
  
  [image: Welcome to the adventure over the image of a silver dragon]




  
  [image: Title page for A Prince of Song and Shade]




  
  
[image: ]
National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry
Creator: Cassidy, Lisa, 2019 - author.
Title: A Tale of Stars and Shadow
ISBN (eBook): 978-0-6485392-4-7 
Subjects: Epic fantasy fiction
Series: A Tale of Stars and Shadow

Copyright © Lisa Cassidy 2019
The moral right of the author has been asserted.
All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted by any person or entity, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, scanning or by an information storage and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

First published in 2019 by Tate House

Cover artwork and design by J Caleb Designs
Music and lyrics by Peny Bohan
Map artwork by Chaim Holtjer






  
  


[image: Image of a dragon next to heading The Dock City Chronicle]
Talyn would tell you not to read it.
 Sari would hand it to you with a smirk.

.

Discover the story before the story.

.

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

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

.

Each edition of The Chronicle includes:

Insider updates on my books

Fantasy world news and hot takes

Questionable book memes

My reading recommendations

Exclusive sneak peeks and previews

.

Sign up for the Chronicle and join me on the adventure…
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  Chapter 1


The air was thick. Sticky. Warm. Under his cloak and mask his skin was slick with sweat. It ran in rivulets down his spine, soaking the feathers resting against his shoulder blades. He hated wearing the cloak, but without it the glamour wouldn’t entirely hide his wings, so it was an uncomfortable necessity.
Night had fallen, leaving the area dark and full of shadows unbroken by the faint moonlight above. The darkness seemed as heavy as the air, as if waiting for something.
”Is she coming?”
“She’ll be here, Garrow.” The Shadowhawk used a soothing tone as he spoke to the shivering man pressed against the wooden wall of the closed bakery. Dark bruising shadowed his jaw and left eye and blood crusted around a split lip. It was far too hot to be shivering, but Garrow was terrified. He was a tanner’s apprentice, barely twenty years old, and orphaned young on the streets of the Poor Quarter. He’d also been a member of the Shadowhawk’s network for over a year.
“What if they find us?”
They’d been out four nights earlier stealing crates of flour from a merchant ship out of the Montagni port of Acleu. Garrow had gotten lazy afterwards and had made too much noise sneaking back into his master’s home before dawn. Suspicious and venal, the tanner had reported him the very next day, and been paid handsomely for it by the City Patrol.
“They won’t.” The Shadowhawk swallowed. Breaking Garrow out of the City Patrol building in the Dock Quarter had been easy compared to dealing with the waves of Garrow’s terror crashing against him.
His powerful winged folk magic was a blessing and curse in equal measure. It allowed him to subtly manipulate the emotions of those around him and keep his true identity hidden beneath the mask of the Shadowhawk, but it also meant he felt those same emotions almost as if they were his own. The closer he was physically to a person, and the stronger their emotion, the more it would affect him.
He was well-practiced at managing his response to the myriad of emotions around him day-to-day—all winged folk with song magic were—but extremes of emotion he found harder to bear because of the depth of his power.
Another flare of fear from Garrow brought the Shadowhawk sharply back to the present. The apprentice was too young for this—too young to be so terrified, too young to be risking his life trying to help others. “You’re going to be fine.” He tried to reassure him. “I’ll make sure of it.”
The man’s shivering calmed and he managed a shaky nod. “Thank you. For getting me out.”
“I’m sorry you got caught helping me.”
Garrow must have read the deep guilt in his voice because he stopped trembling, voice sounding firmer than it had before. “I would do it again. This was my choice, Shadowhawk. I’d like to be less of a blubbering mess about it, but I’d do it again.”
Both their attention was caught by the sound of quick, confident footsteps approaching, and the Shadowhawk’s shoulders relaxed. “She’s here.” 
Saniya’s form appeared out of the dimness a few moments later, dark blue eyes watchful, scanning them both for potential danger. One hand rested loosely on the hilt of the knife at her belt. “Warm night for it, Shadowhawk.”
“Saniya. This is Garrow.”
“You were on the crew last week.” Saniya nodded at the young man. Her people had helped them hide the stolen flour until the search for it died down. “Can you walk?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Taking a deep breath, Garrow stepped away from the wall. “I’m fine, just a few bruises and scrapes.”
“Then we’d best move before someone notices us all standing around out here.” Saniya glanced at the Shadowhawk. “The flour was distributed last night—to all the store owners you named, minus our cut.”
“Pleasure, as always,” he said. “Take care of Garrow. I’ll be in touch.”
“Later, Shadowhawk.”
He remained wrapped in the shadows under the overhang of the bakery until Saniya’s and Garrow’s footsteps faded from hearing. This area of the Market Quarter was usually deserted so late at night, all the store owners and market operators gone home to their beds.
Yet despite the darkness, the oppressive heat, and the stench of rotting produce coming from a nearby alley, he felt far more at home here than he ever did up at the citadel. Where he pretended to be a prince. Pretended to be just like all the other winged folk with their disdain for humans and firm belief in their superiority.
Even after Saniya was long gone, he stayed. As useful as she was to him, he didn’t trust her entirely, couldn’t afford to trust her. Trust was impossible in his world. He wanted to make sure he was utterly alone before moving on to his next task of the night.
The darkness cloaking him ensured he couldn’t be seen by anyone passing by. Another talent he’d been born with that nobody knew about. That and his glamour magic had allowed him to don the mask of the Shadowhawk despite being Prince Cuinn Acondor, the worthless younger son of Queen Sarana.
Footsteps sounded to his left and he went utterly still. Something about the anticipatory sense in the night air bothered him. Made him more cautious than usual.
A man came into sight, moving with quick strides down the empty street, shoulders up, eyes alert. The Shadowhawk’s gaze went straight to the distinctive grey and white of the Wolf uniform he wore.
He was alone, and though no obvious threat loomed, the Shadowhawk moved, slipping after the Wolf, keeping to the darkest shadows on the edge of the street.
Instinct prickled down the back of his neck.
He rarely extended his song magic to read or affect those outside his immediate vicinity when he was the Shadowhawk—not willing to risk a winged person in the area sensing it, despite how skilled he’d become at hiding. If that happened … well, then they’d be one step closer to catching him. No human had song magic. And there were few winged folk powerful enough at it to manipulate others into believing they were human.
And if he were caught … well, winged man or human, the last Shadowhawk had been executed and his entire family along with him. Few knew it—it was a tightly held secret within the Acondor family and Queencouncil members. The executions of the Ciantar family had been public, the queen announcing they’d been caught embezzling izerdia profits and calling it treason. None beyond her and the Queencouncil members knew that their true crime was helping hide the activities and identity of the previous Shadowhawk.
To the humans of Dock City, the criminal that had been helping them had simply disappeared one day. None of them had bothered themselves much about an entire family being executed around the same time. After all, executions weren’t all that rare in a world ruled by the Acondor family.
Thinking about the frustration and fury his mother must feel, to have had the Shadowhawk reappear in Dock City after so many years had passed, sometimes made Cuinn smile. She thought she’d dealt with the problem, only to have the shadowy criminal reappear on the streets of Dock City over two decades later.
