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  Chapter 1


It was the deepest hour of the night. 
Rain and wind lashed at Feather Bay, turning its usually tranquil surface into a turmoil of white-capped waves. Merchant ships anchored in the seething waters listed heavily, pulling up hard against their anchors, spray soaking their open decks. 
The Shadowhawk stood still, hands folded loosely before him, voluminous cloak hiding his form. His attention focused on one ship amongst the many. Having arrived earlier in the afternoon with barely enough time to anchor before the storm hit, it had yet to unload. 
Anticipation kindled in his stomach with a slow burn that he savoured like fine wine. As the sensation unfurled and spread through his body, he remained outwardly still, ignoring the rain driving into his masked and hooded face and the wind tearing and clawing at his cloak. 
His gaze narrowed, tracking a moving pinprick of light on the deck—likely the handheld lantern of a crew member with the unenviable duty of checking everything remained locked down in the storm.
Abruptly the Shadowhawk shifted attention, warned by a flickering in the shadows of the narrow alley to his left. His hand slid to the narrow blade he wore tucked into the small of his back.
A man emerged. Familiar. Offering a slight nod as he came to stand at the Shadowhawk’s side.
The Shadowhawk moved his hand away from the blade and slid his gaze back to the ship.
“We’ve been watching the docks since The Merry Raven berthed. Two Falcons on board, with a shift change every four hours. Next shift change should be dawn.” The man’s voice was pitched above the sound of the wind and held no trace of nervousness or uncertainty.
The Shadowhawk’s lip curled. Only two Falcons. “And your group is in position?”
It was always a different group, each led by a different man or woman who knew nothing about the other groups. Each had a different way of communicating with him.
And none of them knew the Shadowhawk’s face.
“Awaiting your word.”
The Shadowhawk nodded. “Wait a half-turn then follow me out. Make for the cargo hatch at the stern.”

      ***It was too dark, the weather too wild, for anyone to notice the shadow slipping over the starboard railing of The Merry Raven and making straight for the main hatch leading inside. It lifted easily, a faint light glimmering from below, but nobody shouted or called the alarm.
The Shadowhawk dropped inside, crouching on the top step and securing the hatch behind him. Immediately the driving rain was cut off and he was left with only the roar of the wind and waves hurling themselves at the ship. 
At the bottom of the ladder, two narrow passageways led in different directions. The light was coming from under the door of a cabin at the end of the passageway leading straight ahead—probably the captain’s room.
The Shadowhawk turned left.
Darkness was his friend, and as he moved, he gathered the shadows around him, allowing them to shroud his cloaked form. He padded quickly through the ship, moving with the lurching of the floor under his feet. One lit cabin at deck level held a handful of sailors playing cards—presumably those on watch—but the rest of the crew should be below trying to sleep through the storm. 
He turned away. He needed to find the sleeping crew. They would likely be positioned close to the cargo hold, and despite the sound the storm was making, he couldn’t take the risk that they might hear him.
He’d done this many times before, and it didn’t take him long to make his way down into the bowels of the ship and find the sleeping berth. Keeping the shadows close—anyone watching would see only moving darkness—he pulled the door closed and latched it.
At the quiet snick of the latch falling into place he waited, breathing to stay calm. But nobody inside roused.
He thought about going back up, locking in the captain and the sailors playing cards. But they were awake. If one of them heard him doing it or tried to leave … but the storm was loud. It was unlikely they’d hear anything happening down in the cargo hold. And if they did, well, merchant sailors weren’t soldiers.
Decision made, he moved down the narrow passageway leading to the cargo hold. It was there he found his first obstacle—two armed Falcons standing guard on either side of the hatch. 
Not that either of them would strike fear into anyone trying to get in.
The Shadowhawk couldn’t help the sharp smile of amusement that spread over his face at the sight. One was half-leaning against the wall, his skin a green hue almost matching the colour of his wings, his left hand clutching his stomach. The other just looked bored. Their immaculate teal uniforms and silken wings contrasted sharply with the rough wood of the ship’s interior and the dim light from two flickering torches further down the passageway, making them seem horribly out of place.
Briefly he considered sneaking past them in the shadows. He discarded the idea the moment he thought it. The seasick one was practically standing on the hatch and the lamplight was strong enough to make the shadows surrounding him look unnatural if he stepped into it. 
A single steadying breath, and he summoned the deep, husky voice of the Shadowhawk. “I’ve got an arrow drawn and pointed at your heart. One move and I let loose.”
He was unarmed apart from the knife at his back, the knife he never used, but they didn’t know that—he was utterly hidden by the darkness beyond the pool of lamplight. The two Falcons jumped, the seasick one adding a shade of yellow to the green tinge of his skin. The other one’s hand dropped to the hilt of his sword, but the Shadowhawk barked, “Don’t! There’s no need for either of you to die tonight. You know who I am. Do as I say and you live. Start walking backwards. Slowly. Arms up.”
They shared a glance, neither willing to attack with the threat of an arrow coming out of the darkness at them, but still reluctant to leave their post.
“My patience is running out.” His voice turned edgy, dark. “Start walking, or I loose this arrow. The second will follow before the remaining one of you can get anywhere near me.”
His glance fell on the face of the seasick Falcon—a young man surely no older than twenty—and for a moment guilt tried to flicker. He squashed it ruthlessly.
After sharing another glance, the two Falcons began inching backwards up the passageway, hands in the air, their wings making their usually graceful movements awkward and clumsy in the confined space.
He moved them back until they reached a hold he’d spotted earlier, on his way from the sleeping berth. “Inside. Not a sound. Shut the door behind you. Go.”
They hesitated only a moment longer, the seasick one swaying, clutching his stomach harder. The second one opened the door and shoved his comrade in before following suit. Once the door swung shut, the Shadowhawk moved quickly, dropping the bar over the doorway.
The sharp scent of penned sheep had hit him earlier as he passed the doorway—the hold where livestock were kept would be one that could be barred from the outside, holding back any panicked animal herd trying to flee. A perfect place to trap someone.
Besides, there was no small satisfaction in sticking the pretty winged Falcons in with stinking sheep. 
Mouth curling in contempt at their uselessness, the Shadowhawk returned to the hatch leading to the cargo hold, listening hard through the rain drumming on the deck above. Nothing else loomed out of the darkness, so he opened the hatch and dropped through before pulling it closed and securing it from the inside. It should prove a good enough obstacle if the crew on watch worked out what was happening.
The two Falcons wouldn’t be missed until shift change at dawn, still at least two full-turns away. Once that happened, he wouldn’t have long before many more Falcons descended on The Merry Raven.
The sheer number of crates stacked in the hold gave him pause—but his informants on the docks had told him they were all full of supplies of wheat from Montagn. His eyes tracked the dim interior of the hold until landing on the unloading door at the stern.
He winched it open, ignoring its loud screech and the icy wind rushing in as the door splashed down into roiling ocean. Several two-man rowboats were waiting, rocking wildly on the storm-tossed waves. At the sight of the opening door, one of the boats came in closer.
