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Prologue




A cold wind gusted, whipping the girl’s hair back from her face. When thunder crashed overhead she whimpered and burrowed deeper into her brother’s arms. He held her tighter, his serious gaze focused over her shoulder, worried. 

The wind gusted again, and the small boat they were on rocked wildly. Icy needles of rain pelted against her face and a violent shiver racked her small frame. Fear curled in her stomach. All she wanted was to go home, where it was safe and warm and her mother would tuck her into bed with a story and a kiss.

“Papa!” her brother called out. “This isn’t good for Alyx.”

Their father turned, his tall figure outlined in the darkness for a moment by a bright flash of lightning. The look on his face, although quickly hidden, made Alyx want to cry. She didn’t understand what it meant, but it wasn’t good.

“We won’t be long, lad. Keep her close.”

Alyx wanted to call out, to add her voice to her brother’s, have her father’s solid presence closer, his deep voice calming her fears. But before she could say anything his attention was gone, back to the two people he stood with at the prow—their mother, and an older man Alyx vaguely recognised.

Her brother’s arms tightened around her. “It’s going to be okay, Aly-girl,” he murmured in her ear. “Remember who I am?”

“My big brother,” she mumbled into his shoulder.

“And what do big brothers do?”

She smiled. This routine never failed to calm her. “Look after their baby sisters.”

“That’s right. Nothing bad will happen while I’m here.” 

Alyx looked back at where her parents stood with the older man. Something about the sight made the dread she’d been feeling return, and not even her brother’s arms around her could stop it. She wanted to look away but was riveted by the sight of the three figures. Something was wrong. She felt it in her bones.

Her brother seemed just as curious as she was, and he edged them closer, making sure to keep a warm arm around Alyx.

“They’ll be safe with us.” Her father was forced to shout over the wind, desperation in his voice and bearing as he pleaded with their mother, who looked equally desperate. Alyx bit her lip. Why were they so upset?

“Shouldn’t they go to DarkSkull, or even the Island?” the older man asked, meeting Alyx’s eyes briefly before looking back at her father.

“They’re too young for us to know yet. Sending them to either place could be useless.” This from her father. Now he sounded frustrated.

“But they’d be safe there.”

Her father ran a hand over his face, shoulders sagging slightly. “I don’t think any of the mages or Taliath will be safe for a long while.”

Alyx’s mother turned to the older man, speaking for the first time. “Garan is right,” she told him. “We’ve talked about this already, Astor.”

“We can keep them safe, Temari.” Her father spoke again, stepping closer to her mother. The two of them were staring at each other like nothing else in the world existed.

“You know why they’re coming for us. The two of us can’t protect them alone.” She looked like it hurt to speak the words, but she was resolute, green eyes bright with a sheen of tears. “We have to hide.”

“We can protect them,” her father responded steadily. “The two of us, together, we can do anything.”

“No, we can’t. You know it too; you just refuse to accept it.”

Momentary silence fell, and the older man spoke into it. “Temari, are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

Her mother scrubbed at her face—Alyx thought she might be wiping away tears. “No. I’ll be fine. I want you to help Garan keep Alyx safe.”

The older man nodded, and after a moment left the other two alone, making his way towards Alyx and her brother. He gave them both a friendly smile, as if a storm weren’t raging around them and her parents weren’t more upset than she’d ever seen them before. “Come on, you two. We need to get you settled so the boat can leave.”

“Isn’t the sea too rough for a boat this small?” her brother asked, sounding far older than his years.

“Not if it sticks close to the coastline, lad.” Astor began hustling them into the small cabin on the boat, and Alyx was suddenly afraid her parents would disappear forever if she let them out of her sight.

“No!” She struggled to stay where she was.

“Let her be,” her brother spoke sharply to Astor. “She’s fine with me.”

Her parents were still talking, and although Alyx couldn’t really understand the content of what was being said, she could just make out the words.

“Darien won’t betray us. Alyx and I will be safe here. He’s my oldest friend, Temari.”

“I know.” But her mother’s green eyes looked stormy.

“Stay with us.” Her father’s voice turned pleading. “Both of you. It will hurt them to be separated.”

“You know I can’t. I wish things could be different, Garan, I just…”

Garan sighed and reached out a hand to gently touch her cheek. “I understand.”

“Thank you,” she said brokenly as tears mixed with the rain droplets running down her face. “I’m so sorry for everything.”

He smiled, even though his eyes were full of pain. “I don’t regret a single second. I hope you know that.”

“I don’t either.” 

Garan’s hand reached out to clasp tightly to her mother’s. They didn’t embrace further, but Alyx saw enough in both her parent’s eyes to make her feel even more afraid and uncertain. She didn’t understand what was happening, and she clung tighter to her brother.

“Let go of Alyx, lad.” Their father came over, pitching his voice above the storm. “You have to go with your mother.”

“No!” Her brother’s arm tightened around Alyx. “I thought we were going together. I’m not leaving my sister behind.”

“I’m sorry.” Her father gently pushed back wet strands of hair from the boy’s forehead. “You want to keep Alyx safe, don’t you?”

Jaw clenched, her brother nodded.

“If you stay together, she’ll be in danger. The best thing you can do to protect your sister is to go with your mother.”

Alyx glanced between them; her brother looked torn. After a moment his arm loosened and he let go of her. The fear flooded back, and she started trembling. None of this made any sense.

“No,” she whimpered, clutching at her brother’s arm. “Don’t go.”

“I’ll see you again, Aly-girl.” A sad smile broke across her brother’s serious face. “I promise.”

“It will be all right,” her father soothed. “Let him go.”

She shook her head, clinging determinedly to his sleeve. He knelt and gently pried her fingers away, leaning in to give her a warm kiss on her cheek. Astor joined them, one hand settling on Alyx’s shoulder in reassurance.

“Do as Papa says.” Her brother gave her a sad smile. “It’s all going to be okay. I’ll see you again soon.”

Alyx watched, not understanding, as he walked away to join their mother. She said something to him, and then crossed to kneel before Alyx. Her green eyes were dark, her face wet with more than just the rain.

“You be good, Aly-girl.” She pulled her into a hug. “I’m doing this to keep you safe. You need to be safe, and happy.”

Alyx clung as tightly to her mother as she had to her brother, and eventually Temari had to gently pull her away and stand back. “I love you.”

Before Alyx could respond, her father was picking her up and climbing off the boat onto the dock. Astor was the last of them to leave the rocking boat, stepping away to give Alyx and her father some privacy.

“Papa, I want to go with them.” She struggled in his hold, eyes fixed on her mother and brother. “Why are they leaving? I don’t want to say goodbye.” Tears streamed down her face.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured in her ear. “You’ll understand one day, I promise.”

Alyx’s brother raised his hand in farewell while her mother untied the mooring ropes and the boat slowly moved out into the water. Soon it began fading from sight, hidden by the night and a curtain of falling rain. 

“It’s okay, Aly-girl.” He held her tighter. “You and me, we’re going to be okay.”

Alyx looked up to see the tears welling in her father’s eyes as he watched the boat leave, and followed his gaze. Her mother stood at the rail, barely visible now, her gaze steady on Alyx and her father. As Alyx stared harder, trying to keep sight of them for as long as possible, an odd numbness seeped through her body. 

Then the boat disappeared entirely and Alyx began crying, the tears streaming down her face. Everything was wrong. Something inside her understood she wasn’t going to see them again for a long time, and she cried harder, wriggling to try and get free so she could run after them, beg them to stop.

 “I love you, darling girl.”

The words whispered deep in Alyx’s mind, and for a moment, deep love filled her. It was warm and strong and comforting, soothing every ache inside of her. And then it was gone, and darkness claimed her.

When Alyx awoke from a deep sleep, it was daylight and she was in her bed at home.

“Papa?” She blinked. He was sitting by her bed. “What happened?”

“You don’t remember?” he asked carefully.

“No. Why are you in my room?”

He smiled and leaned forward to kiss her brow. “Just watching you sleep, baby girl.”








  
  
Chapter 1




The window was unlocked, as always, as she turned the catch to swing it inwards. Curtains obscured her progress for a moment but she pushed them aside and climbed through into the room beyond. 

A smile spread unbidden over Alyx’s face at the sight of the gangly figure stretched out on the bed inside, a slight frown on his face as he concentrated on a book. He looked up at her entrance and a matching smile crossed his handsome face. Tossing the book to the floor, the prince of Rionn sat up, raking a hand through tousled blonde hair.

“You’re late,” he chided affectionately, bright blue eyes sparkling as they always did when he saw her.

Alyx shrugged. “It’s a beautiful summer day, I was enjoying the ride up. Besides, these skirts make it difficult to creep through trees and avoid Bluecoat patrols.”

Cayr raised his eyebrows at her. “You love wearing those skirts. Ever since your sixteenth birthday you’ve made sure to have the best and the prettiest.”

“I can’t have the other girls in the palace outdoing me; I’m an Egalion,” she responded airily. “If I ran around in breeches like we used to I’d be a social outcast.” 

“And would that be the worst thing in the world?”

She gave him a look like that was the stupidest question in the world. “Yes.” 

He made a face. “My father certainly doesn’t appreciate me showing up for dinner with dirt smudges and torn breeches anymore.”

“You’re seventeen now, a whole year older than me,” she said. “You’re surprised your father expects more than he would of a child?”

