
“I apologise, Mister Luden.” She tried to sound sincere. “It’s just such a lovely day outside.”
The giggles sounded again, and when the tutor shifted his stern glare to the two young ladies behind Alyx, she stifled a grin behind her hand.
“I would appreciate all of your attention just a little longer,” he said. “After I’ve finished explaining how the Zandian currency system works, you’ll all be free to leave.”
Alyx tried hard to focus, but mostly failed. Luden had recently been teaching them about trade between Rionn and neighbouring kingdoms. The entire subject bored her, but when he started in on how Rionn’s currency valued against the Zandian gold pieces, she became utterly lost.
At a nudge to the back of her ankle, Alyx discreetly dropped her hand down by her side. A small note was pushed into her fingers. Slowly enough not to draw Luden’s attention, Alyx unfolded and read its contents. Lissa wanted Alyx to join her and Mira at the pools after lessons. Alyx wrote back a short message—she already had plans for the afternoon, but told Lissa to change the pools to the following afternoon and Alyx would join them then.
“Did you know the Zandians execute students for not paying attention in class?”
Luden was suddenly standing before Alyx’s small table, making her jump. Ruefully, she passed the note into his outstretched hand.
“That’s not true, sir,” Jaran challenged.
“No.” Luden glowered. “But there’s a good chance they’d have you whipped.”
“It’s a good thing we’re in Rionn then, isn’t it, Mister Luden?” Alyx said with a straight face.
This time almost all the students broke out into giggles. Luden turned on his heel and walked back to the front of the room. “I can see I’m not going to get anything more sensible from you today. Lessons dismissed.”
The thirteen students—all sons and daughters of Rionn’s upper nobility who made their home in Alistriem—clustered around Alyx as they left the room.
“Tomorrow afternoon for the pools then?” Mira asked.
Alyx nodded. “Let’s invite everyone, and we’ll try to irritate Luden into letting us out early again.”
“Sounds like a party.” Jaran appeared, slinging his arm around Lissa. They were an odd-looking match, with Jaran’s gangly form towering over Lissa’s petite prettiness.
Cayr appeared, approaching them with a smile. He’d attended classes with them until the previous year, when he’d left to spend the time working with his father on kingdom business instead. The five of them chatted for a while before Alyx and Cayr said their goodbyes and left.
“You’re still free this afternoon?” Cayr asked after a moment of awkward silence.
“Of course. Did you speak with Dash?”
“Yes. He said he’d meet us down at the docks.”
“Oh.” Alyx smiled, pleased at the thought of having Cayr all to herself for the walk down.
“Are you...” He cleared his throat. “Last night was wonderful, Alyx.”
Warmth flooded her from head to toe at his earnest words. “I think so too.”
“Things feel different all of a sudden, don’t they?”
“Very,” she said shyly. “But in a good way.”
“Yeah.” He smiled widely.

      ***Alyx and Cayr made their way down a steep forest path from the palace towards the port district of Alistriem. It had taken them a little time to give Cayr’s guards the slip—as the only heir to the throne, he had been surrounded from childhood by a contingent of guards, and to a lesser degree, so had Alyx—but now they were free and clear. Cayr’s father was usually tolerant of this behaviour; the kingdom was peaceful, and an assassination attempt had been unheard of for over fifty years.
The forested hillside was all palace land, and the path they followed was only what Cayr, Alyx and Dashan had worn out in their regular trips down to the city over the years. It ended at the bottom of the hill where the paved king’s highway led away from the docks and warehouses of the port district and south into the city proper.
It was a bright, sunny mid-morning, the sky a crisp blue above the treetops. The air was warm, with the promise of a hot summer afternoon on the way. Cayr was deep in thought and hadn’t said much since leaving the palace grounds. She wondered if he was re-thinking what had happened between them.
“Something is weighing in your thoughts. Cayr, if it’s the kiss, if you’re worried about what it means, we can just—”
“No, it’s not that!” he assured her. 
“Then what’s bothering you? Is it what we overheard?” She related what her father had told her.
“My father told me essentially the same thing, and it does trouble me. The Taliath were always at the root of peace between Rionn and Shivasa, and between other countries when it comes down to it.”
“But the Taliath haven’t been around for years. That’s not what is actually bothering you.”
He smiled. “You know me so well. There’s more they weren’t telling us, something both our fathers knew but weren’t sharing with us or the other lords.”
“I’m sure it’s nothing. Ruling a country can’t be easy.” She echoed her father’s words from the previous night.