It unloaded four men into the hold. Seasoned sailors all of them, with the way they easily jumped the gap from boat to hold, not even a glance at the raging ocean below their feet. At a nod from the Shadowhawk they began working, dragging crates over to be loaded onto the waiting boats. 
By the time the third boat was full, his shoulders and arms ached, but he gritted his teeth and increased his pace, forcing the pain to the back of his mind. When all the boats were filled with crates, he looked up at the sky. The rain and low clouds made it difficult to tell the time, but they couldn’t have longer than a half-turn before dawn. 
The first three boats were already almost back to shore as the fourth one turned and began following. The Shadowhawk straightened his aching back and looked up towards the citadel.
It was time to go. Any longer and he’d risk getting caught. And he was too smart for that.
Casting a regretful look at the remaining crates, he reached inside his cloak and drew out a carved wooden arrow, fletched in black. After carefully placing it on the floor by the hatch entry, he headed over to the cargo door and leaped across into the final boat. “Go, get out of here,” he barked at the rowers. “We need to make it to shore before light or the Falcons coming for shift change will spot us.”
The wind was bitingly cold and the water hadn’t calmed. The two men at the oars struggled for what felt like ages against the strong current, the work made harder by how heavily laden they were. An edge of anxiety tugged incessantly at him despite his physical weariness—Falcons would be searching the water and shoreline relentlessly once they reached The Merry Raven at dawn and saw what had been stolen. And though he’d done this many times before, he never took for granted that one day he might be caught. 
Dawn was a faint pink glow on the horizon when they finally dragged the boat up onto the sand of a beach on the western headland of Feather Bay. Panting, aching, and stiff with cold, they all clambered out and joined the hive of activity around the other boats already ashore. They’d been pulled up high onto the sand, and more helpers were there to unload them and carry crates away.
He recognised one of the rowers—a kahvi brewer in another life—and a handful of the others helping unload crates. It had been a while since he’d worked with this group, but they were well-practised and efficient. 
Apart from leaders of each group, he didn’t even know their names. And they had no more idea who he was than any other man, woman or child on the streets of Dock City. It was safer for all of them that way.
As each boat was unloaded, its crew pushed them back out into the water and rowed south. Once the sun rose, they’d be nothing more than one of the myriad fishing vessels out to get the morning’s catch.
None spoke to the Shadowhawk as he began helping to move the crates from the fourth boat into the backs of two large wagons. Dawn began inching across the sky, and the wind lost some of its strength, the pounding rain dropping to a light drizzle. They were tying down the load on the second wagon when a familiar figure appeared, stalking towards him with her customary confident gait.
“You got my message.” He stepped away from the wagon to speak with her, not wanting any of the workers to overhear.
“You would have been shit out of luck if I hadn’t,” she observed.
True, but letting her know too long in advance … that was risky. He shrugged. “You know why I don’t give you more notice.” 
“Yeah, yeah.” She lifted a hand from where it had rested on the hilt of the dagger she always wore on her belt, dark skin blending with the dim light as she dismissed his words with a sharp gesture. Even soaking wet from the rain she was calm and collected. “The first wagon is already sorted, and we’ll have the rest away by midday. After I’ve taken the cut for my people, we’ll get the rest up north to Mair-land for you.”
That was the usual arrangement. He used his people to identify the ships to hit and steal the supplies from. Saniya’s network hid and distributed the goods to those who needed it.
“You never have told me how your ‘people’ are different to the rest of Dock City or Mair-land,” he said casually. 
“And I never will.”
He barked a laugh. Fair enough. “And that’s why I’ll never give you advance notice. I don’t trust you.”
It was her turn to laugh. “I don’t give a flying flea’s shit about your trust, Shadowhawk. It’s enough to know that neither of us could operate without the other.”
“Shadowhawk!” 
He turned—the kahvi brewer was pointing southeast, where two winged figures were outlined against the ever-lightening sky, making directly for The Merry Raven. Scorn simmered in his gut—they’d clearly waited for the storm to calm before risking flight and completing their shift change.
“Didn’t want to sprain a wing, I suppose.” Saniya’s voice mirrored his contempt.
He turned away, gaze following one of the wagons as it trundled away. Satisfaction displaced the scorn and the lingering cold and exhaustion. There had been enough wheat in those crates to replace the yield destroyed in a recent avalanche that had badly affected several villages who relied heavily on farming for survival. 
But quick on the heels of his satisfaction came a burning shame. It wasn’t enough. He should be able do more, and hated that he didn’t have the courage for it. Sighing, he rubbed at the beginnings of a headache throbbing at his temples. Always the same argument with himself. It got old, and tiring.
“Go, get out of here.” Saniya’s sharp voice dragged him from his thoughts. “I’ll make sure the last wagon is sorted before the Falcons start searching the beaches.”
He nodded, taking a final glance at the remaining wagon before setting off with quick strides along the beach. Once out of sight of Saniya and the wagons he tugged off his mask, shoved it deep inside his tunic then shrugged out of the cloak and balled it up, tucking it under his arm. 
By the time he reached the waking streets of Dock City, he was just one of the crowd. An average, unremarkable human.






  
  Chapter 2


She’d allowed herself to keep one good memory from before. It was nothing special, and she rarely let herself do it, but sometimes, in her worst moments, remembering it would lift her depression just enough to allow her to breathe. To put one foot in front of the other. To get out of bed.
The other memories she’d wrapped up and buried—as far away as she could push them—in the back of her mind. Those had the power to leave her gasping on the floor, unable to think under an overwhelming tide of grief.
But this memory …
It had been a perfectly ordinary summer afternoon. She’d walked into her Callanan partner’s house, through the back door and without knocking, as she’d done a million times before. Sari had been sprawled on the small, brightly coloured couch, one eye on her little son playing by the window and the other on a long sheet of parchment. Warm sunlight shone through the windows and the house smelled of tomatoes and salty sea air.
Sari was already looking up with a grin before Talyn stepped through the doorway, warned of her arrival by their instinctive awareness of each other’s presence. Her pleasure at Talyn’s arrival was clear despite the fact they’d only seen each other late the day before, arriving back in the city after their latest assignment. An echoing pleasure had beat through her. Always like that. In perfect rhythm.
“Ta!” Tarquin had heaved himself off the floor to wrap his chubby arms around her leg in greeting before going to join his father in the kitchen. A moment later, his voice drifted back, high-pitched with excitement, as he’d asked if he could help.
Roan was cooking dinner—the source of the tomato smell. “Staying for dinner, Tal?” he’d asked, waving a wooden spoon around and sending sauce splattering to the floor when she ducked into the kitchen to say hello. Tarquin had shrieked with laughter. Sari had rolled her eyes, Talyn’s presence probably saving Roan from a sharp word. 