“No. But it was much easier when we were children. You could have just come to see me through my front door, you know?”  

“If I’d done that, your father and mine, and every other important noble in residence would have known I was here.”

“You didn’t tell your father you were coming?”

She sighed and flopped onto the bed beside Cayr. “I’ve been visiting you since I was five years old. Why does it have to be such a big deal now?”

“You know why.”

“I don’t think I do.”

“Really?” He raised an eyebrow. “What does your father say?”

“He says we’re getting too old, and that very soon it will be inappropriate. He cares so much what the court thinks. It’s frustrating.”

“Says the girl who thinks being a social outcast would be the worst thing ever.” He sighed, looked away. “Your father is right, Alyx. I’m the heir to the throne, and it matters what the court thinks. Propriety is important. If they knew we were alone together in my bedroom right now...”

She pushed away from him. “I know that! But you’re my best friend, and that’s never going to change. Do you want a chaperone watching whenever we spend time together? Because that’s what will happen if we do things the appropriate way.”

He shuddered at that thought. “We’ll work something out.”

A knock came at the door in the room beyond, and Cayr bounced up and strode out of the bedroom. Alyx followed, straightening her skirts with an irritated sigh. Cayr was already opening the door to his quarters by the time she came through, greeting the new arrival with another beaming smile.

“Dashan!”

“Prince Cayr,” the visitor said with a wide grin as he entered the room. “Not too busy for a visit from an old friend?”

“I’m never too busy for you, you know that. Come in!”

Alyx smothered another sigh. The last thing she wanted was a dose of Dashan’s irritating presence, despite how pleased Cayr was to see him.

While Dashan was a couple of years older, the three of them had grown up together. Dashan was an unlikely member of the group; the illegitimate son of the head of the king’s Blue Guard and a Shiven mistress, making Dashan a commoner and—even worse in the eyes of Rionnan society—of Shiven blood. 

They’d first met when Alyx was six, only a handful of months after her mother had died. His nanny ill, Lord-General Caverlock had reluctantly brought his son to the palace to attend King’s Council. The king had suggested that Dashan go and play with his own son while he held Council. Cayr and Dashan had taken to each other instantly. By the time Caverlock had returned to collect his son, the two boys were firm friends. 

Alyx and Dashan had not clicked so easily. He’d instantly assumed from Alyx’s haughty manner of speech that she thought she was above him, and she’d seen him as a wild, dirty boy who didn’t care about rules and propriety. Still, despite Alyx’s mixed feelings about Dashan, they’d known each other so long it always felt like family and home when the three of them were together. 

As Alyx glanced at him now, she was surprised at how grown-up he looked in his Blue Guard uniform. His father had forced him to enlist in the king’s elite cavalry unit, informally known as the Bluecoats, almost two years earlier. He’d grown taller, too, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. A day’s worth of stubble covered his jaw, the same chocolate brown as his short-cropped hair. He looked between Cayr and Alyx with a pair of expressive, dark brown eyes that unfortunately reminded everyone of his Shiven blood.

Alyx had heard rumours of Dashan and his growing popularity with the girls, and looking at him now, she believed them. Still, Alyx thought Cayr the much better looking with his golden hair, bright blue eyes and open, laughing smile. 

 “Alyx,” Dashan said, catching sight of her. “How lovely to see you.”

She bridled at his mocking tone. “I’m surprised you had time to visit your old friends, what with all your gambling and shirking duties whenever you can.”

Annoyingly, he laughed aloud. “I see our dear Alyx hasn’t changed much. Still as biting as ever!”

“I hate to tell you, but you provoke that in her.” Cayr grinned and clapped him on the back. “So what brings you here?”

“I haven’t seen you both for a while and thought to come and spend some time with my old friends.” Dashan dropped into a chair, long legs sprawling out in front of him. “Have you got anything good to drink in here?”

“Nothing that’s appropriate to be drinking halfway through the afternoon.” Cayr smiled, dropping into another chair.

“Says who?” Dashan raised an eyebrow.

“I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about us,” Alyx said pointedly, knowing that Cayr had missed Dashan’s presence keenly in the past couple of years. Their times together had been few and far between.

“Unfortunately, some of us have orders to follow,” Dashan said. “We can’t just do whatever we’d like, whenever we’d like.”

“The last time we saw you, you were drunk out of your mind and singing loudly under Cayr’s bedroom window,” Alyx said. “We were forced to sober you up in the palace kitchens before one of the Bluecoats saw you in that state and reported it to your father. Is that what you call following orders?”

“You remember that?” He winced. “Well, it was my birthday. You’re supposed to celebrate on your birthday.”

“I like your timing,” Cayr spoke before Alyx could start another argument. “I’ll need to dress formally for my father’s dinner tonight, and you’re much better than me at picking out what looks good.”

Dashan grinned again. “Lead the way, my young friend. I’ll have the ladies swooning over you all evening.”

“Why does he have to have ladies swooning all over him?” Alyx asked in irritation.

“He’s the prince and heir of Rionn, Alyx.” Dashan winked. “It’s mandatory that he have ladies swooning over him, at least until he’s married. I mean, look at the man, he’s both rich and handsome. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

Dashan’s grin widened as Alyx tried not to flush and Cayr looked embarrassed.

“Will you be around tonight, Dash?” Cayr asked, adroitly changing the subject. “We could share a late supper in the kitchens once dinner is over?”

“Unfortunately not,” Dashan said. “I’m on duty tonight, far from the palace. Your father certainly doesn’t want my Shiven features visible to any of his important guests.”

Alyx caught the undertone of bitterness in Dashan’s voice, but dreamer Cayr was oblivious as always and smiled at what on the surface had sounded like a joking comment.

“I’d best go,” she said. “Leave you two to work out how to make all the court ladies swoon over Cayr.”

“Don’t leave on my account,” Dashan said, rising to his feet. “I came to see you too, Alyx.”

“It’s all right. I have some things to do before I need to get ready for dinner.” She sighed and swallowed her irritation. “It was good to see you, though. Don’t be such a stranger.”

Dashan smiled. “Well, when a pretty girl asks so nicely…”

“I don’t know why I bother.” She snorted and turned for the door. 

“I’ll see you tonight, Alyx.” Cayr smiled.

“Be good.” Dashan winked.

Alyx made her way through the familiar halls and corridors of the palace, heading away from the private quarters of the royal family and into the public wing where most of the business of the kingdom happened. A single Bluecoat stood guard at the door to the suite of rooms that was her destination.

“Lady Egalion.” He saluted.

“Hello again, Lieutenant.” She’d seen the young man around the palace before, and he seemed pleased she recognised him. “Is he in?”

“Yes, my lady.” He stepped aside and opened the door for her.

“Thanks, Lieutenant.”

Alyx made her way down a thickly carpeted hall and pushed open the door at the end. The room was circular and filled with afternoon sunlight from the large windows set in every wall. Beyond the glass, the palace gardens bloomed.

Alyx’s godfather sat in a plush chair by one of the windows. A book sat open on his lap, but he was staring out the windows, frowning in thought. Studying him, she thought she could see new wrinkles around his eyes.

“Astor?” she called out. “Is everything okay?”

“Alyx?” He looked surprised to see her, and a smile quickly replaced the troubled look on his face. “What brings you here to see an old man like me?”

“I was visiting Cayr,” she explained.

“Ah,” he said knowingly. “Come in, take a seat. I’ve got some hot tea here, and there’s plenty to share.”

She glanced around the room. Almost all the free space was taken up by bookcases overflowing with dusty tomes and sheaves of parchment. Despite the warmth of the day, Astor was wearing his habitual hooded black robe. A wide black belt of intricate knotwork held the robe closed, the ties hanging down almost as far as his knees. It might have looked baggy on his tall, lean frame, but it had been tailored to make him look distinguished rather than frumpy. Idly, she wondered whether all mages wore the same thing.

“So what made you decide that my company was better than our young prince’s?” he asked.

Alyx sighed. “Dashan showed up.”

“Ah.” Astor’s eyes twinkled.

“I hate it when you say ‘ah’ like that,” she grumbled. “It’s like you know something I don’t. It’s very annoying.”

“I’m your godfather. I’m supposed to know things that you don’t.”

“Hmm, things like why you’ve never told me anything about your life as Rionn’s lord-mage?” she asked. “For example, is that an official lord-mage black robe, or do all mages wear them?”

He chuckled. “The latter. And you’ve never been interested before.”

She smiled. That was very true. “Touché. Are you going to the dinner tonight?”

Astor sighed and sat back in his chair. “No, child.”

“Why not? Papa tells me the king has invited all his senior lords and their families. You’re the lord-mage. Isn’t your attendance mandatory?”

Astor didn’t reply, instead looking away from her.

“Astor, what is it?”

He sighed, crossing then uncrossing his legs. “I’ve resigned as lord-mage. The king has appointed a new one.”

Alyx started, surprise warring with confusion and making her words sharper than she’d intended. “What, why?”

“I’m not getting any younger, if you haven’t noticed.” He gave her a sad smile. “And I was never particularly powerful. The king needs someone younger and stronger.”

Alyx hadn’t noticed Astor getting older. In fact, apart from the couple of extra wrinkles she’d noticed, he looked just the same as he always had: a tall man with silver-grey hair cut close to his head, a neatly trimmed beard, and sharp blue eyes a shade darker than Cayr’s.