But those smiles always faded quickly. A family had been wiped from existence because one man tried to make things better for his people. There was no satisfaction to be had in that.
Nor in the fact that he would undoubtedly meet the same end.
He had little doubt his mother wouldn’t hold back when it came to her youngest son. And even if she did, if he could hope for a mother’s love to save him, Mithanis would ensure his death no matter what their mother said.
So he resorted to the shadows, to the darkness that had wrapped around him and kept him hidden and safe since boyhood. Tonight, though, the shadows were uneasy, the feeling growing stronger the longer he followed the Wolf.
Abandoning caution, he extended his magic, increasing his mental focus so that his glamour wasn’t affected, and searched the vicinity for any emotion that might hint at danger. At first there was nothing. The area was deserted. Shops closed. People in bed.
But then he caught it. A flicker of emotion from the opposite end of the street—right where the Wolf was heading. Weariness surged as his magic narrowed in on that flicker, and a sharp ache started in his temples. Using all three of his abilities in such a focused way was an effort of will and had its consequences. He spent most of his life with tiredness dragging at his body.
Gritting his teeth, he ignored the energy drain and focused on whoever was waiting at the end of the street.
Anger. Violence. Both emotions mixed with a hint of anticipation. And there was more than one man. The Wolf had almost reached them, his emotional state alert but unalarmed. He hadn’t seen either human lying in wait.
The Shadowhawk swore, then let go his hold of the shadows and started running.
At almost exactly the same moment, a man broke from the darkness at the end of the street and lunged at the Wolf, moonlight glinting from a blade in his right hand. The two collided, and there was a brief tussle which ended with the Wolf being knocked to the ground. His assailant vanished into the dim alley on the opposite side of the street almost as quickly as he had appeared.
The whole thing had happened in a matter of seconds.
The Shadowhawk was there an instant later. The Wolf was down, cradling a bleeding arm. But before the Shadowhawk could say anything, he rolled, came to his feet and drew his sword in one smooth movement, ignoring what must have been serious pain from his wound.
The Shadowhawk summoned his magic again and caught the flare of emotion from the direction where the assailant had disappeared. The second man still hovered, hidden, outside the dim light of the moon. The thud of boots sounded a heartbeat later.
“To your left!” he shouted a warning to the Wolf.
Then he threw himself sideways, slamming into the nearest man before he could reach the Wolf, and sending them both crashing hard to the ground. Pain flared through his elbow as it cracked against stone. His opponent was surprisingly strong, and quick. Despite the hard landing, his adversary rolled instantly, stabbing upwards with a knife. The Shadowhawk lurched away, landing on his back, the air hissing from his lungs, wings folding painfully underneath him.
He rolled and pushed off with both hands, part of his focus on forcing his wings to remain furled at his back, hidden under his glamoured cloak, the rest on leaping at his opponent as he came to his feet.
The flash of copper had him hesitating mid-leap, bungling his move so that instead of taking the man out, they tangled, rolling to the ground. This time the Shadowhawk elbowed his opponent hard in the face—a face mostly hidden by a copper mask. The man swore and kicked out savagely.
Made angry enough to lash out again by the hot spurt of pain from a booted foot connecting with his ribs, the Shadowhawk slammed his elbow into the man’s jaw. His adversary’s pain hit him a moment later, but it was brief and quickly controlled—a trained fighter, no doubt. Without the emotion to distract him, the Shadowhawk struck again, hard, before his adversary could retaliate. Fortunately the man blacked out before any more emotion could hit him.
The Shadowhawk’s stomach roiled as he staggered to his feet, elbow throbbing. Consequences of song magic aside, he hated using violence of any kind, hated the idea that it was ever necessary. But in the world he lived in, there were times it was necessary. A truth he bitterly accepted but continued to rail against.
“Watch out!” the Wolf warned. He was calm, the words a brisk order rather than panicked shout.
The Shadowhawk spun to find the Wolf’s opponent lying prone on the cobblestones, and two more men emerging from the dark around them. Both of the new men wore copper masks. And now the one he’d hit was unsteadily dragging himself to his feet, blood pouring from a split lip.
Shit. There’d been more of them.
The Wolf stepped towards the Shadowhawk, sword ready to strike, moon glinting along its silver surface. The Shadowhawk drew the sharp knife he kept concealed in his cloak. Hopefully the sight of it was warning enough that he wouldn’t be forced to use it.
The assailants paused. His heart thudded in his chest, his fear and hope twisting with the anger and undercurrent of viciousness in the men he faced down into a nauseating churn. One man stepped forward, crouching down to shake his unconscious comrade. He roused weakly and was helped to his feet, still swaying. The two backed up slowly to where the other waited, poised to strike.
Then, as suddenly as they’d come, the men split up and disappeared into narrow alleyways leading away from the main street.
Once their running footsteps—one pair much slower and more unsteady than the others—had faded from hearing, the Shadowhawk sheathed the knife and tried to catch his breath. His muscles were beginning to tremble, always a bad sign he was using too much magic. “Are you all right?” he asked the Wolf.
“Yes, sir. He got me with his knife, but I twisted out of the way just in time. The cut is long but shallow.” A quick smile, white teeth flashing against brown skin. “Thanks to those sabai lessons Captain Parksin makes us do every day.”
The Shadowhawk rubbed his sore elbow.
The Wolf glanced at him. “That the same copper mask you’ve seen before? The same people that tried to assassinate Prince Cuinn?”
“Yeah,” he said heavily. Tiredness flooded him. He thought Talyn and her Wolves had killed all of them that night on Sparrow Island. But now …“They were targeting you just now.”
The Wolf frowned a little as his gaze ran over the cloak and the mask, presumably realising he was talking to the Shadowhawk. “It seems so.”
The Shadowhawk hesitated a moment—the young man’s polite tone, his sober expression … there was something familiar about him. He’d seen the Wolf before, he was sure of it. “What’s your name?” he asked.
“Andres Tye.” He smiled a little. “I don’t need to ask your name, do I?”
“You used to be the watch officer for the Market Quarter Patrol.” Surprise flickered through the Shadowhawk’s voice. Tye had been one of the good ones, never taking bribes or acting outside his authority. “You’re a Wolf now?”
“That’s right. Captain Parksin recruited me to run one of his details after Captain Dynan left. I was just out visiting some of my old Patrol mates tonight. If you hadn’t come along, things might have gone very differently.” Andres glanced at one of the alleys the men had disappeared down. “Seems like someone might be unhappy about what happened on Sparrow Island.”
The Shadowhawk nodded. “You’d better head back to your barracks, tell Captain Parksin what happened. I’ll follow behind, make sure you get there okay.”
“Thanks for your help.” Andres sheathed his sword and offered his hand.
It was a courteous, sincerely-meant gesture, something so typical of these men and women that Talyn Dynan had trained. She’d turned them into something greater than the sum of their parts.
He took the hand, shaking firmly. “Next time don’t walk alone down dark streets at night, even in the Market Quarter. That goes for all the Wolves. Whoever this gang is, if they’re after some sort of revenge against you, they’ll try again. You should start going out in pairs.”
“I’ll tell the captain.” Tye nodded. “You should be careful yourself. They’ll know you helped me tonight.”