“You’re right,” he said. “But I do worry about our relationship with Shivasa, you know? They’re so close to us, and such a big country. It plays on my mind.”
“You worry the peace might be broken?” She squeezed his arm. “You will be a good king, Cayr. I have faith in you.”
“I won’t be king for a long time, and my father, while a good and fair man, is not overly tolerant when it comes to the Shiven. You can see that from his treatment of Dash.”
Alyx nodded agreement. Darien had never been entirely happy with his son’s choice of best friend, and relations between the two kingdoms were tense. She knew it stemmed from a long-ago war in which both sides accused each other of heinous crimes. It was ancient history, and Alyx had never bothered to pay much attention to learning it.
“We’ve been in truce with Shivasa since before your grandfather was born,” she pointed out. “I don’t think anything is going to change that now.”
“The truce hasn’t stopped the border skirmishes in the disputed territory.”
He was referring to the small patch of territory in the northwest—sandwiched between where Rionn insisted its northern border with Shivasa fell and where the Shiven insisted it did, but Alyx knew little about the skirmishes, so settled for squeezing Cayr’s arm again in an effort to reassure him. 
“Dash told me yesterday that he’s finally gotten his boat seaworthy.” Cayr changed the subject and spoke enthusiastically, likely trying to dispel his bleak mood. “He wants to take us sailing.”
“If you’re so excited to go sailing, why don’t you just take one of the royal ships?”
“And be surrounded by heavily armed Bluecoats and soldiers from the navy? That’s not my idea of a good time, and you know it.”
As they reached the bottom of the path and the edge of the wide, paved highway, Cayr reached out to take her hand. His palm felt warm and dry, and Alyx was struck by sudden nerves.
“Cayr, wait.” She let go of his hand. “Last night was wonderful, but we can’t just start walking around hand in hand. That will mean something to our fathers, to the court.”
“You’re right.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It feels natural to take your hand, though. I want to be close to you.”
She felt herself flushing. “Me too.”
“We’ll work it out, Alyx, I promise. Soon I’ll be able to go to my father and request permission to court you.”
“And what if he says no? What if my father does?”
“Your father won’t say no to his daughter courting the prince of Rionn, Alyx. As for my father, you are the daughter of his best friend and most senior lord.” Cayr leaned down to kiss her cheek. “It will be fine, you’ll see. In the meantime, we’ll just have to restrain from holding hands in public.”
“Or kissing in public,” she added cheekily.
“That too.” He sighed.

      ***Dressed deliberately in modest clothing, the two of them strolled unrecognised through the bustling port district. The scents of fish and seaweed mixed with the salty tang of the air and the delicious smell of roasted chestnuts from one of the street vendors. Eventually they came to the end of the wide avenue of the shopping and business area and walked out into the long, chaotic rambling of wooden jetties. 
A small sailing boat was moored at the end of one of the most rundown jetties, Dashan’s tall figure balanced on the prow and waving in greeting.
The damaged shell of the boat had washed up after a storm the previous winter, and Dashan had claimed it, working in every spare hour to rebuild and paint the sailboat until it could be used again. Alyx could tell from the care and effort he’d put into the work that he loved it very much.
“All aboard!” he called out now, giving them a hand to climb up. 
“Let’s get out of here!” Cayr grinned.
Dashan nodded and busied himself untying the mooring ropes. Alyx settled herself in the prow as the boat began moving away from the jetty and out into open water. Within minutes a stiff breeze had filled the sails, and they were making good speed out into the open water.
“I hear we have a new lord-mage?” Dashan shouted over the wind flapping the sails.
“Lord Casovar,” Cayr returned. “He’s new to Rionn and the court but he seems nice enough.”
“I hope he’s strong enough to defend us from the ravening hordes of Shiven massing on the border of the disputed area.”
Alyx rolled her eyes at the mocking sarcasm in Dashan’s voice. “I don’t know why anyone cares about that area. Isn’t it all mountains and rock and thick forest, the ground too hard to grow anything or sustain a town?”
“It has strategic importance, Alyx. Port Rantarin sits on the western coast of the disputed area, and it’s the deepest and most accessible port in the area. It’s fallen into disuse though because neither Shivasa nor Rionn will let the other one have it.”
She sighed, bored by the topic. “You sound like Luden.”
“The horror!” Dashan laughed.
She laughed with him until catching the look of concern on Cayr’s face. “What is it?”
“You’ve heard about the recent incidents?” Dashan guessed.