“This is…” she stuttered, utterly thrown. “You can’t just leave. Rionn doesn’t need a stronger mage.”

Astor shifted in his chair. “The king has promised me an estate. In truth, I’m looking forward to my retirement.”

“Does my father know about this?”

“He has known for some time.” He nodded. “Your father, the king and I talked about it together.”

Alyx stood with a frown. Astor was one of the most stable pillars of her life outside Cayr, Dashan and her father, and this news shook her. “I don’t want you to go, Astor. Who else am I going to visit when Cayr is busy?”

“You’ll be fine, child.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “And you’re welcome to visit me as often as you wish.”

“You say you want this, but you’ve been shifting in that chair incessantly since I walked in. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

He chuckled. “You have quite an imagination.”

“No.” Alyx had known Astor since childhood, and he’d never been fidgety around her. “There’s something else.”

“There’s nothing else,” he said firmly. “Now, it’s almost dusk. You should be getting back home.”

Alyx hesitated at the door. “Has the new lord-mage been to Alistriem before? I can’t recall a mage travelling through the city for almost a year now.”

“No, I don’t believe he has. He’s come direct from Carhall, where he was working for the Mage Council. I understand he left their service to take up this appointment.”

“So there are a lot more mages in Tregaya?” Alyx referred to Rionn’s northern neighbour, of which Carhall was the capital.

Astor chucked. “Many, many more, child. And in Zandia and Shivasa too.”

She frowned. “So why do we only have one, the lord-mage?”

“That is a very long story, and I’m fairly certain you have a formal dinner to prepare for.”

She was late. Alyx hesitated in the doorway, a sense of loss filling her. “Will you still be here tomorrow?”

Astor crossed the room to draw her into a warm hug. “I won’t be moving for another week or so while I help Lord-Mage Casovar settle in. Make sure you come for another visit soon.”

“I will,” she promised, stepping back. 

“Good. Now get along with you.” He was smiling at her, but his gaze was distant—as if his thoughts were miles away from her and the Alistriem palace.








  
  
Chapter 2




Alyx rode back through the palace gardens, still savoring them despite her hurry. When she reached the river, she followed its banks all the way back to the still-open gates of her home. 

Her father was wealthy, a close friend of the king’s as well as being amongst his most senior advisors. Their estate, just above the city and adjacent to the palace grounds, had been held by her family for generations. 

The hill she’d ridden down—owned entirely by the royal family—reached its pinnacle on a sharp precipice, with a river running from the hills beyond that flowed down past Alyx’s home and out to the ocean. The palace sat at the top of the precipice, looking down over the city of Alistriem, capital of Rionn.

The western face of the precipice ran down to picturesque blue ocean, a delight for royal guests staying in rooms on the western side of the palace. The southern face of the hill was where Alistriem sprawled. The forested eastern side of the hill sloped down until it hit the wide road leading either out to the east or to the south of the country, depending on which fork was taken at the junction.

Beyond Alistriem lay miles and miles of rich, green farming land nestled amidst rolling hills and myriad lakes and streams. Further south, hardier travelers hit thick, lush forests, which covered the southern tip of the large peninsula that formed Rionn.

From stories read as a child, as well as what she’d learned from her lessons, Alyx knew that if she travelled north of Alistriem, she would almost immediately hit the rugged, forested, mountain terrain that marked the northern-most border of Rionn. The border area was close to impassable, and Rionn did much of its trade with the rest of the world via shipping; their western coastline was ideal for it with deep harbors and more shallow ports. Beyond the northern border of Rionn were the infinitely larger kingdoms of Tregaya, Shivasa and to the far, far north, the desert country of Zandia.

Alyx rode through the front gates of her home at a canter, taking Daffodil to the stables and waiting for the groom, Henri, to come out and help her dismount.

“I’ll get her unsaddled and rubbed down, Lady Egalion,” Henri said cheerfully.

“Thanks.” She rubbed the mare’s nose affectionately. “Make sure she gets a nice hot mash, too.” 

Alyx skipped up the front steps and pushed through the double doors, pausing for a moment on the threshold. No matter how many times she saw it, she was always struck by the magnificence of the entrance foyer. Directly across from her, a large painting depicting a rolling Rionnan landscape hung above three closed doorways that led to other parts of the house. Completing the look was a hundred-candle chandelier that hung from the middle of the ceiling. When lit on formal occasions, the chandelier alone was a sight to behold.

But Alyx was distracted from the familiar beauty of the foyer as she stepped down into it and saw her father waiting there, a disapproving frown firmly in place. She quailed inwardly.

Garan Egalion had a piercing gaze that could quell people with a single look when he was angry. On more than one occasion as a child, Alyx and Cayr had peeked through the door during the king’s Council meetings and watched her father use that look to bring the other Council members into line when they fought over contentious issues. 

“Where have you been, Aly-girl?”

“Visiting Cayr,” she replied. “But I’ve come back in plenty of time to get ready for the dinner, Papa.” 

Garan rubbed at his temple. “I’m not going to forbid you seeing the boy, but can’t you understand why I worry about you climbing into his bedroom at any hour of the day?”

“You keep saying that we’re older now, and that changes things,” she said. “I know it’s true, but we’re not anywhere near marriageable age yet, let alone betrothal age. Cayr is still four years from his coming of age. He’s my best friend, Papa. I can’t remember my life without him in it. That’s never going to change.” 

Garan sighed. “Things do change when you get older, Alyx, whether you want them to or not. You’ve had a very sheltered upbringing, but you’ll see what I mean very soon.”

She grinned cheekily at him. “You’re talking about kissing, aren’t you?”

“That, amongst other things,” he said dryly. “What do you know about kissing anyway?”

“Lissa was talking about it the other day. Apparently Jaran kissed her by the rock pools last Seventhday.”

“Is that so?” Amusement twinkled in his eyes.

“Yes, she was giggling and blushing about it all day.” Alyx thought briefly. “I don’t know why. Jaran is ugly. He has pimples on his chin.”

Her father laughed aloud at that, and his formidable expression softened. “I’m glad you think so. Now, that’s enough talk about kissing for today. Go and get ready for dinner. We need to leave soon.”

“Yes, Papa.” She reached up and kissed him on the cheek, then ran off to get ready.

“Alyx?” His voice stopped her.

“Yes?” When she looked back at him, the disapproving frown had been replaced by a look she thought might be sadness.

“You may be years away from marriageable age, but you are of courting age now. That means it is inappropriate for you to spend significant amounts of time alone with a young man, best friend or otherwise, especially in his bedroom,” he said. “You know that I am right.”

She nodded reluctantly.

“So no more sneaking in through his bedroom window?”

“Papa...”

“I’m serious about this, Alyx. If you won’t follow my rules, I will consider forbidding you to see him.”

“All right.” She stifled the annoyed sigh that wanted to escape, knowing it would only make him angrier. “I won’t sneak in anymore.” 

He sighed. “Get along with you.”

Alyx’s rooms were spacious and airy. Three high, arched windows along the northern wall provided a lovely view out towards the palace and its beautiful gardens.

Cayr’s face floated into Alyx’s mind as her maid busied herself buttoning up her pastel-green dinner gown and a flush warmed her face as Dashan’s teasing words floated back to her. She had noticed how handsome he was, and despite her protestations to her father, deep down she knew things were changing. 

“Make sure you get my hair right, Dana,” she said to the maid. She wanted to look good tonight. Obligingly, Dana finished buttoning her dress before seating Alyx before the mirror.

Her hair was nice enough, she supposed, though dark brown wasn’t an exciting colour, and sometimes it was so straight that it looked like it had no life. Her face was narrow, but not horribly so, and the freckles dotting her nose and cheeks weren’t awful. Her eyes were probably her best feature; dark green with flecks of gold, they stood out prettily against the fairness of her complexion. 

It took an hour for the maid to do her hair into an elaborate braid. By the time she’d finished, Alyx was happy to escape the fussing and fled the room to meet her father. 

Her father stood in the foyer, looking tall and dashing in a silk black coat and breeches. He was frowning down at the cuffs on his shirt, so absorbed in his thoughts he hadn’t noticed her appearance. Worry flickered in her.

“What’s wrong, Papa?”

He turned at her voice, a warm smile eclipsing the look of worry. “You look beautiful. I can’t believe my little girl is already growing into a young woman.”

“You were frowning,” she said, not willing to drop the matter. “Is everything all right?”

“It’s nothing you need worry about.” He offered his arm, and they walked outside to the waiting coach. “You know I have a lot of responsibilities. Some of them weigh more heavily at times, that’s all.”

“You could have told me about Astor,” she grumbled.

“He told you, did he? I’m sorry, but I didn’t want to upset you.”

“Have you met the new lord-mage?”

“Briefly. I think he will be of great value to the king. You’ll meet him tonight, in fact. He’s been invited to dinner.”

“Why does Rionn even need a stronger lord-mage? That’s what Astor said when I asked him why he was retiring.”

The frown from earlier reappeared. “It’s always good for a country to have a strong lord-mage. Astor is getting old, after all, and he deserves retirement.”

“If that’s true, why does Rionn just have one mage?”

“Well, that’s not technically true. Mages often travel through Rionn, and sometimes they’ll lend a hand when our crops are struggling in an area, or if there’s an outbreak of sickness. The Mage Council even sent a couple of warrior mages when we had that issue with pirates a few years ago,” he said. “It’s just that Rionn only has one mage sworn to the king’s service.”