The Shadowhawk followed at a discreet distance until the Wolf had safely reached the wall path. He then stood in the shadows and watched until Tye made it safely to the top, thoughts toying uneasily over what had just happened.
Those men hadn’t been after anything but murder. Not going at Andres with a knife like that—no demands, no attempt to steal anything.
Almost a month earlier, the group calling themselves Vengeance had staged a botched assassination attempt on the queen, hitting Prince Cuinn and his well-trained guard detail instead of their real target. But before that they’d busied themselves murdering wealthy humans who ventured into the Poor Quarter after dark.
The incongruity of the gang and its actions nagged at him, made him uneasy. If he couldn’t understand them, he couldn’t come up with a way to combat them. And some deep instinct warned him that they needed to be stopped.
He’d hoped that their utter failure on Sparrow Island—the fact Talyn had almost single-handedly killed every fighter they sent—might have ended the group.
Tonight indicated that wasn’t the case. Not even close.
Now … a chill ran down his spine. Maybe they felt they had a score to settle with the Wolves.
Another score to settle. His fingers slid unbidden into his right pocket, to the note still crumpled there.
He pushed the thought away and yanked his hand out of his pocket, dismissing the feeling of dread. He was over-tired and running low on magic reserves. Once he’d rested, none of the night’s events would seem so dire.
The Shadowhawk glanced up. Andres reached the top of the wall and vanished from sight.
Retracing his steps, it didn’t take long for the Shadowhawk to reach the alley backing onto several popular Market Street stores. One of them was a kahvi café, its owner his contact for the Shadowhawk’s cell in the Market Quarter. Their meeting was planned and Petro was waiting for him in the dim light of a single lamp lit in his back storeroom.
The Shadowhawk checked his mask and glamour were still in place—ingrained habit, but even more necessary given the weariness tugging at him after the fight—before he stepped into the light.
“Shadowhawk.” Petro greeted him with a quick smile.
“Sorry I’m late,” he said, keeping his voice businesslike. His contacts risked their lives every time they helped him, and though he was often tempted by the thought of giving them more of himself, making them friends rather than just helpers, it would only put them in more danger. And he couldn’t live with himself if assuaging his loneliness got one of them killed. Even if that meant he was always alone. “How are things?”
“Quiet, mostly. But even though we don’t feel it down here, winter has hit good and proper up in Mair-land. The poorer folk will struggle, particularly those in more isolated villages.” Petro made a face. “Especially when the penalty for illegally chopping wood is worth up to a year’s wages for some of them.”
The familiar feeling of uselessness welled up in him. The winged folk lived in a citadel that was warm all year round, and the queen and her court only spent any time in the cold of the SkyReach when they escaped the summer heat to go to their palace in the mountains. That meant the Queencouncil rarely, if ever, traded for cold weather supplies, including clothing. That left the small human-owned businesses in the north reliant on sourcing and importing what they needed from Montagn or the Twin Thrones themselves, which was difficult and prohibitively expensive to do on a small scale.
The Shadowhawk had contacts up there, of course, but without supplies imported by the winged folk to steal, there was very little they could do to provide meaningful help for those in Mair-land. And since Cuinn Acondor lived in the citadel, the Shadowhawk could only be in the north when Cuinn was, which was rare. 
“I wasn’t blaming you,” Petro said after the silence dragged on. “I know there’s little we can do for them.”
The Shadowhawk nodded and pushed his despair away. He shifted, leaning more comfortably against a stack of boxes, allowing himself to relax. It was a little cooler in Petro’s storeroom, cosy in the lamplight, and there was no danger in the emotions he was reading off the young man. “I’ve been thinking. What we do doesn’t necessarily always have to be about stealing or breaking the law.”
Petro looked interested. “I’m listening.” 
“Maybe it’s time for us to start helping ourselves a bit more down here. I’m thinking of the izerdia workers. I know some of them are genuine criminals, but more are there to fill quotas paid for by winged folk bribes. They come out of that tunnel every night exhausted and starving, if they’ve managed to survive the day.”
Petro’s eyes lit up. “What are you suggesting?”
His voice turned eager. “What if we spoke to the store and food stall owners in the Market and Wealthy Quarters, asked them to package up their leftovers each day? Just the stuff that spoils and would go in the trash anyway. Your network could collect it each night, leave it by the tunnel entrance.” He paused. “I figure if they get some proper food into them, things will be a bit easier.”
“Regular meals will make them stronger, better able to protect themselves.” Petro stood straighter. “I’d do it, Shadowhawk, and I know at least a handful of others who would too. If we got enough of a response, we could even think about extending into the homeless slums in the Poor Quarter too—for those too sick or old to get work on the izerdia detail or anywhere else.”
“Can you organise it discreetly? Your helpers would have to collect the food each night and take it to the tunnel entrance.”
Petro shook his head. “No, let’s ask the store owners to take it themselves. That way it’s all above-board and there’s nothing for the Falcons or Patrol to get suspicious about. Plus then my people aren’t exposing themselves unnecessarily.”
“Good idea. And maybe those who don’t have leftover food to offer could help with deliveries then? Make that their way of contributing.”
“We’ll get the word out tomorrow.” Petro grinned. “Let’s keep you out of this as much as possible.”
He straightened. “Thank you, Petro.”
“Thank you. This will really help those poor bastards trekking out into the forest every day.”
“I’d better go. Leave a message if you have any troubles with the Patrolmen escorts for the workers—hopefully they won’t stick their noses in, but you never know.”
“Before you go.” Petro reached back for a small canvas bag and tossed it to him. “I thought you might be running low on these after the other night.”
The Shadowhawk caught it neatly, the weight and feel telling him it carried more of his arrows—the ones Petro carved for him. “Thanks. I’ll see you, Petro.”
The door closed quietly behind him, the lamplight snuffing out. The weariness crashed over him again, making him want to simply curl up in a ball and sleep on the side of the street. It wasn’t just physical, even though the constant drain on his magic was a big part of it.
He had no one.
Not a single person in the world that knew who he really was, what he did with every free moment he could extract from his life as Prince Cuinn. When up at the citadel, he had to pretend to be the partying prince, using that life to hide who he really was, using it as a distraction from the burning need inside him to do more, from the equally strong guilt and shame that he wasn’t doing more. And then at night he had to pretend to be the human street criminal who couldn’t risk others knowing him because it put their lives in danger. It was achingly powerful, that loneliness.
Dwelling on it helped nothing, however. With a deep breath, he drew himself out of his thoughts and turned his attention to the street around him. He waited until the darkness enclosed him fully, then set off again.
He would leave a mark in the usual place for Navis—he might be able to find something out about the group of copper-masked criminals who called themselves Vengeance—store Petro’s new arrows at his apartment, and then hopefully he could get back up to the citadel in time to sneak past his Wolf detail and get to bed before daylight dawned.
He cursed Talyn Dynan as much as he welcomed what’d she’d built these days. Her warriors were good—two full details now had finished their training—and his mother hadn’t left him any choice but to agree to having a guard detail on his quarters all night.
It was getting harder and harder to sneak out. What he would do if one of them found him out, he had no idea.
What they would do was an even bigger question.