She had stayed for dinner. They’d talked and laughed over the food, then while Roan put their son to bed, she and Sari had sipped glasses of wine out in the garden, enjoying the balmy night. It had been easy, and warm and home.
Her Callanan partner had died two months later.
A sharp sideways step from the restless mare beneath her brought Talyn crashing back to the present. The mournful howl of baying hounds faded into the distance as the hunting pack reached the other side of the valley and entered thick forest. She touched the reins lightly, holding her copper mare in check.
“FireFlare looks eager to run.”
Talyn looked up at the man riding his grey stallion towards her, hoping he hadn’t noticed her drifting off. She gave a casual shrug, summoning a teasing tone of voice. “She’s the fastest here and she knows it. Greylord is going to have to get used to second place today.”
There had once been joy—and smugness too—in having one of the finest pureblood Aimsir mares in the country, but that was gone along with everything else. It was hard to remember what those things had felt like.
Ariar Dumnorix threw back his head and laughed. “Remember your place, Cousin. I am Horselord, and several years older than you.”
His laughter eased something inside her. The ruling Dumnorix blood were a close-knit, powerful brood of whom much was expected, but there was something magical in the way they gave each other strength. She’d needed that desperately when she left Port Lathilly for Ryathl a year earlier—not that they had any idea.
Ariar’s shock of golden hair, glinting with red highlights in the sun, wasn’t typically Dumnorix, but his unusually luminous blue eyes marked him clearly as one of them. Bright as starlight in a clear night sky. All Dumnorix had those bright eyes, a physical manifestation of that hint of magic that ran through all their veins.
“You wouldn’t want me to let you win, now would you?” Talyn’s gaze roamed over the assembled nobility gathered on the plains outside Ryathl, waiting for the hounds to get the scent of a fox. “Uncle wouldn’t like that.”
“I can’t believe he’s managed to drag himself out of that draughty palace for the afternoon.” Ariar’s incredulousness was exaggerated, but a smile still curled at Talyn’s mouth as they both glanced towards Aethain Dumnorix, ruler of the Twin Thrones. It was impossible to be completely depressed with Ariar around. She’d once been just like him.
The king was in his mid-fifties, his curling black hair still showing no signs of grey, his amber eyes sharp and intelligent in a handsome, rugged face. Ariar constantly ribbed his elder cousin for his serious and reserved nature. Talyn was more forgiving—she shuddered at the thought of the heavy responsibility the king of the Twin Thrones must bear.
“Six thrices, Talyn, you’re not paying a jot of attention to what I’m saying, are you?” Ariar’s voice interrupted her reverie. “Please tell me you’re not mooning over Tarcos Hadvezer.”
Talyn started, cursing herself again. She had to stop drifting off. Ariar’s gaze was far too knowing for her comfort. She took his jibe and ran with it, summoning an irritated scowl. Tarcos was sitting his horse near the king. “I do not moon. Ever. End of story.”
The distant baying of the hounds cut across Ariar’s response, and FireFlare leapt into a gallop before Talyn could even dig in her heels. She settled down in the saddle without thought, doing her best to give in to the momentary freedom of her mare’s speed and the wind whipping past her face.
The Twin Thrones Aimsir were legendary for their riding prowess and the speed and agility of the horses they rode—used as a mobile archer force in battle, they spent peacetime hunting to supply the northern villages of Calumnia during the long, rugged winters when they were mostly cut off from the rest of the country. It was in tracking, chasing down and killing the dangerous kharfa—massive animals with thick hides used for clothing and meat that could supply an entire family for a week—that Aimsir had developed their skills in horsemanship and archery.
Growing up in the north, it had been inevitable that Talyn would become Aimsir, and now it was impossible to remember a time when she hadn’t been one, even though she’d left home and the unending plains in the north that were the Aimsir heartland to join the Callanan the moment she was old enough.
Ariar—who’d never left the Aimsir and had commanded them as Horselord for three years now—passed Talyn on Greylord within moments and took the lead as they raced across the open plains towards the forest in the distance. Aethain was in between Talyn and Ariar on his own Aimsir stallion, two of his Kingshield guards keeping close, their focus on their charge, not the hunt.
But FireFlare was rapidly closing the distance. 
Talyn edged the mare out to the left, the wind tearing through her raven hair and bringing tears to her eyes. They gained steadily on the king until FireFlare was flying past him and closing in on Ariar. An echo of the old Talyn came rising to the surface, and she whipped her knife out from her belt, flipped it neatly, and tapped Ariar on the back of the head with the hilt as FireFlare raced by.
Greylord had the faster acceleration but FireFlare was swifter than anything alive over longer distances.
“Cheat!” Ariar roared good-naturedly at her, the wind ripping his words to shreds.
FireFlare edged ahead of the pack, with Ariar closest behind, followed by Aethain and the handful of his Kingshield guard that could keep up as they hit the forest and pushed through.
The nobles were left far behind. 
The baying hounds had a fox cornered in a wide clearing not far beyond the tree line. Talyn reached back for her bow, Ariar barely three strides behind her. Dropping the reins and controlling FireFlare with knees alone, she yanked an arrow from the quiver on her back, knocked the bow, and …
The hiss from behind froze her mid-draw.
Panic sprawled up through her chest in a torrent so forceful she literally couldn’t think. Then her logical brain caught up.
Ariar had fired in the second before Talyn could. It was just his arrow flying through the air behind her.
It hit the fox cleanly, two breaths before Talyn loosed her arrow, which buried itself in the fox’s side inches away from Ariar’s. Talyn guided her mare around in a wide circle, slinging the bow back across her saddle and trying to return her breathing to normal before her cousin noticed. Fortunately he was too busy letting out a loud whoop of triumph to do so.
That was when the ruler of the Twin Thrones burst into the clearing, reining his horse in with easy skill once he saw the fox was already dead. 
“What was with the hesitation?” Ariar complained. “I thought you weren’t going to let me win.”
Her heart plummeted when she realised he’d noticed. The panic threatened to return. She cleared her throat and lifted her left hand. “My wrist is still a little sore. Besides, I did win, FireFlare beat you here.”
“Liar.”
Talyn resolutely shoved the voice away. She was currently in a phase of pretending it didn’t exist.
“But Ariar’s arrow landed first. He takes the win,” Aethain said, approval in his voice as he nodded at Ariar. Her cousin grinned in delight.
“Thank you both for the outing,” Aethain continued. “Can you join me for lunch tomorrow?”
“I can’t. I’m sorry, uncle,” Talyn apologised. He wasn’t technically her uncle—her mother was his first cousin—but the diminutive was easy. Those of Dumnorix blood never used titles when speaking to each other, even if one of them did sit on a throne with two countries under its rule. “I won’t have another day off for a while.”
“Of course. The next posting assignments are decided next week.” Aethain’s amber eyes brightened. “I’m sure Lark will put you somewhere important given your background. You must be excited.”