“Why?”

“We used to have more, but that was many years ago, when I was a young man and everyone still remembered the time of war,” Garan said. “But as peacetime took hold, Astor did such a good job the king didn’t feel he needed more mages.” He looked down at her. “Where are all these questions coming from, anyway?”

“Astor has been the lord-mage my whole life, and now without warning he’s leaving,” Alyx said. “He seemed uncomfortable this afternoon too, even though he told me this was what he wanted. It was odd.”

“I’m sure he does feel odd about it. As you say, he’s been the lord-mage a long time.”

“There was something more,” she insisted.

“Well, I suppose I prefer these questions over you asking about whether Lissa’s dress at the last ball was better than Karina’s,” Garan teased.

“I wonder what they’ll be wearing tonight.” Alyx sat up straighter. “I bet neither of them will look as nice as I do.”

“Probably because neither of their fathers spent as much on their dresses as I did on yours,” Garan said dryly.

Alyx smiled and squeezed his arm. “I love you, Papa.”

“And I you, Aly-girl.”

The remainder of the carriage ride along the short road up to the palace was spent mostly in silence. The frown re-appeared as the silence lengthened, and Alyx eventually asked him a silly question about the beads in her hair so she could see his affectionate smile return. She worried about her father, wondering if his lack of an heir weighed on him heavily.

At least, Alyx assumed that’s what the problem was. There wasn’t anything else happening in the quiet, peaceful kingdom of Rionn that could upset him this much.

Elaborately dressed footmen discreetly but efficiently helped Alyx and her father down from the carriage as they arrived at the gleaming palace. It was sunset, and an orange glow suffused the sandstone walls. A senior footman hastened to greet one of the evening’s most important guests and usher them through into the royal family’s wing. After a short walk, they were shown into the plush reception parlor adjoining the king’s dining room.

Alyx reached up to kiss her father on the cheek, then slipped off to find Cayr. Many of the evening’s guests had already arrived, standing in small groups around the room, and Alyx’s progress slowed as she stopped briefly to speak to those she knew. Her father had impressed upon her since she was a small child how important it was to be polite and friendly to everyone at court. Her behavior always reflected on him, and through him, the king.

“Lady Sparkish.” Alyx curtseyed to the wife of the king’s most senior general. “It’s lovely to see you this evening.”

“And you, Alyx.” She laid a hand on Alyx’s arm. “You look lovely.”

“Thank you, Lady Sparkish.”

Eventually she’d greeted everyone she recognised and found Cayr where he stood by the fireplace with his father and two others. The two were strangers to Alyx, sparking her curiosity. Cayr spotted her seconds later and smiled a greeting.

“Your Highness,” Alyx said, bowing her head to the king as she curtseyed more deeply than she had for Lady Sparkish.

“Alyx.” The king smiled a welcome. “It’s good to see you, as always.”

The king of Rionn was a handsome older man who had his son’s white-blond hair and faded blue eyes. She’d never forget how he’d welcomed her into his home and his son’s life as if she were his own daughter. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

Having greeted the king properly, Alyx turned her attention to Cayr and the two others standing with him. One was an unfamiliar girl her own age. She wasn’t as tall as Alyx, but had stunning golden hair and looks to match. Alyx abruptly felt like an ungainly clod in comparison.

“Alyx, meet Lady Jenna Casovar,” Cayr said enthusiastically. “She and her father have just arrived at court. Lady Jenna’s father, Lord Casovar, is my father’s new lord-mage.” 

Alyx tore her eyes from the young woman, interested by Cayr’s introduction. Ever since her conversation with Astor that afternoon, she’d been wondering whom Cayr’s father had chosen as Astor’s replacement. 

Lord-Mage Casovar was tall and lean, with fair skin that looked almost sickly, like he didn’t get enough sunlight. His dark hair was short and neat, his clothes simple but expensive and well-tailored. He smiled politely as Cayr introduced Alyx, but the smile didn’t quite reach his grey eyes.

“You are Lord Egalion’s daughter, I understand?” His voice was quiet, smooth. “His Highness speaks of your father with a great deal of respect and affection.”

“Yes, Lord-Mage Casovar,” she replied just as politely as she allowed him to kiss her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“And you, Lady Egalion.” His eyes fastened on hers. Something in them, in their intensity, made her uneasy.

“I’ll leave you and Father to discuss kingdom business, Lord-Mage Casovar.” Cayr’s voice distracted Alyx, and she looked away from contemplating the new Lord-Mage to see him turn to the man’s beautiful daughter. “Lady Jenna, would you like to come with Alyx and I?” Cayr offered an arm.

“Please, Prince Cayr, you can both call me Jenna.” She took Cayr’s arm and turned to Alyx. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Egalion.” 

Alyx pasted a smile on her face, even though she’d taken an instant dislike to the knowing look in Jenna’s eyes as she glanced at Cayr. Smarting with sudden jealousy, Alyx quite deliberately didn’t return the favour of allowing Jenna to address her by her first name. “You too, Lady Casovar. Welcome to Rionn.”

Dinner was announced shortly after, saving Alyx from having to spend too much time with Jenna. The king had considerately placed Alyx beside Cayr at the long, formal table, and she enjoyed conversing with him and the lords nearest them as they worked their way through several courses of perfectly prepared food.

Once the final course had been served, the king rose and offered to entertain his guests more comfortably back in the parlour with spirits and cigars for those who smoked.

Cayr touched Alyx’s arm as the guests began filing out. “Shall we take a walk instead?”

Outside, the evening was balmy, with a gentle sea breeze that gently ruffled Alyx’s hair. They strolled side-by-side along one of the garden paths. At regular intervals, softly glowing lamps lit the way. For a long time they were silent, content to be together enjoying the lovely evening.

“What do you think of your father’s new lord-mage?” Alyx asked.

“I was a bit surprised to hear about the appointment actually. I’ve never seen him at court before. I have no idea how my father met him, or why he was chosen. His daughter seems nice, though.”

“I suppose. I didn’t like his eyes,” Alyx mused. “I was surprised too. Astor only told me today he was retiring.”

“You didn’t like his eyes? He seemed perfectly pleasant to me,” Cayr said with a smile, and then it faded. “But you’re right. It’s odd that your father, or mine, didn’t tell us about him. Come to think of it, I’m surprised Astor didn’t tell either of us earlier. Surely this decision was made months ago?”

“My father’s been preoccupied lately.” Alyx frowned.

“With his sudden concern for you and I consorting?” Cayr teased.

“He doesn’t seem to find it as amusing as we do. I told him about Jaran kissing Lissa by the rock pools, and he seemed even more worried until I told him I thought Jaran was ugly.”

“I heard about Jaran and Lissa too. Then when I was talking to Dash this afternoon, he was telling me about some of the girls he’s been with.” Cayr grinned. “He called me an innocent.”

“Well, a king’s son can’t simply run around with any girl he wants like a simple Bluecoat can,” Alyx said sharply.

“See, that’s the thing.” Cayr stopped walking. “There’s only one girl that I want to kiss.”

Alyx couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face, even as her gaze dropped shyly towards her shoes. For some time now, part of her had been hoping that Cayr would say something like this.

“Alyx? Have I upset you?”

“No.” She forced herself to return his gaze. The look in his steadfast blue eyes made her heart melt. “Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“Are you sure?” Cayr said seriously. “I would never damage your honour or reputation, Alyx, you know that. I love you too much, you’re my dearest friend.”

“You know it’s the same for me,” she murmured.

“But since everybody else seems to be doing this kissing thing, I really wouldn’t want to miss out.” He stepped closer, reaching out to take hold of her hands.

“You have a point.” A smile flickered at her mouth. Anticipation began swirling in her stomach, making her feel suddenly light on her feet.

“And who else to try new things with except my oldest and best friend, who just happens to be a girl?”

Alyx’s heart drummed in her chest, his closeness filling her with a heady mix of anticipation and anxiety. What if she was bad at this? What if he never wanted to kiss her again?

“Stop thinking so much,” he murmured.

She squeezed his hands, silently giving him permission.

Cayr leaned down, his eyes awash with blue warmth and affection, and very slowly, their lips touched. A tingle rushed through Alyx’s body all the way down to her toes. Cayr’s lips were warm and soft, and when they parted after a moment, he looked slightly mesmerized.

“That wasn’t too bad,” she murmured.

“You look beautiful tonight, Alyx.” He smiled again, and laced his fingers through hers. “Can I kiss you again?”

Confidence growing at the look on his face, she nodded. “I’d like that.”

He kissed her again, simultaneously awkward and eager. She chuckled when their noses bumped, then they both broke apart as footsteps approached on the gravel pathway.

“Prince Cayr?” the Bluecoat saluted sharply. She wondered if he’d seen them kissing, if he’d tell anyone. She hoped not. “Lord Egalion asked me to let his daughter know that he planned to leave soon. Most of the other guests have gone.”

“We’ll be right there.” Cayr glanced down at Alyx, saw the disquiet on her face. “He really is concerned, isn’t he?”

“Cayr...” she hesitated. “Now he has a reason to be.”

He gave her a teasing look. “Does that mean I can kiss you again sometime?”

“I hope you will,” she said, then flushed, suddenly awkward. “If you want to...I mean, I don’t know if—”

“Alyx, I want to, I promise.” His smile widened, and then he heaved a sigh. “But right now we should go before your father sends out a search party.”