  
  Chapter 2


Talyn stood at the prow of the ship as it made its slow approach to the city of Ryathl. A watery late winter sun shone in a cloudless blue sky, the air brisk and clear—a little too brisk given the sweltering humidity she’d grown accustomed to over the past eight months. 
Sari roused in her head with a wistful sigh. “Home.”
A smile flashed across Talyn’s face. Ryathl was wonderfully familiar. The palace—home to the Dumnorix when they weren’t in the Conmoran capital of Port Lachley—perched gracefully on the low bluff to the west, and the sweeping grounds of Callanan Tower stood directly opposite on the eastern headland. The city filled the space in between, a sprawling cluster of brick and wood buildings where thousands of people lived and worked. Beyond the city, rolling farmland spread for miles in every direction before hitting thick forest a half-turn’s ride to the north and east.
Already she itched to take FireFlare on a long, racing gallop across those inviting plains. It had been too long since she’d ridden her mare, a painfully long time for an Aimsir rider to be apart from their mount.
A challenging scream sounded on the morning breeze. Talyn glanced up, her smile widening at the sight of three SkyRider eagles soaring on the thermals above the city. They must be part of the legion permanently stationed in Ryathl. She’d never felt the desire to join the ranks of those who risked their lives taming and flying the giant eagles, but she certainly empathised with the thrill they must feel as they soared through the skies.
Several ships were in the process of docking or leaving the busy merchant port. When the gangplank was finally lowered, Talyn slung her bag over her shoulder and joined the line of disembarking passengers.
Sailors and dock workers shouted to each other, and the flatter tones of the Twin Thrones’ accent was oddly discordant to her ears. She hadn’t heard anything but the musical winged folk accent or lilting Dock City drawl for almost a year. Even the air smelled different—drier, and lacking the sweet scent of flowers.
More sounds of Ryathl echoed around her as she walked; the groan of the cranes unloading ships, the shouts and movement of the dockworkers, the bartering chatter surrounding the impromptu market lining the beach, the excited screams of children playing amongst the mayhem. All exactly like the chaos of the Mithranan docks.
And completely unlike it at the same time.

      ***The Kingshield barracks were as familiar as the city. The black flags rippling in the morning’s breeze over the barrack gates—silver crossed swords wreathed in amber starlight and flame—indicated her uncle was in residence in the palace.
Talyn passed the training yards on the way to the First Shield’s office, lingering a moment to watch a unit of guards sparring. A ripple of excitement shivered through her, and part of her wanted to drop her bag and join in. It had been such a long time since she’d felt that anticipation … had been so terrified she might never feel it again.
Regretfully, she turned and continued towards the First Shield’s quarters. Some of her spark had indeed returned, but she was still a long way from healed. Almost two years, and she was only now beginning to believe there might be a life for her after all.
A familiar blonde-haired clerk sat at the desk outside Ceannar’s office. She’d been with Ceannar ever since he’d been appointed to the post of First Shield. Friendly and amiable, she had a spine of steel and guarded entry to the office beyond without breaking a sweat. “Guard Dynan. Welcome home!”
“Hello, Ina. It’s good to be home. Is he in?”
“Unfortunately not. He’s spending some time at his estate on the coast.” Ina smiled. “I’ll send a message out there today to let him know you’ve arrived. He’s been anxious for news of you.”
So anxious he’d decamped from the city? The positions of Callanan First Blade, Horselord of the Aimsir, and First Shield were as political as they were practical, and it wasn’t unusual for Ceannar to spend periods of time at his estate. Still …
“He’s totally avoiding you, Talyn.”
“I can’t see why. And it’s not like he can avoid me forever, anyway.”
“He blackmailed you into going to Mithranar, and made you party to a massive secret about your family that your uncle doesn’t even know about. I’d avoid you too.”
Taken aback, Talyn wasn’t entirely sure what to do. “When is he expected back?”
“Next week.” Ina tossed her an apologetic glance as she rifled through a small pile of parchment on her otherwise extremely neat desk. It didn’t take her long to find the one she was looking for. “He did leave orders for you, though.”
“Oh, he did, did he?” Talyn said dryly. Sari was dead right. “What are those?”
“He’s assigned you to Captain Parin’s detail—he leads one of the three details assigned to Lady Allira Dumnorix.” Ina’s gaze ran quickly over the parchment. “Lady Dumnorix is currently staying in Ryathl, although I understand she’ll be departing soon for her husband’s estates in the east.” Ina looked up. “You’re eligible for leave if you’d like to take it before starting your post.”
“Thanks Ina, I’ll think on it.” Talyn hefted her bag. “I assume I’m still assigned to the same dormitory?”
“I made sure of it. You’ll find your old bunk free, Guard Dynan.” Ina still looked apologetic. “And if you decide to take the leave, just come back and let me know. I’ll ensure the message is passed to Captain Parin and the First Shield.”
“If I was First Shield, I’d totally want her as my clerk. She’s lovely.”
“And perfectly placed to defuse any annoyance I might have over being avoided.” Talyn huffed. First Shield Ceannar was a wily old man.
Sari chuckled.

      ***It didn’t take long for Talyn to find Leviana and Cynia down in Leviana’s quarters at Callanan Tower. The door was slightly ajar, revealing both Callanan partners as they huddled at an expensive-looking oak desk, conversation going back and forth with lightning speed, sentences not being finished before the reply came back.
Talyn’s chest ached at the memories that evoked. She missed that easy rapport she’d had with Sari—their brains working so fast but so in sync they didn’t need to say all the words to get across their meaning.
Both women spun around as Talyn knocked on the door and pushed it further open, lifting her eyebrows as the sheer size of the desk was revealed. “How did you get that monstrosity in here?”
“We had to take the door off the hinges,” Cynia said sourly. “It took nearly all day.”
“I had to bring some comforts from home,” Leviana protested.
All three of them stared at each other a moment.
Then Leviana let out a shriek and barrelled at Talyn, arms wide. Grinning, Talyn returned Leviana’s embrace, wincing as several of the knives secreted around the Callanan warrior’s body dug into her. Stepping back, she clasped hands with Cynia and shared a slightly less suffocating embrace.
“You’re here. You’re back!” Leviana said in a rush, hopping almost manically on the spot. Cynia was less visibly enthused, but a wide, welcoming smile had spread over her face. “How are you?”
“I’m …” She paused for a moment, searching for the right answer, and finally settling for, “I missed you and I’m glad to be home.”
“And we’re very glad to have you home,” Cynia said warmly.
“What have I missed?” It was suddenly crashing down on her, not only how long she’d been away, but how long she’d been mentally absent, fighting her internal despair at Sari’s death. She’d spent so long terrified she was broken, that she wouldn’t be able to come back from what had happened, and now … it was like she could start to breathe again. Like she could feel life again. Like the grief and ache of missing her partner was finally a load she could manage. “Tell me all about it.”
“I think a drink is in order.” Cynia glanced at her partner. “We can fill you in on what we left out of our letters.”
“And you can tell us about Mithranar. I can’t wait to hear your stories.” Leviana’s typical enthusiasm was ratcheted up to full effect and Talyn couldn’t help but chuckle.
Talyn cast her eyes over the massive four poster bed complete with canopy, the fine sheepskin rug on the floor by the fire and the gold dining set piled up on a dresser. Comforts indeed. “It’s too crowded in here for all three of us. Somewhere in the city?”