She wasn’t. In fact, the very idea terrified her. The Kingshield posted new recruits to guard details every six months. A broken wrist in sparring practice had gotten her out of the last one—the first since she’d left the Callanan and joined the Kingshield—but that excuse wasn’t going to work again. 
“I can’t come either. I’m off back to the mountains.” Ariar looked cheerful at the idea. “More brigands to slay, that sort of thing. We’ll do dinner when I get back though.”
Aethain frowned. “Nothing too serious I hope?”
“Not at all,” Ariar assured him. “In fact, we’re planning an assault on one of their main supply bases near Port Lathilly.” A sideways glance at Talyn. “One of the Callanan informants there came through in a big way.” 
She gritted her teeth. Ariar’s look told her the informant was one she and Sari had developed before her partner’s death. She tried to be glad their hard work in finding him had paid off, but she failed miserably. Her hands had tightened unconsciously on the reins, the leather cutting into her skin. She almost welcomed the pain.
Aethain’s amber eyes settled on her a moment, as if he sensed some of her distress despite the mask she wore. But eventually he nodded. “Good work. Keep me apprised of the outcome.”
With that, he wheeled his horse around to turn back for the castle. 
“Talyn?” Ariar asked, looking concerned. He knew the story, they all did, but after a year she’d developed a good enough pretence that they thought she’d moved on. The last thing she wanted was for them to realise how broken she actually was. 
“Try not to get hit by a poorly-aimed brigand arrow,” she said lightly. “Ryathl can be a drag without you around to liven things up.” 
“Don’t I know it! You just stay here and polish your pretty Kingshield sword like a good little guard and I’ll be back quicker than you think.” Lightly meant, there was still a hint of confusion in her cousin’s tone. Ariar would never understand why she’d left the life of an Aimsir to be a Callanan, and now a Kingshield. With a wink, he wheeled his horse and galloped away after the king. Soon after he was surrounded by his own Kingshield guard, who’d been left trailing valiantly in his wake.
Talyn let out a breath. Being amongst her relatives made her stronger, calmer. But it also meant having to summon the effort to maintain a semblance of what she’d been before. Now, left alone in the clearing, she was both relieved and tired.
Sighing, she turned FireFlare back towards the city. She had just enough time to wash off the smell of horse and change before a promised meet up with friends in the city.
And somewhere between now and then she’d need to summon the strength for more pretending.
That came sooner than she’d hoped. She emerged from the clearing well behind Ariar and Aethain to find Tarcos Hadvezer, the Firthlander prince living at Ryathl court, waiting for her.
As per custom between the Firthlander warlord and the king sitting the Twin Thrones of Calumnia and Conmor, Tarcos had come to Ryathl three years earlier to live at court. Technically, he was a hostage, but nobody ever used that word. The Twin Thrones held sovereignty over Firthland, but Aethain, and his father and grandfather before him, essentially allowed the Firthlanders to run themselves.
And to ease the sting, the Dumnorix often sent one of their brood to Samatia for a similar purpose. Ariar had spent five years there when he was younger.
Tarcos’ smile was reserved, but his hazel eyes were warm against his dark skin. Unlike the wild hair and beards of the fierce Firthlander Bearman detachment stationed with him in Ryathl, he was clean-shaven and wore his dark hair cut short. 
He caught her gaze, and his faint smile widened slightly. She gave him a quick smile as she rode up to him. They’d been lovers on and off since they’d met during a brief assignment that Talyn and Sari had been given in Ryathl, but it had never been anything serious. There was no room in her for anything serious, not anymore, and he seemed happy with that arrangement.
Not that her uncle would be unhappy if they were serious. A match between her and a Firthlander prince was about as perfect as it came, and she supposed one day it would be official. Imagining that day was utterly impossible. But she liked Tarcos a lot.
“Is your uncle going to ensure you’re posted to his guard detail?” he asked eagerly as they began riding together back to the city.
Talyn winced. She wished everyone would stop bringing that up. “No. In fact, he’ll do the opposite. We’re Dumnorix, Tarcos. Neither of us would appreciate him pulling strings on my behalf.”
Thank everything for that.
Tarcos sensed enough in her tone to let it drop, instead turning the subject to the hunt. She liked that about him—that he knew when to let things lie. And while she chatted with him about who had come first and last in the hunt, her mind turned over her options for how to manage what was coming the next week.
Part of her rankled at the endless drill and sparring that had been her life in the year since joining the Kingshield. A much larger part was terrified she wouldn’t be able to handle returning to active duty. If anything happened like it had just then—when the sound of an arrow firing had frozen her and cost her the win—she’d never forgive herself. A lapse like that on active duty could lead to the death of her charge.
Another sparring injury would be too obvious. No other ideas came to her, short of asking her uncle to intervene. That would mean telling him the truth, a conversation that was even more terrifying than getting posted to a detail in the first place.
Tarcos seemed to sense her distant mood and left her at the city gates with a warm kiss and a promise to take her to dinner the next night.
Her melancholy mood followed her all the way back to the Kingshield barracks, despite the ride and time with her Aimsir mare. Once she’d washed, she found herself standing at the window of her shared room. Outside, the sun was setting, soft orange rays lighting the courtyards and gardens of the Kingshield barracks in amber.
Idly, she placed her palm on the window, savouring its cool touch. In the drill yard below, warriors wearing the black uniforms of the Kingshield called out to each other as they sparred. The emblem on their chests—a hundred tiny stars stitched into the shape of twin crossed swords—gleamed amber; almost as bright as the real things. 
Like stars in a night sky. 
Burn bright and true.
The Dumnorix oath. She held that thought, kept holding as she breathed in deep.
Leaving the Callanan to join the Kingshield at twenty-five was far from unheard of. The Kingshield—solely responsible for the protection of the ruler sitting the Twin Thrones and all others of Dumnorix blood—only accepted the elite from across the various Calumnian and Conmoran fighting units.
But being Kingshield wasn’t something Talyn had ever planned on. She’d only ever wanted to be Callanan, to experience the thrill of battle, weapon in hand and adrenalin pumping through her veins. It had meant leaving her family farm and the quiet life her Dumnorix mother had won for herself when she’d withdrawn from court and its politics upon choosing to marry a commoner. It meant leaving the Aimsir and the joy of a fast gallop and the open plains. None of that had mattered, she’d wanted to be Callanan so badly. After all, it was in her blood. Her mother had been Callanan—the Dumnorix line was littered with Aimsir, Callanan and SkyRiders. 
But after Sari … she’d tried but couldn’t do it. She’d fled the Callanan and gone to the Kingshield.
But what they didn’t know—her little secret, one that could destroy her if it got out—was that she didn’t want a posting. She wasn’t at all certain she wanted to be in a fight ever again. Wasn’t certain she could handle it.
But she couldn’t let it go either. 
Curling her hand into a fist of frustration—would she ever stop dwelling?—Talyn stepped away from the window and cast around for her cloak.
She was already late to meet her friends.