“You’re right.” She chuckled, linking her arm through his as they began strolling back.

The pleasant tingling caused by kissing Cayr in the gardens was still bubbling inside Alyx’s chest as they made their way back to the parlour. Were all kisses as wonderful as what she’d just felt, or was it just because it was with Cayr, her best friend? As they grew closer to the parlour, her riotous thoughts about the kiss faded as the sound of raised voices floated down the hall towards them.

“Garan, it’s time to admit your search has failed.”

Alyx slowed as she recognised the voice of Dashan’s father—Lord-General Caverlock, head of the Blue Guard.

Her father replied, voice firm. “We need to keep trying. They have to be out there.”

“Maybe they’re not. You need to concede the possibility that after the attack on ShadowFall Island eleven years ago, no more have been born.”

“That’s impossible,” her father said flatly.

“Alyx, this is rude,” Cayr murmured in her ear. “We shouldn’t be listening.”

“Shush,” she said, hearing Casovar begin to speak.

“Lord Egalion is right. Even so, Your Highness, I recommend you give my plan further consideration. Rionn’s safety is becoming precarious.”

“I agree,” Caverlock said. “We need solutions sooner than your fruitless searching for Taliath, Garan. Lord-Mage Casovar has already found two potentials in Alistriem.”

“Three,” Casovar said.

“No!” Alyx jumped at the sound of her father’s voice; she couldn’t remember the last time he’d sounded so angry.

“Garan, I’m sorry,” the king spoke. “I’ve supported your quest to rebuild the Taliath order for years, but it’s time I take more decisive action. My primary responsibility is the safety and protection of Rionn.”

“I know that, and I share your concerns, particularly where Shivasa is concerned, but—”

“I believe your daughter has arrived, Lord Egalion,” Casovar said smoothly.

Casting Alyx a chiding glance, Cayr knocked on the door and walked in. Alyx winced, expecting harsh words from her father once he learned they’d been eavesdropping, but Casovar did nothing but bow his head politely towards them both. How had he known they were there?

“It’s time I took Alyx home.” Garan put his glass down and stood. “We can talk about this another time.”

“I have to make a decision soon,” the king warned. 

Garan’s face tightened, but he said nothing.

Her father was silent in the carriage on the way home, a grim silence that Alyx didn’t like to break. Still, what she’d overheard bothered her, so she broached it as they entered their home.

“Papa, don’t be mad, but Cayr and I heard some of what you were talking about. You’ve been searching for Taliath? Is Rionn in trouble? Why did Lord-Mage Casovar’s plan make you so angry?”

Garan chuckled wearily. “You heard a lot, young lady. It’s rude to eavesdrop.”

“I know. I apologise.” She meant it.

He gave her a long look, but capitulated. “To answer one of your questions, in recent years, the king and I have been working with Tregaya in attempting to re-establish the Taliath training school on ShadowFall Island. We’ve been working very closely with King Mastaran and his ambassador in Alistriem to do so,” he said. “The problem is, we haven’t been able to find any Taliath potentials.”

Alyx frowned in confusion. She’d of course learnt about mages and Taliath in lessons as a child, but had been led to understand the Taliath order no longer existed in any functional form.

“I thought the Taliath were gone?”

“There was an accident on ShadowFall Island eleven years ago, a fire that killed all of the Taliath training there. But more should have been born since,” he said in frustration. “Not to mention those that hadn’t been identified as potentials and weren’t at ShadowFall during the fire.”

“The Taliath were guardians of the mage order weren’t they?” Alyx thought back to the stories she’d heard. “Skilled warriors and strategists with special abilities that set them apart from normal soldiers?”

“Precisely.” Garan nodded. 

Worry clutched at her. “Is there something wrong? Is that why you’ve been looking so worried lately, why you’re trying to rebuild the order?” 

Garan sighed, reaching out to run his hand affectionately over her cheek. “It’s late and we’re both tired. Let’s save the questions for tomorrow, all right?”

“But you’re worried. The king is too. I could tell from your voices.”

“Yes, we are,” he said, then smiled. “But the king is responsible for a whole country, he’s often worried. You don’t need to be. Come on, I’ll tuck you in.”

She chuckled. “I’m a little old for that.”

“You’re always going to be my little girl.” He kissed her forehead as they stopped outside her room. “Don’t forget that.”

“I won’t.” She smiled. “Night, Papa.”

“Night, Alyx. Sweet dreams.”

As he walked away down the hall, Alyx fretted. She loved him so much and hated that she could do nothing to ease his worry. He’d been such a wonderful father to her, she wished sometimes he had someone to look after him the way he did for her.

That night she dreamed of fires and Taliath potentials, and her father, standing there with that serious look on his face and worry in his eyes.








  
  
Chapter 3




“Lady Egalion, am I boring you?” 

Alyx snapped her gaze back to the tutor, simultaneously straightening in her seat. Behind her, Lissa and Mira giggled.

“I apologise, Mister Luden.” She tried to sound sincere. “It’s just such a lovely day outside.”

The giggles sounded again, and when the tutor shifted his stern glare to the two young ladies behind Alyx, she stifled a grin behind her hand.

“I would appreciate all of your attention just a little longer,” he said. “After I’ve finished explaining how the Zandian currency system works, you’ll all be free to leave.”

Alyx tried hard to focus, but mostly failed. Luden had recently been teaching them about trade between Rionn and neighbouring kingdoms. The entire subject bored her, but when he started in on how Rionn’s currency valued against the Zandian gold pieces, she became utterly lost.

At a nudge to the back of her ankle, Alyx discreetly dropped her hand down by her side. A small note was pushed into her fingers. Slowly enough not to draw Luden’s attention, Alyx unfolded and read its contents. Lissa wanted Alyx to join her and Mira at the pools after lessons. Alyx wrote back a short message—she already had plans for the afternoon, but told Lissa to change the pools to the following afternoon and Alyx would join them then.

“Did you know the Zandians execute students for not paying attention in class?”

Luden was suddenly standing before Alyx’s small table, making her jump. Ruefully, she passed the note into his outstretched hand.

“That’s not true, sir,” Jaran challenged.

“No.” Luden glowered. “But there’s a good chance they’d have you whipped.”

“It’s a good thing we’re in Rionn then, isn’t it, Mister Luden?” Alyx said with a straight face.

This time almost all the students broke out into giggles. Luden turned on his heel and walked back to the front of the room. “I can see I’m not going to get anything more sensible from you today. Lessons dismissed.”

The thirteen students—all sons and daughters of Rionn’s upper nobility who made their home in Alistriem—clustered around Alyx as they left the room.

“Tomorrow afternoon for the pools then?” Mira asked.

Alyx nodded. “Let’s invite everyone, and we’ll try to irritate Luden into letting us out early again.”

“Sounds like a party.” Jaran appeared, slinging his arm around Lissa. They were an odd-looking match, with Jaran’s gangly form towering over Lissa’s petite prettiness.

Cayr appeared, approaching them with a smile. He’d attended classes with them until the previous year, when he’d left to spend the time working with his father on kingdom business instead. The five of them chatted for a while before Alyx and Cayr said their goodbyes and left.

“You’re still free this afternoon?” Cayr asked after a moment of awkward silence.

“Of course. Did you speak with Dash?”

“Yes. He said he’d meet us down at the docks.”

“Oh.” Alyx smiled, pleased at the thought of having Cayr all to herself for the walk down.

“Are you...” He cleared his throat. “Last night was wonderful, Alyx.”

Warmth flooded her from head to toe at his earnest words. “I think so too.”

“Things feel different all of a sudden, don’t they?”

“Very,” she said shyly. “But in a good way.”

“Yeah.” He smiled widely.

Alyx and Cayr made their way down a steep forest path from the palace towards the port district of Alistriem. It had taken them a little time to give Cayr’s guards the slip—as the only heir to the throne, he had been surrounded from childhood by a contingent of guards, and to a lesser degree, so had Alyx—but now they were free and clear. Cayr’s father was usually tolerant of this behaviour; the kingdom was peaceful, and an assassination attempt had been unheard of for over fifty years.

The forested hillside was all palace land, and the path they followed was only what Cayr, Alyx and Dashan had worn out in their regular trips down to the city over the years. It ended at the bottom of the hill where the paved king’s highway led away from the docks and warehouses of the port district and south into the city proper.

It was a bright, sunny mid-morning, the sky a crisp blue above the treetops. The air was warm, with the promise of a hot summer afternoon on the way. Cayr was deep in thought and hadn’t said much since leaving the palace grounds. She wondered if he was re-thinking what had happened between them.

“Something is weighing in your thoughts. Cayr, if it’s the kiss, if you’re worried about what it means, we can just—”

“No, it’s not that!” he assured her. 

“Then what’s bothering you? Is it what we overheard?” She related what her father had told her.

“My father told me essentially the same thing, and it does trouble me. The Taliath were always at the root of peace between Rionn and Shivasa, and between other countries when it comes down to it.”

“But the Taliath haven’t been around for years. That’s not what is actually bothering you.”

He smiled. “You know me so well. There’s more they weren’t telling us, something both our fathers knew but weren’t sharing with us or the other lords.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing. Ruling a country can’t be easy.” She echoed her father’s words from the previous night.