      ***“This is delicious.” Talyn sighed as she sipped at the warm glass of spiced wine her friends had ordered for her. They sat clustered together around a table in the corner of the lively inn. It was as cosy as she remembered it, and the drink was good, but there was something missing. “It’s quiet in here, don’t you think?”
Both women shot her odd looks. Leviana waved a hand, gesturing to the crowded space. The light hum of conversation and laughter pervaded the room. “You’d prefer we go somewhere where we can’t actually hear ourselves think?”
“No, I just meant …” She trailed off, and it took her a moment to realise where her comment had come from. “There’s no music playing.”
“There generally isn’t. We’d have to go to one of the theatre restaurants for that,” Cynia said.
“Right.” Talyn chuckled and shook her head. “I’m used to the inns of Dock City—you won’t find one there that isn’t playing some kind of music.”
“That sounds nice,” Leviana said wistfully.
“It is, actually. One of the nicer things about the place.”
“I assume you’ve reported in at the Kingshield barracks. Did it go smoothly with the First Shield?” Cynia asked.
“He wasn’t there.” Talyn related the conversation she’d had with Ina. By the time she’d finished, both her friends looked surprised.
“He’s going to keep you at guard rank after what you did in Mithranar?” Leviana asked indignantly. “That’s ridiculous.”
“Surely you’re now the only Kingshield with experience protecting a charge against attack?” Cynia frowned. “They should be assigning you to the king’s detail, not Lady Allira’s. She barely spends any time at court and only has a minimal role in ruling.”
Talyn held up both hands to jokingly ward off their incensed protests. “I’m warmed that you clearly read my letters, but it was just my first posting. Guards don’t get promoted in the Kingshield for years, you know that. Besides, I don’t want a command.”
“Liar!”
“Shut up, Sari.”
“In all seriousness, though, I really think you should—”
“Go talk to Ceannar?” Talyn almost grinned at the surprise that washed through her head. “I was already planning on that.”
Leviana scowled. “Here we go again. I was hoping that the time away might help you move past what happened. Talyn, you are an absolute waste in the Kingshield. I know it, Cynia knows it, and the entire Callanan know it. What’s it going to take to make you see? You can’t keep sitting on the edge like this, unable to let go of what you used to be yet too terrified to take hold of it properly.”
Silence fell. Cynia shot her partner a look that suggested maybe she should have waited a little longer than a few full-turns of Talyn being home to unleash such a tirade.
“You’re right,” Talyn said after a moment, shocking both women into silence. “And being away … it helped. I’m better than I was. But it’s not as simple as you make it sound, Levs. You need to let me work through this at my own pace.”
“Levs.” Cynia reached out to touch her partner’s hand before she could speak. “If I lost you … just let it be, okay? Neither of us has any idea what it’s like to lose a partner.”
Leviana scowled a little, but let out an apologetic sigh. “Sorry, Tal.”
“No apology necessary. I know you’re just looking out for me,” she said, then fixed Leviana with a look. “Now, tell me about how you are. I read your letters too.”
She shrugged. “The quarters at Callanan Tower are much nicer than my old ones at the family townhouse.”
“No, they’re not,” Cynia said pointedly. 
Leviana huffed a breath. “We’ve been over this. I’m fine.”
“Will you pass on my sympathies?”
“I’m not telling them I hear your voice in my head, no.”
“Then be nice to her, please.”
“I was already planning on that!”
“Have you spoken to your parents since you wrote me?” Talyn asked softly.
“No. They’re never home when I go to visit my brother.” She shrugged. “Or at least they pretend not to be.”
“Will you take me to meet him?” Talyn grinned. “I need verification that Darkon Seinn truly is the most beautiful baby born in the Twin Thrones.”
“He’s actually pretty cute.” Cynia took Talyn’s lead in setting a lighter tone.
Leviana beamed. “I can’t wait to introduce you. I really am okay, Tal. I missed the parties I used to go to, and the wonderful clothes, but being Callanan is what I want. It’s enough for me. You can understand that.”
“I can,” Talyn said, reaching over to squeeze her hand. “But you need anything, you let me know. I can always get my uncle to take your father’s lordship away and sell his estates to the poor.”
They all laughed.

      ***She left barracks the next morning, intent on riding out to Lark Ceannar’s property along the coast. He could try and avoid her all he liked, but she had too many questions for him to wait until he came back to the city. There was also the issue of whether a replacement Kingshield would be sent to Mithranar—after all, Cuinn’s mother had made it starkly clear how concerned she was for her youngest son’s safety when she’d practically begged Talyn to stay in Mithranar.
Talyn doubted that Queen Sarana Acondor had ever begged before in her life.
And then … after a night to sleep on it, Talyn had decided to take the leave Ceannar had offered her, too.
It was time to visit her parents. They deserved at least that much from her, especially since she hadn’t travelled to see them since before Sari’s death.
Her head was so full of planning logistics for what she’d need for the ride north to her parents’ home that she almost ran right into the Callanan master waiting outside the barracks gate.
“Master Feinn.” She greeted him respectfully, but didn’t hide the warmth in her voice. Ranar Feinn was the Callanan master who’d trained her and Sari throughout their apprenticeship. She hadn’t seen him since well before Sari’s death after he’d been posted to Conmor on long-term assignment. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there. You’re back at Callanan Tower?”
“Talyn.” His ruddy face creased in a smile. He had even more freckles scattered cross his pale nose and cheeks than she remembered. “It’s good to see you. And yes, I was recalled a few months ago.”
“What brings you to the Kingshield gates so early?”
“A request from the First Blade. She wants to see you.”
Talyn stilled, but didn’t try to hide the surprise on her face. The details of her mission in Mithranar on behalf of the First Blade—investigating the Shadowhawk—had been secret, and she wasn’t sure how much Ranar knew about it. “About what?”
“It’s all very mysterious.” He stepped aside to allow her to fall in beside him. “But I’m guessing she thought a friendly face would be more likely to get you in front of her now that she can no longer issue you commands.”
“I’m sure she did,” Talyn muttered. Shia Thorineal hadn’t become First Blade of the entire Callanan order on her fighting skill alone. “It is good to see you, though.”
His smile warmed even further. “You too, Talyn. How are you doing? After Sari?”
She met his gaze, read the sadness in his brown eyes and glanced away, uncomfortable with the directness of the question. “I’m getting there.”
He reached out and squeezed her shoulder in silent sympathy. “I’m glad.”