      ***Sari had been Talyn’s Callanan partner, but they’d had many close friends amongst the Callanan before Talyn’s abrupt departure, two in particular. It made the idea of spending time with Leviana and Cynia equally painful and comforting, and Talyn could never decide which was the stronger emotion. Most of the time it just hurt.
Leviana Seinn was the only child of the wealthy and powerful Lord Rodrich Seinn, who had doubled his wealth and power overnight when he’d married her mother, one of the Firthlander warlord’s cousins. Talyn had met Leviana in Ryathl her first week after leaving home in the north, during a dinner hosted by Aethain. 
After that night, Talyn quickly decided she hated all such events. Too many prying eyes and questions on topics she found too boring to even contemplate. Leviana had been gorgeously dressed, a popular member of the young, elite set of Ryathl court whom Talyn had absolutely zero interest in joining.
It had taken those members a total of about three breaths to give up on courting the friendship of the newest and most mysterious Dumnorix family member in town. Talyn supposed her conversation on the relative merits of daggers versus sais—at some point she was going to have to choose her specialist Callanan weapon—might have had something to do with that.
She’d therefore been astonished to see Leviana standing amidst the small group of Callanan recruits the next morning at Callanan Tower. 
“Well, parties are all very exciting and everything, but I have to do something with myself.” She’d correctly read Talyn’s shocked expression. “Can’t sit around my father’s mansion all day for the rest of my life. I’d go mad with boredom.”
Throughout their apprenticeships and all the years since, Leviana had maintained her involvement in the social set, often disappearing at night for parties or dinners, but she’d become a friend like all those in the small group training together had. She was also one of the fiercest fighters Talyn had ever encountered, especially given her tiny stature.
And while Talyn and Sari had essentially partnered by the end of that very first day, it hadn’t been until graduation as full Callanan Warriors four years later that Leviana and another member of their small group—Cynia Leed—had formalised their partnership.
Leviana and Cynia were already there when Talyn entered the overly-warm interior of their favourite inn. Both women smiled and waved Talyn over. As pint-sized as her partner, Cynia was also half-Firthlander, but whatever noble blood ran in her family was distant and generations back. She’d grown up on her family’s small farm just west of Ryathl.
Off duty, Leviana was wearing a beautifully tailored dress which brought out her eyes and shining dark hair. Her shoes were similarly stunning. In contrast, Cynia wore a simple shirt and breeches, with the sleeves of her shirt rolled up to the elbows. They made a disparate sight.
“How many knives have you managed to conceal in that thing?” Talyn asked as she took a seat. She couldn’t see any. In full uniform, Leviana usually had about ten of her signature weapons stored in assorted positions around her body. It had become a game to guess where.
“Six.”
Talyn snorted. “No way.”
“I can show you if you like?” Leviana offered, beginning to reach down the back of her neck.
“No, that’s fine.” Talyn lifted her hands in surrender.
“I can confirm.” Cynia rolled her eyes. “She’s already explained to me where each of them is. To be honest, it sounds uncomfortable.”
“Pfft. What’s a bit of discomfort in comparison to being prepared?”
“For what?” Cynia asked. “A sudden brigand attack in the middle of Ryathl?”
“You never know,” Leviana said airily.
Cynia shook her head, then turned to Talyn, a teasing note to her voice. “Tarcos not with you?” 
“Tarcos had plans with some friends of his,” Talyn said firmly, shutting down Leviana before she could say whatever it was she was about to. If Leviana had her way, they’d have been married the moment they met. The words ‘perfect match’ were often bandied about. Talyn detested those words. 
“That’s good. It means we get some time with you, Tal.” Cynia smiled. “How have you been?”
Talyn shrugged as she leaned back further into her seat. This was the first time she’d seen them in months—they’d been away in the west on assignment. “I’m good. The posting assignments happen next week.”
“You’re more patient than I am.” Leviana made a face. “I’d have quit in high temper by now. Everyone knows how good you are. How is it they’ve still got you in drill training?”
“You know they only post recruits twice a year. They like to make sure we’re thoroughly trained in guard procedures,” Talyn said mildly.
“They should have posted you the moment your wrist healed. Your record speaks for itself.” Cynia was the ruthlessly practical one and saw through Talyn far more clearly than Leviana.
Unconsciously, the fingers of Talyn’s right hand crept to her now fully-healed left wrist. She fought to keep her face bland, not wanting to confirm any suspicions Cynia might have about that injury. “Cynia—”
“You’re one of the best.” Leviana burst out. “It’s a waste for you to be shut up in the Kingshield barracks doing nothing but polishing your sais. You and Sari were the best of the best—no Callanan out there could match you. That hasn’t changed.”
Under the table Talyn’s hands curled into fists. “I don’t want to talk about this.”
“Talyn.” Leviana’s voice softened. “I—” 
“We thought we were the best!” Talyn shot to her feet, trying but failing not to shout. “And she died for it.”
The chatter filling the inn paused temporarily, those sitting closest swivelling in their direction to see what the fuss was about. Anger gone as quickly as it had come, she sank back into her seat, exhausted. “Please, I don’t want to talk about it.”
Cynia silently reached over the table and took her hand. “Sorry.”
Talyn shook her head. “I’ll be posted next week, all right? Enough.” She needed to change the subject. “Have you been given a new assignment yet?”
“No, actually.” To Talyn’s never-ending relief, Leviana took the segue and ran with it. “It’s nice to be back in the city and have a break. I’ve missed so many parties—you wouldn’t believe all the gossip I’ve had to catch up on.”
Talyn smiled, trying to lighten the mood. “Do you have any idea where they’ll send you next?”
“We hear word there’s a trip to Montagn coming up,” Cynia said, keen interest edging her voice.
“Montagn?” Talyn perked up. She’d never been there, but that was true of most residents of the Twin Thrones. A sprawling empire across the sea to the distant north, Montagn sat west of the small kingdom of Mithranar, her father’s birthplace.
While trade was vibrant between Montagn, Firthland, the Twin Thrones, and to a lesser extent Mithranar, successive rulers of the Twin Thrones had historically refused to send a crown representative to Montagn for one compelling reason.
They used slave labour.
Cynia seemed to be following a similar train of thought. “I’m not sure what’s changed, or if anything has. This would be a Callanan liaison assignment only—not a formal crown representative—aiming to build relationships with the Montagni army.”
“Even so,” Talyn muttered. Like all her family, she believed the mere idea of slave labour—the thought that the life of a person could be bought and paid for—was utterly abhorrent.
“Whoever goes will likely have a chance to see Mithranar too,” Cynia added.
“I still struggle to get my head around the idea of people with wings.” Leviana sounded fascinated by the idea.
“It’s not all that different from our SkyRiders,” Talyn said. “And apparently they helped King Alendor during the Firthlander war.”
Leviana and Cynia shared a quick glance. Peace had reigned between Firthland and the Twin Thrones for generations, but the time of war hadn’t been entirely forgotten, nor had the consequences. Aethain allowed Warlord Hadvezer a lot of freedom to rule, but the fact remained Firthland was effectively a vassal state of the Twin Thrones.