“You’re right,” he said. “But I do worry about our relationship with Shivasa, you know? They’re so close to us, and such a big country. It plays on my mind.”

“You worry the peace might be broken?” She squeezed his arm. “You will be a good king, Cayr. I have faith in you.”

“I won’t be king for a long time, and my father, while a good and fair man, is not overly tolerant when it comes to the Shiven. You can see that from his treatment of Dash.”

Alyx nodded agreement. Darien had never been entirely happy with his son’s choice of best friend, and relations between the two kingdoms were tense. She knew it stemmed from a long-ago war in which both sides accused each other of heinous crimes. It was ancient history, and Alyx had never bothered to pay much attention to learning it.

“We’ve been in truce with Shivasa since before your grandfather was born,” she pointed out. “I don’t think anything is going to change that now.”

“The truce hasn’t stopped the border skirmishes in the disputed territory.”

He was referring to the small patch of territory in the northwest—sandwiched between where Rionn insisted its northern border with Shivasa fell and where the Shiven insisted it did, but Alyx knew little about the skirmishes, so settled for squeezing Cayr’s arm again in an effort to reassure him. 

“Dash told me yesterday that he’s finally gotten his boat seaworthy.” Cayr changed the subject and spoke enthusiastically, likely trying to dispel his bleak mood. “He wants to take us sailing.”

“If you’re so excited to go sailing, why don’t you just take one of the royal ships?”

“And be surrounded by heavily armed Bluecoats and soldiers from the navy? That’s not my idea of a good time, and you know it.”

As they reached the bottom of the path and the edge of the wide, paved highway, Cayr reached out to take her hand. His palm felt warm and dry, and Alyx was struck by sudden nerves.

“Cayr, wait.” She let go of his hand. “Last night was wonderful, but we can’t just start walking around hand in hand. That will mean something to our fathers, to the court.”

“You’re right.” He ran a hand through his hair. “It feels natural to take your hand, though. I want to be close to you.”

She felt herself flushing. “Me too.”

“We’ll work it out, Alyx, I promise. Soon I’ll be able to go to my father and request permission to court you.”

“And what if he says no? What if my father does?”

“Your father won’t say no to his daughter courting the prince of Rionn, Alyx. As for my father, you are the daughter of his best friend and most senior lord.” Cayr leaned down to kiss her cheek. “It will be fine, you’ll see. In the meantime, we’ll just have to restrain from holding hands in public.”

“Or kissing in public,” she added cheekily.

“That too.” He sighed.

Dressed deliberately in modest clothing, the two of them strolled unrecognised through the bustling port district. The scents of fish and seaweed mixed with the salty tang of the air and the delicious smell of roasted chestnuts from one of the street vendors. Eventually they came to the end of the wide avenue of the shopping and business area and walked out into the long, chaotic rambling of wooden jetties. 

A small sailing boat was moored at the end of one of the most rundown jetties, Dashan’s tall figure balanced on the prow and waving in greeting.

The damaged shell of the boat had washed up after a storm the previous winter, and Dashan had claimed it, working in every spare hour to rebuild and paint the sailboat until it could be used again. Alyx could tell from the care and effort he’d put into the work that he loved it very much.

“All aboard!” he called out now, giving them a hand to climb up. 

“Let’s get out of here!” Cayr grinned.

Dashan nodded and busied himself untying the mooring ropes. Alyx settled herself in the prow as the boat began moving away from the jetty and out into open water. Within minutes a stiff breeze had filled the sails, and they were making good speed out into the open water.

“I hear we have a new lord-mage?” Dashan shouted over the wind flapping the sails.

“Lord Casovar,” Cayr returned. “He’s new to Rionn and the court but he seems nice enough.”

“I hope he’s strong enough to defend us from the ravening hordes of Shiven massing on the border of the disputed area.”

Alyx rolled her eyes at the mocking sarcasm in Dashan’s voice. “I don’t know why anyone cares about that area. Isn’t it all mountains and rock and thick forest, the ground too hard to grow anything or sustain a town?”

“It has strategic importance, Alyx. Port Rantarin sits on the western coast of the disputed area, and it’s the deepest and most accessible port in the area. It’s fallen into disuse though because neither Shivasa nor Rionn will let the other one have it.”

She sighed, bored by the topic. “You sound like Luden.”

“The horror!” Dashan laughed.

She laughed with him until catching the look of concern on Cayr’s face. “What is it?”

“You’ve heard about the recent incidents?” Dashan guessed.

“Yes, my father mentioned it.”

“What incidents?” Alyx demanded.

 “There’s an agreement in place that allows both kingdoms to conduct a certain number of patrols through the disputed area each year,” Cayr said. “Yet if either side goes too close to Port Rantarin, it ends in violence. The skirmishes have never been major enough to cause a serious diplomatic incident or threaten outright war, though.”

“Then why are you worried about it?” Alyx’s attention was wavering, but she tried to sound interested for Cayr’s sake.

“Because the frequency of incidents has risen sharply in the past two years,” Dashan shot a look at Cayr. “Largely because of the increasing number of Shiven soldiers and scouts operating in the area.”

“Yes,” Cayr said, looking at Alyx. “That’s why my father wanted to appoint a stronger lord-mage when Astor asked to retire.”

“And presumably why our fathers have been trying to rebuild the Taliath? To help calm things in the disputed area,” she said.

“It makes sense,” Cayr said, before quickly filling in Dashan on what they’d overheard.

Dashan frowned. “I wonder what Lord-Mage Casovar’s plan is? It sounds like your father didn’t like it at all, Alyx.”

“Whatever it is, I’m sure everything will be fine. We’ve managed to hold Shivasa to an uneasy truce for generations. My father is a strong king, and he has capable commanders around him. Alyx, we all know your father’s diplomacy has been vital.” Cayr sounded eager to dismiss the subject. “Where are you taking us, Dash?” 

The thoughtful expression on Dashan’s face vanished at the question, eclipsed by a laughing grin. “That is for me to know, and you to find out.”

They picnicked on the beach, and Alyx spent the afternoon dozing lazily in the sun while Dashan and Cayr tried to catch fish to cook for dinner.

“You won’t have to go, Dash,” Cayr was saying as the two of them rejoined her, successfully carrying two large fish each. “I’ll speak to my father about it.”

“Your father doesn’t exactly like me.”

“What are you talking about?” Alyx interrupted. “Where’s Dashan going?”

“Don’t look so excited. You won’t be getting rid of me that easily, Egalion.” Dashan scowled at her.

“He thinks he’s going to be sent to the border,” Cayr explained.

“Everyone in the Blue Guard has to do a rotation up at the border,” Dashan pointed out. “Because of my Shiven blood, nobody is going to do me any special favours to allow me to avoid it, like what happens with the spoiled lords’ sons in the guard.”

Alyx stared at them both. Bluecoats posted to the border were required to participate in patrols into the disputed area. Both Cayr and her father had told her that soldiers sometimes died in those patrols.

“Dash can’t go to the border,” she said eventually, breaking into their good-natured banter over who had caught the biggest fish.

“As if you’d care if a Shiven arrow got me,” he grumped.

“I would care,” she insisted, then rolled her eyes as he grinned in triumph. “But only because it would upset Cayr if you died.”

“Admit it, you’d be heartbroken.”

“Yes, it would break from the huge relief I’d experience at knowing I don’t have to deal with your irritating presence anymore.”

“I told you, I’ll talk to my father,” Cayr said, interrupting their bickering. “It will be fine.”

Alyx returned Cayr’s smile of reassurance and tried to ignore the niggle of doubt at the back of her mind. Cayr had a tendency to dismiss or ignore anything that interfered with his view of how things should be. As with his casual confidence earlier that their eventual courting wouldn’t be a problem, she hoped he was right about this.

“Sure,” Dashan said, but he didn’t look as if he quite believed it.

Alyx walked through the front gates of her home as dusk fell that evening, a warm glow around her heart from the lovely day she’d had. Dashan had sailed them back along the coast as sunset fell over the ocean. Afterwards, Cayr had walked her home and kissed her again. The imprint of his touch still sent tingling through her body.

Flickering torches lined the circular driveway, glinting off the white pebbled surface. The moon hung low in the sky and there was only a very light breeze. Alyx savored the peacefulness of it, breathing deeply of the warm, sweet-smelling air. Life seemed perfect in this moment; she lived in the most beautiful city in the world, she had wealth and security, and Cayr had just kissed her for the second time in as many days.

The great entrance foyer was dark and silent when she came in the front door, though light flickered under the closed door of a room down the hall. It was her father’s study, and Alyx headed for it with a smile.

Garan Egalion sat in a deep armchair before a flickering fire, a half-empty glass of whiskey dangling from his right hand. He had the same pensive, worried look on his face that she’d seen too often recently. This time he didn’t try to hide it as Alyx came in. In fact, the naked concern in his expression made her heart drop. What had happened?

“Did you have a good day, Aly-girl?”

“I did.” She paused. “Papa, what’s wrong?”

“Come and have a seat, Alyx.” He stood to kiss her on the cheek, then pulled his chair across so that he was sitting opposite her.

“There is something wrong, isn’t there?”

He rubbed a hand over tired eyes. “There’s no easy way to put this, so I’m just… I have to send you away, Aly-girl.”

The words echoed through her mind, so unexpected she wasn’t sure she’d heard right. “Send me away? I don’t understand.”