      ***Half-Firthlander, half-Conmoran, the First Blade of the Callanan was twenty years Talyn’s senior and barely reached her shoulder. She was also highly intelligent and universally respected amongst not only the Callanan but the Twin Thrones’ other elite fighting forces. 
The First Blade was seated in a chair before a low table near the fireplace, the chair behind her desk left empty. She stood respectfully as Talyn was shown in, putting Talyn instantly on alert.
It was never good when the First Blade was trying to butter you up.
“Maybe she’s not as scary as we remembered?”
“Yeah, sure.” Talyn scoffed.
“Yeah, didn’t think so either. She wants something.”
“Talyn. Thank you for coming, please take a seat.” The First Blade spoke warmly, a welcoming smile on her face.
“She’s totally buttering you up.”
“Your echo is giving me a headache,” she said, suddenly not at all in the mood for this.
Ranar closed the door and came to sit on the remaining chair, situated directly between Talyn and Shia. A peacekeeper? Someone Talyn respected enough to keep her in the room if Shia said something she didn’t like? She tensed even further when she read the look between Shia and Ranar—he knew why she was here. Which meant he knew the details of her mission in Mithranar.
“I won’t disrespect you by beating around the bush. The work you did for us in Mithranar was absolutely critical to our interests.” Shia spoke crisply, her dark-skinned face betraying nothing but sincerity.
“Really?” Talyn glanced between them, again not hiding her surprise. “Because after I did as you asked—located the Shadowhawk and advised you of what I learned—I heard nothing further. No instructions to pursue the investigation, not even confirmation you’d gotten my messages.”
“We judged it too sensitive to respond in writing.” Shia shifted the teeniest bit in her chair. “Nor are we comfortable with the Kingshield continuing to be aware of Callanan interest in Mithranar. First Shield Ceannar assumes that our concerns have been addressed, and we will not be dissuading him from that notion. Further, I ask that the conversation we have here today does not go beyond this room.”
“What?” Sari exclaimed.
Talyn let that sit a moment, keeping her tone even. “I really hope that you’re going to explain this all to me, First Blade.”
“We’re worried about a criminal gang operating out of Mithranar and Montagn.” The First Blade said it casually, as if she were ordering dinner. Talyn remained silent. “They call themselves Vengeance. They’re involved in weapons trade mostly.”
“And?” she pushed when Shia fell silent. Illegal weapons trade wasn’t what had caught Callanan interest, not enough to be having a secret meeting about it.
“And we’ve received some highly sensitive information indicating that the Shadowhawk is closely linked to the gang.”
“Linked how?”
“It’s unclear,” Shia hedged. “But by all accounts, including yours, the Shadowhawk is a particularly successful criminal himself.”
“That’s not exactly accurate.” He was a crusader more than a criminal—the crimes he committed were only done in the name of helping humans in Mithranar. At least, that was the impression she’d gotten. “And even if it were, what does any of it have to do with us?”
“Two things. First, we think they’re involved in slaving. Kidnapping people to sell to the Montagni. You and I both know the Montagni soldiers aren’t discerning about who they accept into their slave camps, and while the Twin Thrones shut down the practice of open selling of slaves from our shores decades ago, it still happens here and there.”
Talyn stiffened slightly, horror rippling through her. It was one thing for Montagni law to make people slaves because they’d broken a law, or been born into it. But for people to be stolen from their homes and families and be sold into it … she was beginning to understand why the Callanan were so interested. Aethain would have ensured their interest in something like this. Still, it didn’t explain the secrecy or why they wanted her involved. “What else?” she asked.
“Prince Ariar captured a Montagni a month ago in the Ayrlemyre Mountains.” Ranar paused. “Working with a particularly vicious group of brigands. We think this man was part of the gang—that they might be expanding their operations south to Firthland and the Twin Thrones.”
Silence fell over the room. The fire in the grate popped loudly. None of them so much as glanced at it.
“They’re not telling you everything. We worked multiple gangs in Port Lathilly—none of those operations warranted a personal face-to-face meeting with the First Blade.”
“I know.”
Ranar shifted. “The First Blade has recalled me from Conmor to lead a small group of Callanan warriors tasked with investigating. We’ll be leaving for Port Lathilly tomorrow.”
Curiosity nudged at her, no doubt what they’d been aiming for. But she kept that interest off her face and out of her voice. “What is it about this gang that makes this conversation so secret you didn’t want to write back to my letters or even tell the First Shield?”
“We think they’ve managed to find a source of izerdia. We’re afraid they’ll look to traffic it south, possibly to the brigands. I don’t need to tell you what impact that would have on our operations in the Ayrlemyre Mountains.”
“Slaves, weapons, izerdia … could they throw anything more at you?” Sari asked incredulously. “They really want you on this, don’t they?”
“That’s a lot of maybes.” Talyn was certain they were holding back. “And still doesn’t explain the secrecy. Why am I here?”
Shia took a breath. “We both know you’re wasted in the Kingshield. We want you to return to the Callanan, Talyn. You would be assigned to Master Feinn’s group—specifically tasked to go back to Mithranar to covertly learn more about Vengeance by infiltrating their gang using the Shadowhawk as your access point.”
“Do it!”
“Shut up.”
“Covertly?” Talyn asked.
Ranar spoke this time. “The plan would be for you to publicly resign from the Kingshield, then return to Mithranar and enlist with the WingGuard protection unit you led there. It would be the perfect cover. You’ve already laid all the groundwork.”
“You want a member of the Dumnorix family to join a foreign army?” Talyn lifted an eyebrow. Formal status or not, her uncle would have a fit.
“Ah, but you’re Mithranan as much as you’re Dumnorix, aren’t you?” Shia smiled faintly.
Talyn let out a long breath in realisation. “This is why you made First Shield Ceannar choose me nine months ago.” And applied enough pressure he’d felt the need to blackmail her into accepting the assignment. “This was your end game all along—use the Mithranan queen’s request for a Kingshield to get me to Mithranar. That way you had an in if you ever needed to send someone back.” Anger simmered at the lengths to which she’d been manipulated.
“Your tactical and strategic vision was always a strength,” Shia said simply.
“Until it got my partner killed.” Talyn rose to her feet. “I left the Callanan, First Blade. I’m not coming back.”
“Not even for your country and your family?” Shia’s gaze speared hers. “We both know you’re warrior born. This is what drives you, what you’re best at. This gang could be no more than a passing worry, but if it’s not … then we need you on this.”
“How do you know the Montagni Ariar caught wasn’t just a mercenary hired by the brigands, or a runaway from Montagn who found a home with them? And what is it exactly that concerns you so much about Vengeance? Vague references to them possibly having access to izerdia or selling slaves isn’t convincing me, First Blade.” Talyn spoke evenly.
Izerdia sap was the basis for all explosive substances—for purposes ranging from mining to war—and its extraction and sale was strictly controlled by Mithranar. If the brigands who thrived in the rugged mountains splitting Calumnia from Conmor got their hands on it, it would instantly make them a deadlier foe and could result in a stifling of the crucial trade that moved through those mountains. Not to mention more deaths of Aimsir and Callanan tasked with tracking them and shutting down their operations.
Still … Shia had been oddly vague and secretive. It didn’t sit right with Talyn.
Shia met her gaze without hesitation. “I am First Blade of the Callanan order, and I am so concerned that I am personally requesting your help on this.”
“She’s got you there.” Sari sighed.
“Then why not let First Shield Ceannar know what’s going on and he can send another Kingshield with a Callanan background? He’ll do it if he understands why.” And Talyn already knew he’d do it anyway because it gave him an excuse to protect a Dumnorix family member that nobody else knew about.
If someone had told her two years ago that the Kingshield and Callanan could hide such secrets from each other … she shook her head in disbelief.
“That’s not an option. I can’t tell you why, so don’t ask.” Shia’s tone shut down any further discussion on that topic.
”Is the king aware of your concerns?” she tried anyway.
“Yes.”
“And he knows you want me to join the Mithranan WingGuard?”
“He does. He’s not thrilled about it, but he sees the sense in our plan.”
A beat of tense silence filled the room.
“Think about it. That’s all I’m asking,” Shia said.
“You know what happened. You know better than anyone what that meant for me,” Talyn spoke quietly. “So don’t pretend not to understand why I won’t come back.” She rose to her feet. “I’ll see myself out.”