Those like Leviana and Cynia, who were the product of inter-marriages between citizens of the two countries, hadn’t escaped the occasional ire directed their way by those who liked to dwell on the past.
“If we got the Montagni assignment, we might get to see a winged person.” Cynia nudged Leviana excitedly. “They have magic too, don’t they? Do you know much about that, Tal?”
“My father never talked about it much, but I think the winged folk do have some kind of magic.” She nodded. “He told me once it’s different from Callanan magic though.”
“It’s odd how little we know about them, right?” Leviana frowned. “They really keep to themselves.”
Talyn had never thought about it like that, but Leviana was right. And her father had always been so reluctant to talk about his home.
“It might be a self-preservation thing,” Cynia suggested. “They’re a fairly small country with a great big powerful neighbour. Keeping a mysterious air, particularly about their magical abilities, might make anyone think twice about invasion.”
“You really want to go that far away?” Talyn asked, trying to relax her grip on her glass. The idea would have once enthralled her—she and Sari would have leapt at the chance for such an adventure. Somewhere inside her that excitement was still there … she just didn’t know how to reach it anymore.
“It would be so exciting to see a new place, and it’s only for a year,” Cynia said. “But the First Blade isn’t likely to send junior warriors. She’ll probably send one of the Callanan masters.”
“You should go for it anyway,” Talyn advised. “You might not get it this time, but they’ll know you’re interested and hopefully they’ll remember that next time it comes up.”
“Good advice.” Cynia flashed her a smile.
A brief silence fell as they sipped ale and soaked in the lively atmosphere around them. Though they hadn’t seen each other in a while, Leviana had written often, and Talyn looked over at her as she remembered the big news her friend had announced in her most recent letter.
“How is your mother?” she asked. Leviana had been an only child until her parents had announced several weeks earlier that they were expecting. It was a shock to everyone given their older ages, but Leviana had nonetheless sounded thrilled at the idea of a baby sibling.
“She’s well, according to the healers. Father is desperately hoping for a boy.” Leviana scrunched up her face. “Then he might have the proper heir he’s always wanted.”
Talyn and Cynia shared a look. Leviana’s parents hated that she’d chosen to join the Callanan and pressured her constantly to leave. Her friend didn’t talk about it much, but the pressure had to be stressful.
“Be careful, Levs,” Cynia warned softly.
“Why? It will be perfect. I’ll have a cute little baby sibling to fuss over and they’ll stop harassing me about leaving the Callanan.”
Leviana’s voice indicated she wanted to talk about this about as much as Talyn wanted to talk about Sari, so Talyn pushed her half-empty mug away and rose. “I have early drill in the morning, so I should probably get going.”
Leviana’s face fell, but neither of them challenged her abrupt departure. Cynia offered a cheerful wave. “We’ll make sure to come find you before we head out on our next assignment.”
“Make sure you do.” Talyn managed a smile, then turned and pushed her way through the crowd, letting out a breath of relief when she reached the warm evening air outside. 
By the time she walked back through the busy city streets to the Kingshield barracks, weariness tugged at her muscles. She grew tired so quickly these days. Shaking off that depressing thought, she went through the gates, turning left for the barracks. But she’d only taken a couple of steps when one of the new recruits came running up.
“Guard Dynan?” he asked. “The First Shield wants to see you.”
“Now?” She frowned. The overall commander of the Kingshield rarely conducted business outside of daylight hours. It was even rarer that he called junior guards to his office for one-on-one meetings.
“Yes, Guard Dynan. He asked me to wait for you here and send you straight up.”
Once the recruit had run off, she stood, hesitating. A summons like this probably meant she was about to get early advice on the posting they’d decided for her, the courtesy no doubt due to her Dumnorix blood.
“This is a good thing.” 
Her fingers crept to her wrist again. She hated the indecision that had her wavering in the middle of the Kingshield yard, hated that a big part of her wanted to ignore the summons and hope it just went away. And now she’d run out of time to come up with a way to get out of a posting.
“You’ll be fine.”
Firmly ignoring the voice in her head, she straightened her shoulders and turned for the building where the First Shield had his quarters.
It was going to be fine.






  
  Chapter 3


The door to the First Shield’s rooms stood open. After straightening her black tunic and settling the leather weapons’ belt at her waist, Talyn knocked and entered. 
First Shield Lark Ceannar sat behind his desk, an expression of intense focus tightening his rough-edged features as he studied the parchment in front of him. His left hand hovered over it, blue ink pearling on the tip of the quill he was holding, an instant away from dripping down onto the page. Behind him hung the Dumnorix house sigil—the crossed swords on a black background wreathed in amber starlight and flame.
Ceannar wasn’t nobility. He’d joined the Kingshield from the Calumnian army and risen through the ranks over many years, earning his place at the top. She’d seen him on occasion at palace functions, but they’d officially met only once, the day she’d been formally accepted into the Kingshield. She had little to form a solid impression of him outside the gossip of her fellow guards—that he was a good administrator, but blunt and uncompromising. He was also rumoured to have been one of the finest fighters the Kingshield had ever had.
“Sir?” she prompted him when it became obvious he hadn’t heard her knock.
Ceannar glanced up and waved her silently to one of the chairs before his desk. She closed the door and sat, trying not to shift uncomfortably as his attention returned to the parchment. Several minutes passed, and three drops of the ink—she counted—before he finally scratched something on the page and put it aside.
Then he looked up. Faded brown eyes focused on her face, his look giving her the impression she had his entire attention, whatever the parchment contained completely forgotten. “I read through your file earlier, Guard Dynan. You’ve been with us just over a year, now?”
“Yes, sir.” She nodded.
“Your father travelled here as a sailor when he was a young man, then stayed after meeting your mother?”
“Yes, sir. He fell in love with our country, as much as my mother.” Mithranar remained somewhat of an exotic mystery to most of those in Firthland and the Twin Thrones, particularly as it was home to the winged folk—humans with wings that allowed them to fly. Only the sailors who plied their ships back and forth with trading goods knew much about them. No member of the winged folk had yet to step foot in either capital of Ryathl or Port Lachley that she was aware of.
But Ceannar already knew all this. It was starting to feel like he was easing into something, and he wouldn’t be doing that if it was something good. She tried not to tense.
“Your record is impressive. You were an Aimsir rider from age twelve—startlingly young, even for a Dumnorix—before leaving the north at sixteen to join the Callanan.” His gaze remained unwaveringly on hers. “You have been described without exception as one of the most skilled Callanan to ever wear the green cloak. Why leave all that to join the Kingshield?”
The question was delivered bluntly. Despite herself, she couldn’t hold that gaze. Her eyes dropped to her lap. “I’m sure you already know that I lost my partner, sir.”
There was a moment of silence, but his blunt tone didn’t change when he spoke again. “I am aware. What happened was tragic. But why leave and join the Kingshield? Was it because of your connections with the royal family?”