“The king is concerned about the increasing number of incidents in the disputed area. Scouts are telling us the Shiven are building troop numbers along their southern border. That’s partly why we were trying to rebuild the Taliath order.”

“And why the king appointed a stronger lord-mage,” Alyx guessed. “But what does that have to do with me?”

“Lord-Mage Casovar feels that it would be beneficial to the kingdom to have a small group of trained mages to support the crown, not just one.”

“I suppose that makes sense.”

Garan leaned forward, taking her hands in his. “Casovar believes that you could be one of those mages, Alyx.”

 “He thinks I have mage potential?” Alyx was utterly confused. “But that’s silly. You haven’t got any magic.”

Garan took her hand. “The truth is, it’s always been a possibility for you. Astor never said anything to me about you showing signs of magic, though, and when you reached sixteen without any noticeable changes, I assumed you didn’t have any. But I spoke to Astor today, after the king decided to implement Casovar’s plan. He told me that you’re still too young to know for sure.”

“It was always a possibility…” Alyx trailed off. “Why?”

“Your mother was a mage.”

Alyx instinctively tried to think back to her memories of her mother, of the time her father had told her she’d died, but as always, they remained irritatingly out of reach. Shaking her head, she concentrated on trying to recall an image, or a sound, but managed nothing more than a queer fogginess and faint headache. No matter how hard she’d tried over the years, Alyx couldn’t even remember what her mother looked like.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me that?” Betrayal crept through her.

“There was no reason for you to know, not unless you started showing mage potential.” He smiled sadly. “For many reasons, I’ve deliberately kept you away from that world. Astor ensured you never became too curious, either. I know he’s always made his work sound boring to you. I’m sorry, I truly thought it was for the best.”

Alyx frowned, going back to the start of the conversation, struggling to process what he was saying. “So, you’re sending me away? To be a mage?”

“Yes. The king has ordered it.” Momentary anger flashed across Garan’s face. “I pleaded with him not to, but I can’t gainsay my king.”

“But Astor told me once…” Alyx tried to remember her godfather’s words. “He said that mages train at a place called DarkSkull Hall, hundreds of miles to the north in Tregaya.”

“That’s right.”

She was shaking her head even before he’d finished speaking. “Papa, no. I don’t want to leave my home.”

“We must all abide by our king’s commands.” Garan took a deep breath. One of his hands curled against the arm of the chair, white-knuckled. “He needs mages to help keep Rionn safe.”

“Rionn is safe! We’ve been safe for decades. I don’t like Lord-Mage Casovar, and I don’t want to be a mage.”

“Alyx…”

She stared at him. He looked lost for words, as if this were upsetting him as much as it did her, but she didn’t understand any of it. She was Lady Alyx Egalion, not a mage. She belonged here, in Alistriem. There was a strange sinking sensation in her chest, the emotion old and familiar. She’d felt this sense of loss before, she knew, but that made no sense either.

“No,” she burst out, tears pricking her eyes. “I’m not going. I don’t want to leave home.” Or Cayr, she thought. Not him, not now.

“You’ll be able to come back home once your training is finished. It seems horrible now, but this could be good for you.” Garan squeezed her hands tightly.

“I don’t have any mage powers, this is ridiculous!” Alyx yanked her hands from his and scrambled to her feet. “Casovar is making this up to get rid of me.”

“Listen to yourself, Alyx. Why would he want to do that?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m your daughter, I belong here at court.”

“We don’t have any choice. I’ve spoken at length with the king but he’s resolute on this. Lord-Mage Casovar’s plan is a good one, and I can’t pretend it’s not just because my daughter is a part of it.”

Betrayal and despair roped through her. “Why did you never tell me this was a possibility?”

“Because, selfishly, I hoped it wouldn’t be,” he admitted. “I don’t want you to go away either, Alyx. You’re my baby girl. I want you here with me always.”

She sank into the chair, fighting tears. “What am I supposed to do about the safety of the kingdom?” she said. “Lord-Mage Casovar is wrong, he has to be wrong.”

“He’s a mage, Alyx. A very powerful one. He might be wrong about you, but there’s a good chance he isn’t.”

“My mother was really a mage?”

“Yes.”

“How could you never tell me that? Did she die because she was a mage?”

“That’s a difficult question to answer, Aly-girl.” His gaze turned distant. “I thought it best you didn’t know, and I truly believe your mother felt the same way.”

“Why?”

“Not now, Aly-girl,” he whispered, voice choked with emotion. “Someday I’ll tell you, but not now.”

Grief and fear constricted Alyx’s chest. “I don’t want to go.”

“I’m sorry. I’ve wronged you by not properly preparing you for this eventuality. It isn’t going to be easy for you, but I know you’re strong. You’ll get through it, and I’ll be waiting for you to come home.”

“When do I have to leave?”

He sighed, looking even more wretched. “Apparently the learning year at DarkSkull begins imminently, which means there isn’t enough time to travel by ship. You’ll have to leave the day after tomorrow and travel overland through Tregaya.”

“Overland?” She stilled. “That means going through the disputed area.”

“Through a very small portion of it, yes.” Garan nodded. “You’ll be sent with an escort of Bluecoats, of course, but a small unit, so that your travel isn’t taken as provocation by the Shiven. People do travel safely through the disputed area.”

She stared at him in horror. “But the day after tomorrow... so soon?”

Her father reached out to try and hug her, but Alyx tore away from him and ran from the room, sobbing. She kept running through the open foyer and up the stairs to her room, tears streaming down her face








  
  
Chapter 4




Alyx was numb as she went down to breakfast the next morning. She’d slept little, her restless dreams filled with images of her father and swords and flames bright against a dark sky. It was almost impossible to believe that her father was sending her away, that this was to be her last day in Alistriem. 

When she pushed open the door to the dining room, Lord-Mage Casovar was seated at the table with her father. Both smiled a greeting and Garan stood.

“I thought Lord-Mage Casovar might be able to answer some of your questions.” He walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“Good morning, Lady Egalion.” Casovar gestured her to a seat. “I know this must be a shock to you. I’d like to help if I can.”

Alyx nodded as she sat down. Her stomach was tight with anxiety, so much so that she had no interest in eating anything. She said nothing for a few moments as she poured herself some tea, added sugar, and then took a sip.

“How certain are you that I have mage power?”

“Not at all certain.” Casovar gave her a faint smile. “Mage powers aren’t detectable until they awaken, so to speak. That happens at different ages for every mage, although most mages—if they haven’t awoken before attending DarkSkull—do so before the end of their first year there.”

“If you’re not sure I have power, why are you making me go?”

“Your mother was a particularly strong mage, Lady Egalion. There is a better than even chance you will be a mage too, and I believe Rionn is going to need mages.”

“Rionn hasn’t needed mages for years.”

“Perhaps not, but mages do very important work across the rest of the world, even in Shivasa. Rionn can make better use of the resources the mage order offers. Times are changing,” he said firmly. “You are going to need to accept that.”

“So if I go to this place and my powers don’t appear, I get to come home?”

Casovar smiled faintly again as he leaned towards her across the table. “Yes, if your powers have not awakened by the end of your first year at DarkSkull, it would be highly unlikely they’d ever appear.”

“Why a whole year?”

“For those slower to develop, being immersed in the atmosphere of magic created at DarkSkull helps to bring their powers out. Even then, it can take time.”

So she wouldn’t be free for a whole year. Alyx swallowed and tried to hold back her tears; she didn’t want to cry in front of this man.

“Whether your powers awaken or not, attending DarkSkull Hall won’t be a waste of time. You will learn a lot there, things which will help you the rest of your life. It’s not all bad, I promise you.”

She nodded. Inwardly her thoughts were racing, trying to come up with a way to get herself out of this. Maybe there were other schools apart from DarkSkull Hall, possibly even one closer to Rionn?

“Why do I have to go to a school in Tregaya if I’m going to be a mage here in Rionn?” 

 “All mages are trained at DarkSkull Hall, which is a school overseen by the Mage Council,” Casovar said patiently, dashing her hopes. “It’s tricky to explain, but essentially, once mage students complete their training at DarkSkull, they choose whether to pledge themselves to the Mage Council or to their sovereign. In your case—particularly since you are Rionnan nobility—you would pledge to King Llancarvan and assist me with the protection of the kingdom.”

“Who do the Mage Council pledge to?” She asked the question to give herself more time to think, but it was useless. There was no logical way out she could think of, not when this was the king’s command.

“The council is an autonomous body operating across all countries. They police themselves and set the standards of conduct for all mages.”

“I see.” Despairing, she looked down at her hands. “I have no more questions.”

“Then I will see you on your return, Lady Egalion. Good luck.”

Cayr found Alyx late that evening. 

After Lord-Mage Casovar left, Alyx had avoided her father and gone outside. It was a day she was supposed to be at her classes in the palace, but instead she sneaked her mare out of the stables and went riding through the palace gardens. Part of her thought if she just kept riding, stayed in the gardens, she would never have to leave.

By late afternoon she was standing alone on the southern hilltop, her mare grazing peacefully in the lush garden behind. The palace wasn’t far off, its sandstone walls glowing in the setting sun. Below, the hill descended into rolling farmland. Emerald fields were bathed in the glow of the sun, and Alyx’s gaze had been caught these past minutes by a sparkling merchant’s hall spire, outlined in the sky.