“Yes, my father mentioned it.”
“What incidents?” Alyx demanded.
 “There’s an agreement in place that allows both kingdoms to conduct a certain number of patrols through the disputed area each year,” Cayr said. “Yet if either side goes too close to Port Rantarin, it ends in violence. The skirmishes have never been major enough to cause a serious diplomatic incident or threaten outright war, though.”
“Then why are you worried about it?” Alyx’s attention was wavering, but she tried to sound interested for Cayr’s sake.
“Because the frequency of incidents has risen sharply in the past two years,” Dashan shot a look at Cayr. “Largely because of the increasing number of Shiven soldiers and scouts operating in the area.”
“Yes,” Cayr said, looking at Alyx. “That’s why my father wanted to appoint a stronger lord-mage when Astor asked to retire.”
“And presumably why our fathers have been trying to rebuild the Taliath? To help calm things in the disputed area,” she said.
“It makes sense,” Cayr said, before quickly filling in Dashan on what they’d overheard.
Dashan frowned. “I wonder what Lord-Mage Casovar’s plan is? It sounds like your father didn’t like it at all, Alyx.”
“Whatever it is, I’m sure everything will be fine. We’ve managed to hold Shivasa to an uneasy truce for generations. My father is a strong king, and he has capable commanders around him. Alyx, we all know your father’s diplomacy has been vital.” Cayr sounded eager to dismiss the subject. “Where are you taking us, Dash?” 
The thoughtful expression on Dashan’s face vanished at the question, eclipsed by a laughing grin. “That is for me to know, and you to find out.”

      ***They picnicked on the beach, and Alyx spent the afternoon dozing lazily in the sun while Dashan and Cayr tried to catch fish to cook for dinner.
“You won’t have to go, Dash,” Cayr was saying as the two of them rejoined her, successfully carrying two large fish each. “I’ll speak to my father about it.”
“Your father doesn’t exactly like me.”
“What are you talking about?” Alyx interrupted. “Where’s Dashan going?”
“Don’t look so excited. You won’t be getting rid of me that easily, Egalion.” Dashan scowled at her.
“He thinks he’s going to be sent to the border,” Cayr explained.
“Everyone in the Blue Guard has to do a rotation up at the border,” Dashan pointed out. “Because of my Shiven blood, nobody is going to do me any special favours to allow me to avoid it, like what happens with the spoiled lords’ sons in the guard.”
Alyx stared at them both. Bluecoats posted to the border were required to participate in patrols into the disputed area. Both Cayr and her father had told her that soldiers sometimes died in those patrols.
“Dash can’t go to the border,” she said eventually, breaking into their good-natured banter over who had caught the biggest fish.
“As if you’d care if a Shiven arrow got me,” he grumped.
“I would care,” she insisted, then rolled her eyes as he grinned in triumph. “But only because it would upset Cayr if you died.”
“Admit it, you’d be heartbroken.”
“Yes, it would break from the huge relief I’d experience at knowing I don’t have to deal with your irritating presence anymore.”
“I told you, I’ll talk to my father,” Cayr said, interrupting their bickering. “It will be fine.”
Alyx returned Cayr’s smile of reassurance and tried to ignore the niggle of doubt at the back of her mind. Cayr had a tendency to dismiss or ignore anything that interfered with his view of how things should be. As with his casual confidence earlier that their eventual courting wouldn’t be a problem, she hoped he was right about this.
“Sure,” Dashan said, but he didn’t look as if he quite believed it.

      ***Alyx walked through the front gates of her home as dusk fell that evening, a warm glow around her heart from the lovely day she’d had. Dashan had sailed them back along the coast as sunset fell over the ocean. Afterwards, Cayr had walked her home and kissed her again. The imprint of his touch still sent tingling through her body.
Flickering torches lined the circular driveway, glinting off the white pebbled surface. The moon hung low in the sky and there was only a very light breeze. Alyx savored the peacefulness of it, breathing deeply of the warm, sweet-smelling air. Life seemed perfect in this moment; she lived in the most beautiful city in the world, she had wealth and security, and Cayr had just kissed her for the second time in as many days.
The great entrance foyer was dark and silent when she came in the front door, though light flickered under the closed door of a room down the hall. It was her father’s study, and Alyx headed for it with a smile.
Garan Egalion sat in a deep armchair before a flickering fire, a half-empty glass of whiskey dangling from his right hand. He had the same pensive, worried look on his face that she’d seen too often
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