That was exactly why, but not in the way Ceannar thought, and she struggled for a satisfactory answer that wouldn’t give away what she was hiding from everyone. “Not really, sir. My mother formally removed herself from court and any political influence when she chose to marry my father. I was raised far from the court, and I don’t have any formal status here.”
“But you’ve had audience with the king a number of times since your first arrival in Ryathl? You even attended the hunt with His Majesty and Lord Ariar yesterday.”
“Yes, sir.” She shifted, uncertain of where this questioning was headed. “Political influence or no, they are family, and now that I am living in Ryathl I like to spend time with them.”
Ceannar nodded as if her words answered something, though she couldn’t imagine what. He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest. His sleeves were rolled to his elbows and a long scar was visible snaking up from his left wrist to elbow. “I have a question for you, Guard Dynan.”
“Yes, sir?” she asked warily.
“How does one of the most skilled Callanan fighters of her generation break her wrist sparring against a Kingshield Aimsir recruit with no background in weapons’ skills apart from his bow?”
It hit her like a blow. All the warming up, the going over her history, it had all been to lower her guard, but she hadn’t expected that it would be for this question. She froze, trying to come up with something to say. “I—”
“Don’t even think about lying to me. Do that, and you’re out, Dumnorix family member or not.”
His voice and expression were merciless, giving her no wriggle room and no time to think. Reluctant admiration filled her, despite the panic beating at her bones. “I made a mistake, slipped and fell badly. It happens.”
That was technically true.
“You fell badly on purpose and you know it. Quit hiding from yourself, Talyn.”
She firmly pushed the voice away. Ceannar was still watching, clearly not satisfied by her answer and waiting for a better one. She desperately tried to think of something to say that would satisfy him without revealing how broken she was. “It was a lapse of concentration. It happens sometimes when I … when I remember what happened.”
A muscle ticked in his jaw. “You won’t be part of the posting assignments going out next week, Guard Dynan.”
She shot up in her chair, astonishing herself at the indignance sweeping through her. “Why not, sir?”
“You’re being given a different assignment.” He held her gaze. “I am deploying you to Mithranar. The Acondor crown has requested a Kingshield guard be sent to Mithranar to assist in building their soldiers’ capability in guarding and close protection.”
Thick silence fell as Talyn processed Ceannar’s words and then replayed them over in her mind to make sure she was hearing him properly. Then, she shifted in her chair, trying to keep the confusion from her face. “Why do they want a Kingshield guard now? And anyway, sir, I’m a new Kingshield without any active guard experience, wouldn’t it be best to send a—”
“Let me be clear on something.” That merciless gaze was back. “I’m not giving you a choice here. You accept this assignment and all it entails right now, before we go any further, or I have a conversation with your uncle about my doubts regarding your injury and fitness for duty.”
Her lip curled. “You’re blackmailing me.”
Something flashed in his eyes, so briefly she barely caught it, but it might have been unease. “On the contrary. I’m your superior officer and I’m giving you an order. Do you accept?”
“Yes.” She spoke without needing to think about it. She couldn’t have Aethain find out about her, the idea of it terrified her more than anything else, because it would make her brokenness real—if others knew, she wasn’t sure she’d ever come back from it. And that prospect was scarier than agreeing to go to a distant country without knowing why or what for.
“Good.” But the unease flashed over his face again, stronger this time. “Before I go on, our discussion here tonight must remain within this room. I need your assurances on that.”
Talyn glanced around, several things becoming clear. Why he’d summoned her at night. Why his clerk hadn’t been outside when she arrived. “I’ve sworn my oath to the Kingshield, sir. I would never betray that.” She frowned. “Speaking of, why is this request from Mithranar even being considered? The Kingshield only protect Dumnorix family members.”
Ceannar’s gaze fastened on her even more tightly, and he paused again, as if reconsidering a decision already made. “The youngest Acondor prince—Cuinn Acondor—is a member of the Dumnorix family.”
Her mouth opened. Closed. She tried not to shift in her chair. Failed. Her astonishment deepened, the unreality of the conversation making her wonder if she wasn’t dreaming. There was a Dumnorix in the Mithranan royal family?
The First Shield read the look on her face, saw her struggle to form words, and continued. “I accept this comes as entirely unexpected news, Guard Dynan. Nobody outside this room is aware of Prince Cuinn’s Dumnorix heritage. There are good reasons for this, none of which I intend to go into with you. Suffice to say my initial intention was to deny the Mithranan request. This was also the king’s decision—the Kingshield are not to be farmed out to other armies. Our specialist expertise is for the benefit of the Twin Thrones only.”
Talyn cleared her throat. “So my uncle doesn’t know about Prince Cuinn?”
“Only I know. And all previous First Shields.” Ceannar gave her a look. “And now you.”
Wonderful. “Then your decision to deny the request makes sense, sir.” What didn’t make sense was him telling her this.
“That’s where it gets tricky.” He sat back in his chair, idly rubbing at the scar on his arm. “When the request was discussed at our regular council meeting with the king, the Callanan First Blade asked that the king and I change our minds. She asked that we agree to what Mithranar was asking for and send someone to gather information on their behalf—the Callanan appear to have recently developed a significant interest in a Mithranan individual called the Shadowhawk. The First Blade pointed out that the request from Mithranar offered the perfect cover for someone to go there and investigate.”
“Sir, I …” She reached up and rubbed at her forehead, trying to make sense of the myriad of questions that wanted to spill out of her. At least it was now clear why she’d been chosen for this, and why Ceannar was sending her despite his doubts about her—he was being pressured from outside. Not only that, but as ex-Callanan she had the skills they needed for this. “Who is the Shadowhawk?”
“The First Blade indicated that he’s a criminal, one whose activities have them worried. I’m afraid I don’t know much more than that.” His expressionless face told her nothing either. What could the Callanan have that would make them so worried about a Mithranan criminal they’d risk conducting a secret investigation in a foreign country?
“Ooh, something odd is happening here, Tal.”
The voice—Sari’s voice, she finally admitted to herself—whispered through her mind, and she pushed it aside, determinedly focusing her attention on Ceannar as he spoke again.
“You will go to Mithranar officially as a serving Kingshield officer,” Ceannar continued. “As far as the king and First Blade are concerned, you are being loaned out—by me—to the Callanan to investigate the Shadowhawk on their behalf.”
Sari’s voice wasn’t wrong. None of this made sense. “Sir, I’m sorry, but I left the Callanan. I’m not one of them anymore. I feel uncomfortable—”
“It’s this or a conversation with your uncle, Guard Dynan,” he reiterated sharply.
Silence filled the room for a moment. Anger curled under her fear. She’d never liked being backed into a corner, and now she was essentially putting herself there. Self-contempt and fear swirled inside her stomach in a bitter mix.