  
  Chapter 3


Delayed by her impromptu meeting with the First Blade, it wasn’t until late morning that Talyn arrived at the Aimsir barracks to collect FireFlare for the ride out to the First Shield’s coastal estate. 
The copper mare was beyond excited to see her after so long. Although Talyn’s old Aimsir comrades had given FireFlare plenty of time to roam in their fields outside the city during Talyn’s absence, Aimsir mounts wouldn’t accept any rider but their own, so she hadn’t been ridden in eight months.
Consequently, Talyn had no choice but to spend a full-turn in the yard adjacent to the stables—the handful of Aimsir around hanging over the fence and laughing at her—working out FireFlare’s excess energy before the horse could be safely ridden through the busy city streets to the eastern gate.
She took the laughter and ribbing good-naturedly. It was hard to be annoyed by anything after the simple joy of reuniting with her highly-strung but fierce mare. The moment they exited the city gates and passed the tangle of people moving in and out of the city, she let FireFlare loose, urging her on until the mare’s hooves drummed along the hard-packed dirt road and the air whipped through Talyn’s long raven hair. A smile spread across her face from ear to ear.
Several wealthy homes dotted the coastline to the east and west of the city—the southern Ryathl beaches were famed for their beauty and warmer waters—most belonging to the southern nobles who needed an occasional break from the confines of the city and didn’t have distant estates to escape to. Others belonged to highly ranked men and women like the First Shield, gifted to them by the king after years of service to the Twin Thrones.
A pair of wide gates set into a high stone wall stood open in welcome. Beyond, a pebbled driveway crunched under FireFlare’s hooves as they passed a beautifully-tended garden on their way to a graceful white-walled home.
Talyn’s meeting with the Callanan faded into the background, her thoughts instead focusing on the First Shield—her need to make him aware of the danger Cuinn had faced and his mother’s point-blank request for a replacement Kingshield, especially given Ceannar was the only other person alive who knew Cuinn was Dumnorix.
Talyn left FireFlare grazing on a patch of open lawn, hoping that wasn’t going to upset the gardener, then stepped up to knock on the front door. A graceful older woman answered a few moments later, although Talyn’s gaze went straight to the Kingshield guard hovering watchfully at the woman’s shoulder.
“Good morning.” Talyn glanced again at the Kingshield—she was unfamiliar—then back to the woman. “I’m Guard Talyn Dynan. I was wondering if I could have a word with the First Shield?”
The woman smiled, and the Kingshield guard visibly relaxed and took a step backwards. “Come in. I’m Lark’s wife, Carmalla. It seems this is a day for Lark having guests.”
“It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.” Talyn stepped inside, wondering whether Ceannar usually had Kingshield guards posted to his home outside the city. The one hovering behind Carmalla looked like she was ready to leap into action any moment if Talyn so much as put a foot wrong. “I hope I’m not bothering you?”
“No, please. I suspect these guests will be pleased to see you.”
With that cryptic comment, Carmalla led Talyn through the house and out onto a paved patio that commanded a lovely view of the ocean. The Kingshield followed, not saying a word, but clearly making sure that Talyn didn’t pose a threat.
Outside, the First Shield was seated at a small table on a paved terrace, his guests taking up two of the three other chairs placed around it. Several Kingshield guards stood just beyond hearing distance, their stances, gazes and attention firmly on Lark Ceannar’s guests.
The king of the Twin Thrones and his son.
“Ah. That’s why the Kingshield,” Sari’s voice whispered.
Talyn came to a sudden halt, astonished. “Uncle.”
“Of course. His carriage would be hidden around the side of the house, so no passer-by would know the king was here. Usual procedure. I should have realised.”
“Stop being so hard on yourself.”
“Hello, Talyn.” Aethain Dumnorix smiled, pleasure softening his austere features at the sight of her. “What a wonderful surprise. Did you just arrive home?”
“I did, yesterday.” An answering smile crept across her face unbidden, widening as her gaze switched to the thirteen-year-old boy seated at the king’s side. “Hello, Aeris. You look like you’ve grown six inches since I last saw you!”
The heir to the Twin Thrones rose to his feet, luminous grey eyes sparkling with the same delight that was in his father’s burnt amber gaze. “Closer to four inches, I think, but I’m not complaining. I’m glad to see you looking so well, Cousin. Father told me you were hurt while on duty in Mithranar.”
“It was a scratch.” She dismissed his concern, risking a quick glance in Ceannar’s direction. His rough-edged features gave away nothing of what he was thinking. “Nothing to worry about.”
Aethain stood too. “You must be here to give your report to Lark. As interested as Aeris and I are to hear about your time in Mithranar, I have pressing business back in the city. You’ll come to dinner soon?”
It was an order as much as a request. “I will,” she promised.
Aethain paused before passing her, his hand settling on her shoulder. “Nasty business in Mithranar—Queen Sarana has written to me about what happened. Prince Cuinn was lucky you were there. Has the First Blade spoken to you?”
“Just this morning.”
“Good.” He squeezed her shoulder, saying nothing else in Ceannar’s presence. “Welcome home, Talyn. It hasn’t been the same without you.”
“Thanks, Uncle. Aeris. See you both soon.”
“Burn bright and true,” the king murmured before walking away.
Aeris gave her a quick hug and a wink before following his father. Within seconds, the Kingshield on guard peeled away to follow them.
A brief silence settled. Curiosity seeped through her. Why had Aethain and Aeris come out to see Ceannar at his home rather than waiting until he was back in the city?
“They came to discuss Prince Aeris being fostered in Samatia with Warlord Hadvezer.” Ceannar broke the silence and waved her to one of the empty chairs.
Ah. “And I take it my uncle doesn’t want his court to know just yet?” The Twin Thrones had hosted a Firthlander prince—essentially a hostage—ever since the war generations earlier which led to Firthland becoming a vassal state of the Twin Thrones. Many nobles of Aethain’s court vehemently disagreed with the conciliatory gesture the Dumnorix made to Firthland by also sending younger members of their family to be fostered in Samatia with the warlord.
“He won’t go for several months, but as you can imagine, these things require significant preparatory work by the Kingshield.” He settled his faded brown eyes on her, the weight of his focused gaze as heavy as she remembered. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for your return, but your uncle had scheduled this private discussion several weeks ago.”
“Okay, maybe he wasn’t avoiding you.”
Carmalla reappeared before Talyn could respond to that. “Can I get you some hot tea, Guard Dynan? I fear your relatives drank all of the first pot I made.”
“Nonsense.” Ceannar scowled. “You’re my wife, not my servant. Make tea for the king of the Twin Thrones by all means, but Dynan and I can look after ourselves if we get thirsty.”
“I completely agree, ma’am.” Talyn stifled a grin.
“Then I’ll take my daily walk along the beach. It was wonderful to meet you, Guard Dynan.” Carmalla departed as gracefully as she’d come, but not without a little wink for her husband. Their easy rapport with each other reminded Talyn of her own parents. And made her like Lark Ceannar a little bit more.