“Prince Cuinn is Queen Sarana’s youngest son.” He spoke when she didn’t protest any further. “I assume he’ll already have some sort of guard, so you’ll do your best to join that unit, or at least be involved in their training.” He flashed an unexpected smile. “The First Blade now owes me quite a large favour without realising her request provides the perfect reason for me to send a Kingshield to Mithranar.”
She cleared her throat. “What about Queen Sarana’s other sons? Won’t they need a Kingshield detail?”
“Cuinn’s relation to the Dumnorix line comes from his father. He has a different father from his other siblings.”
She blinked. “Sir, you don’t think the queen might suspect I’m there for other purposes than just training their soldiers? Especially if you and the king have agreed to her request without asking for anything in return.”
The first glimmer of approval appeared on his face. “Your uncle has considered that. You are being provided to Queen Sarana in return for a shipment of izerdia, which is setting off from Port Lachley as we speak.”
A handsome return indeed—izerdia was crucial to any sort of explosive material used in a range of purposes from mining to war. And it wasn’t cheap. However, that wasn’t the only problem she could foresee. “If I’m to be officially training Mithranan soldiers in close protection skills to guard the royal family, I’m not sure what opportunity I’ll have to investigate a criminal. In my experience, criminals don’t operate in the same sphere as royal families.”
“I pointed out as much to the First Blade.” Ceannar shrugged. “She pointed out that being in Mithranar at all was a damn sight better than investigating from Ryathl.”
“Yes, sir.” She nodded acknowledgement of that. “What about the fact I’m one of the Dumnorix? Izerdia aside, you don’t think the Mithranans might take exception—if not suspect my true purpose—if they found out a member of the royal family had been sent to train their soldiers?”
“There’s no reason for them to find out unless you tell them. Most of the Twin Thrones doesn’t even know who you are since your mother left court before you were even born.” Ceannar stood. “As is usual for a Kingshield posting, you’ll be deployed to Mithranar for a year. I can promise you now that following this assignment you’ll be re-assigned here in the city if that’s what you wish.”
Talyn’s mind reeled. Away for a year. Away from everything familiar to her. Away from her Dumnorix family. Maybe it would be good, to travel so far away from all the memories, from the gaping hole inside her. 
“Guard Dynan?”
“Sir?” That heavy gaze was on her again, leaving her no room to look away.
“I was never a Callanan, but I have some understanding of the depth and nature of a Callanan partnership bond.” He paused, that gaze on her the sharpest it had been all meeting. It shifted to her left wrist, then back to her eyes, flaying her to the bone. “Tell me that you can still be what you once were. The First Blade pushed hard for this, but tell me I’m not making a mistake sending you alone on such a complex mission without support.”
“I …” Her fingers curled on the chair, everything in her wanting to scream aloud that she was terrified the answer to his question was no. “I’ll be fine, sir.” She spoke with a confidence she didn’t feel. Guilt swamped her at what amounted to a lie, followed quickly by fear. If she was wrong and something happened to Prince Cuinn … more than just her secret would be out.
He nodded, releasing her. “You’ve been booked on a ship leaving tomorrow evening. I apologise for the haste. Good luck, Guard Dynan.”
“Yes, sir.” She turned for the door.
“One more thing.” His voice stopped her.
“Sir?”
“Prince Cuinn likely knows nothing about his Dumnorix heritage.” Ceannar paused. “In fact, his blood may not be obvious to you in the same way I understand it is with your relatives here. His Dumnorix heritage comes from a distant branch of the family tree that has been separate from yours for generations.”
Her eyebrows shot skyward without her permission. A distant branch not connected to the one ruling the Twin Thrones. How was that possible?
Ceannar ignored her response and continued. “Cuinn’s line have never had a Kingshield guard because it has always been safer that nobody know of their existence. Cuinn is the last remaining of that line. You are to do everything in your power to keep him from learning it. And before you ask any more questions—don’t. Remember that nobody outside this room is ever to know what I’ve just told you.” He returned to sit behind his desk. “Dismissed, Guard Dynan.”
“Yes, sir.” After a beat, and still not quite understanding any of what she’d just been told, Talyn turned and walked out the door.

      ***After her conversation with Ceannar, Talyn toyed briefly with the idea of going to the palace to inform her uncle of her assignment. In the end she decided against it. Ceannar had heavily implied that the king and First Blade knew she was the one fulfilling the Callanan request. No, her uncle knew already. And he’d left Ceannar to tell her.
Sighing, she entered her room and sat down to write a long letter to her parents. She wouldn’t even have time to travel north and see them before she left. 
Her mother wasn’t going to be happy. 
She wondered what her father would think about her being sent to his homeland. He had never spoken much about Mithranar, but growing up, she’d sometimes caught him staring off towards the north, a yearning in his eyes she hadn’t understood until she was older. She’d asked him about it once, and he’d told her with a smile that he was sometimes homesick.
“They have such beautiful music in Mithranar, baby girl,” he’d said as he picked her up and cuddled her to his chest.
“You just miss the music, Da?”
“Well, I had friends there too.”
“Do you want to go back?”
He’d laughed and swung her around. “Not on your life. Why would I ever want to leave my girl?”
She wondered what it was her father had yearned for, what he’d been missing, what made him so sad.
Maybe she’d find out.

      ***Tarcos appeared in her doorway late the next morning. She already had most of her things packed, and a single bulging bag sat beside the door.
“What’s going on?” He smiled a greeting.
Talyn straightened from tidying her cot and tucked strands of black hair behind her ears. “I was called into the First Shield’s office last night. I’ve been given an assignment.”
“I see.” He came closer, reached out to take one of her hands. She fought the urge to shake it off—not because she disliked his touch, but because he was too close, his smile too intimate. “How do you feel about that?”
“It’s about time,” she said with false confidence. “But the assignment isn’t part of the regular posting cycle. He’s sending me to Mithranar.”
Tarcos’s smile faltered. Genuine puzzlement lit up his hazel eyes. “Mithranar? That doesn’t make any sense. Unless … is one of your family traveling there?”
“No. Queen Sarana requested a Kingshield to help train her soldiers in close protection.” While Tarcos was her lover, he was also a Firthlander prince, and she knew without asking Ceannar wouldn’t want her divulging the true reasons for her assignment. “She’s paying through the nose in izerdia for it, too.”
He let out a breath, a frown creasing his forehead. “Talyn, you left the Callanan, and I’m one of the few people who understands why. Travelling so far away, from your friends and family, to an unfamiliar place? You should tell your uncle you don’t want to go.”
She squeezed his hand before giving in to the urge to break away. “They’re my orders. I don’t want anyone treating me specially just because I’m related to the king,” she said. “And I particularly can’t afford anyone thinking I’m backing out because I’m not up to it.”
“That’s a legitimate concern, despite how furiously you deny it. You’ve been out of action for over a year,” he said stubbornly.
“They’re my orders,” she repeated, stung. Tarcos never pushed her about what had happened—his quiet steadiness was what drew her to him. He was smart too, and like her, he felt things deeply
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