“I can’t believe it’s already been nine months.” He sighed. “It seems like just yesterday since you left. How did you find Mithranar?”
“Utterly unfamiliar from any place I’ve ever experienced,” she said, settling comfortably into her chair. “It was challenging, to put it mildly. Mithranar is very different to the Twin Thrones, and it’s not just that some of them can fly or use different kinds of magic.”
“Yes, I’ve heard things over the years,” he murmured. He cocked his head. “How are you, Talyn?”
“Better than when I left, sir,” she said bluntly, a spark of anger rising. “Blackmailing me isn’t going to work anymore, I can tell you that.”
Surprisingly, a smile wreathed his rugged face. “I’m very happy to hear it. None of that nasty business sat well with me and I’m glad the Callanan are done with their interest in Mithranar.”
She shifted in her chair, silently cursed Shia and Ranar, then cleared her throat. “Are you going to send a replacement Kingshield to Mithranar?”
“Queen Sarana has requested it.” Ceannar half-smiled at Talyn’s look of surprise. “Her formal missive arrived two days ago. But the First Blade tells me the Callanan don’t have any further interest in having someone over there and therefore I have no reason to argue for a replacement. The king will be sending a refusal letter this week.”
Six thrices, this was confusing! Both the king and Ceannar wanted her back there in an official capacity, but neither would tell the other because their reasons were separately too sensitive to share. Yet somehow Talyn was aware of all of it.
She was caught in the middle and didn’t like it one bit. If only the Callanan could be open with their concerns, everyone would get what they wanted.
“What does that tell you about how concerned Shia is about information on Vengeance getting out?” Sari murmured.
A lot. Although why the head of the Kingshield couldn’t be trusted was beyond her.
And no matter what else was going on, she was Dumnorix and Kingshield, and in both those capacities she had a responsibility to argue for Cuinn’s safety. So she straightened her shoulders and gave it a go. “Prince Cuinn was the subject of an assassination attempt while I was there. If he truly is Dumnorix, then he has a right to Kingshield protection,” she tried.
“I understood that the assassination attempt was targeted at the queen.”
“That’s not an answer,” she said flatly.
“And you’re coming close to insubordination, Guard Dynan.” He didn’t raise his voice, but the command in it was clear and direct.
Talyn took a breath, summoning her cool control. “Sir, you blackmailed me into going to Mithranar to protect Prince Cuinn while pretending to be there on behalf of the Callanan. I did as you asked, and I did as they asked, and let me tell you right now that neither task was easy. I think I’ve earned an honest conversation.”
Ceannar stared at her with the merciless gaze of his, and she held it, refusing to look away. Eventually he gave a little nod. “Assassination attempt aside, did you identify any danger to Prince Cuinn while you were in Mithranar?”
“There was another incident earlier in my posting, but I can’t be certain that was a specific threat to Cuinn. He’s illegitimate and, for a whole host of reasons, will never be under consideration for the Mithranan crown.” She paused. “Despite all that, his mother practically begged me to stay. I think she’s afraid of her eldest son. He’s powerful and ambitious, and he’s almost certain to be formally named as heir. And from my own experience of Prince Mithanis … I think there’s something there, sir.”
“But?” he pushed. “There’s something you’re not saying.”
“I didn’t like Cuinn,” she admitted. “He’s spoiled, indolent and unlike any other Dumnorix I’ve ever met. But if he is Dumnorix, sir, then he has a right to Kingshield protection. And whether I liked him or not … I truly believe he may be in danger.”
Ceannar glanced away, seemingly considering that. When he glanced back at her, his gaze held hers with sober intensity. “Cuinn is Dumnorix, but there’s a reason that information is kept so secret.”
No kidding. “Sir—”
“I’m going to tell you,” he said. “You were right—you’ve earned the truth. Besides, I’ve always been uneasy that I’m the only one who knows this secret. Do I have your word that you will tell nobody else?”
She had to be honest. “Sir, if I were ever asked directly … I couldn’t lie to my family.”
“I understand. But under no other circumstances?”
“You have my word.” She nodded, trying to keep the eagerness from her voice. Curiosity thrilled inside her. She’d had so many questions about Cuinn’s origins during her time in Mithranar, not the least of which was why the details of his ancestry were kept so secret. Not only in the Twin Thrones, but in Mithranar too, if Queen Sarana keeping Cuinn’s parentage from everyone was anything to go by.
Ceannar took a breath, hesitating. He was clearly troubled, uncertain of telling her what he was about to. “You know your history, of course. Alendor Dumnorix successfully united the thrones of Calumnia and Conmor against the Firthlander High King Viscarin, who wanted both countries for his empire?”
“If I didn’t know that, there might be some questions asked, sir.” She tried hard to not roll her eyes, deciding to humour him instead. “After defeating Viscarin, Alendor established the Twin Thrones and removed the Firthlander title of High King, leaving them the autonomy to run themselves under their warlord, but making Firthland a vassal of the Twin Thrones. My uncle Aethain is Alendor’s great-grandson.”
“Correct.” He took a deep breath, one hand lifting to rub his temple, as if a headache were brewing. There was a long beat of silence, then, “What you don’t know, what nobody remembers, is that Alendor had a sister, Rianna. She was instrumental to his victory over Firthland, and in fact it was her who killed Viscarin.”
Talyn scrambled up straight in her chair, leaning forward. “What?”
“She faded into obscurity after the war, deliberately, while Alendor took the Twin Thrones and founded the kingdom that exists today. Rianna married a younger prince of Mithranar and lived her life out there.”
“She married a …” Talyn’s words trailed off, her mouth falling open.
“Whoa …”
Ceannar almost smiled at the look that must’ve been on her face. But his troubled look quickly eclipsed it. None of this was making him comfortable—either knowing what he knew or telling her about it. “Yes. Rianna’s grandson was Prince Cuinn’s father. Cuinn is the last living of her line.”
“So Prince Cuinn carries the Acondor bloodline from both his mother and father?” Talyn asked. No wonder the queen was so afraid for Cuinn where Mithanis was concerned. If he learned Cuinn had more Mithranan royal blood than he did … and that on top of that, Cuinn could claim membership of another royal house.
“Whoa …”
“You said that already.” Talyn swallowed. Her curiosity had vanished entirely, replaced by the same unease that was written all over Ceannar’s face.
“Yes. But here’s the real issue, Talyn, the reason this is all so secret.” Ceannar leaned forward, dropping his voice. “Rianna Dumnorix was Alendor’s full sister, and the first born.”
Talyn rocked back in her chair, unable to hide the shock rippling across her face. “So anyone descended of her line technically has a powerful claim to the Twin Thrones?”
“You’ve hit upon the crux of it. The Kingshield exist to protect all Dumnorix, as you know, but in this instance, we protect King Aethain by keeping this knowledge from everyone.”
She frowned. “I don’t understand. Why didn’t Rianna take the Twin Thrones?”
“She chose not to. It’s a long story, but she was raised in
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