It was odd to have skipped her morning class with Luden, as it was something she’d done most days for the past ten years of her life. Today though, when she’d thought of how her classmates would flock around her as they usually did, laughing and sharing court gossip, Alyx had had to fight back tears at the thought of telling them she was leaving. 

“Alyx?”

She turned. Cayr was walking towards her, looking worried. The sight of him simultaneously lifted her spirits and sent bittersweet sadness sweeping through her. She turned back to look out over the view, again fighting back tears.

A moment later Cayr’s arms came around her from behind, and she relaxed back into his warmth and love. Only now they were being forced apart was she becoming aware of how much he meant to her, how integral he was to her life.

“When do you have to leave?” he asked quietly.

“You father told you?”

She felt him nod. “Mira mentioned that you hadn’t come to class this morning. I was concerned, so I went to ask your father, who told me to speak to mine. I was furious. I think it’s the first time I’ve ever really yelled at my father. He refused to budge, he told me it was for the good of the kingdom.”

Alyx’s heart sank. Cayr had been her last hope, that he would prevail on his father to prevent her going.

“Tomorrow morning,” she answered his initial question. “According to Lord-Mage Casovar, the learning year at DarkSkull starts very soon.” She sighed. “I came out here to try and imprint this sight on my memory so that I’ll never forget it. I don’t think it’s sunk in yet that I’m leaving. It’s all happened so fast. I don’t want to go, Cayr.”

“I know.” He lowered his head until it rested on her shoulder. Cayr was usually a young man of few words. Throughout their lives, whenever she had come to him with a problem, he had always listened gravely, then simply made sure she was aware he was there for her. They stood there for a long time, then Cayr straightened and turned her to face him. Alyx's heart tripped at the look in his blue eyes.

“After I finished yelling, I… I spoke to my father at length, Alyx. He says we are young yet, but in a year or two’s time, he will not look unkindly upon a betrothal between us.”

Alyx’s eyes filled with tears at the realisation of how deeply Cayr knew and loved her. He’d known that only a promise of a brighter future could keep her despair at leaving from becoming unbearable. He’d known it, and he’d done his best to procure that for her.

“I would like that,” she said softly.

“Really?” His breath puffed out in a chuckle. “I was hoping you wouldn’t be mad at me for presuming.”

“Presuming?” Alyx reached up and cupped his face. “I love you, Cayr, as my dearest friend, and in the future, my lover and husband. I could never want anybody else.”

“I feel the same,” he said and kissed her.

“Can you come and visit me?”

“Lord-Mage Casovar says they have very strict rules at DarkSkull Hall. It sounds like they prefer to isolate their students.”

“You spoke to him about it?”

“Of course.” Cayr frowned. “I wanted to learn everything I could about where he’s sending you and why.”

“I don’t want to go a whole year without seeing you.”

“Neither do I.”

“Did he tell you if he was sending anyone else with me? Jenna?”

“Yes, but not Jenna. It turns out she’s his adopted daughter, and her parents had no magic. There are two candidates who live down in the city though, twins, about our age. Casovar thinks there will be more potentials, not just in Alistriem, and will keep looking. Rionn hasn’t sent a mage to DarkSkull in years but it sounds like that will be changing.”

“You really think I’m a mage?”

Cayr laughed, eyes twinkling. “No.”

“Me either.” She sighed. “Casovar says there is a good chance I have magic, but he’s not certain.”

“He’s an experienced mage, though. If he’s sending you, he must be pretty confident. Who are we to gainsay him?”

“I don’t want to be a mage.” She winced at the sulky note to her voice.

Cayr tightened his arms around her. “Well, your future will be your choice. Do as your king asks for now, but remember that when we are married, you can be whoever and whatever you wish.”

She leaned up and kissed him. “Thank you.”

Late that night, Alyx sat on the end of her bed, staring at the beautiful oak dresser in front of her. She’d left her curtains open, and moonlight shafted through the glass onto the carpet.

She couldn’t believe that this was her last night in her beloved home. She was happy here—and safe. Would this leaden feeling of despair in her chest ever fade? 

“Aly-girl.” Her father appeared in the doorway, a large, empty canvas bag hanging from his left hand.

“What’s that?”

“You’re only allowed one bag of possessions at DarkSkull. You wouldn’t be able to carry your travel chest by yourself, and it’s too big anyway, so I found this.”

Alyx eyed the bag. How would everything she wanted to take fit into that? Rather than disputing this with her father—she knew it would be useless, as useless as telling him she didn’t want to go—she only looked at him mutinously.

“Have you been to DarkSkull Hall?”

“A couple of times,” he said, surprising her. She’d thought her father had spent his whole life in Rionn.

“What is it like there?”

“It’s a big place, and isolated.” He came over and settled next to her on the bed. “From what your mother told me the masters there are very strict, and training is difficult.” Garan hesitated. “I won’t lie, you won’t find it easy there. You’ll be expected to fend for yourself. No servants, no overprotective father to get you out of trouble.”

“That worries you,” she said, reading his expression easily.

“I worry that I’ve coddled you too much. You’re my baby girl, so I’ve always done everything I could to make sure you were safe and happy and felt loved. I fear that has ill-prepared you for what you’re about to experience.”

“I’m scared,” she admitted.

He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and drew her close. “Your mother was strong, Aly-girl, and I think you’ll be just like her.”

“You’re scared too,” she accused, hearing it in his voice.

His chest rumbled as he chuckled. “I’m always scared when you’re out of my sight. That’s what it means to be a father.”

“Will you come and visit me? I asked Cayr, but he wasn’t sure it would be allowed.”

Garan sighed and sat back. “I had a long conversation with Casovar on that very issue. DarkSkull rules are strict, and they forbid visitors. They prefer students to be completely immersed in their studies without outside distractions.”

“It sounds wonderful,” she said dryly.

Silence fell between them for a few moments. Eventually Garan spoke again.

“Do you want me to help you pack?”

“No,” she told him, wanting to be alone. “I’ll be fine.”

“All right.” He kissed her forehead. “But if you need me, just call.”

Alyx waited until he was gone before rising and opening the doors to her closet. As she surveyed its contents, she tried to ignore how her hand trembled against the knob.

Alyx found herself enveloped in a fierce hug by her father as they stood at the carriage door early the next morning. After another night of restless sleep, her eyes were bleary and her head ached. Her anger at her father had faded into the horrible realisation she was about to be parted from him for an entire year. 

“Isn’t there something you could do?” she tried pleading with him one last time. “The king is your best friend, papa. If you went to him, told him how much I want to stay…”

“There’s no choice for either of us,” he said gently. “I’ve always taught you to be strong, to live up to our name. I need you to do that now, no matter how hard it is.”

Tears welled in Alyx’s eyes, but she tried to be brave and stop them from falling. Her father hugged her tightly again.

“I promise you this, Aly-girl. Do your best for me, and at the end of the first year, if you still don’t wish to be a mage, you don’t have to return to DarkSkull to continue your training.”

“Lord-Mage Casovar said if I have magic, it will awaken by the end of the year. What if it does?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Garan said firmly. “Magic or not, you can stay here and never go back if that’s what you want. I will find a way to convince the king. You just need to commit yourself and try as hard as you can this first year. Deal?”

Alyx straightened her shoulders and forced the tears away. “I promise that I’ll do my best to succeed at DarkSkull so that I can come back home to stay. I’ll hold up my end of the bargain.”

“That’s my girl. I’m proud of you, Alyx.” 

“Ready to go? Daylight’s burning!”

Alyx looked up at the sound of Dashan’s familiar voice. He was part of the formal escort of twenty Bluecoats who were to accompany her and the other trainee mages Lord-Mage Casovar had chosen. Despite her father’s protests to the contrary, Alyx could tell he was uneasy about the fact Casovar was insisting they travel overland through the disputed territory rather than by ship, so Alyx was glad of the escort.

Cayr had told Alyx he’d requested Dashan be assigned to her guard so she would have someone familiar travelling with her. While Alyx appreciated his consideration, she wasn’t sure that Dashan’s presence on the trip would make things any better. 

His brown eyes were dancing with their usual mirth as he rode his stallion towards them, and his chocolate short-cropped hair sat neatly under his blue Guard’s cap.

The Blue Guard dressed smartly in fitted royal blue jackets over crisp white shirts, navy long pants and navy caps. In cold weather, they added a long, royal blue cloak that hung rakishly off one shoulder and was pinned to their uniform by a gleaming silver brooch depicting a running horse. Alyx had never seen a Bluecoat whose black boots didn’t shine under the hems of their neatly pressed pants, or who wasn’t clean shaven, sober-looking and straight-backed.

The Blue Guard specialised as a cavalry force also, and when not standing guard on the palace or the King, they could often be seen patrolling the city on their large, finely-bred cavalry mounts.

“Am I allowed to say goodbye to my father first?” she snapped, irritated by Dashan’s cheerfulness.

“Captain Audern has requested we get moving.” Dashan’s expression softened. “We have a long way to travel today.”

“I know.” Garan hugged his daughter one more time and stepped back. 

Still stifling tears, Alyx turned and climbed up into the carriage. Her father smiled at her in reassurance, then lifted a hand of farewell as the driver called to the horses and the carriage lurched into movement down the long drive. She watched him through the window until the carriage rounded a turn in the driveway and he was obscured from sight.








  
  
Chapter 5




The carriage creaked as it rattled down the road away from the palace and Egalion lands, and Alyx curled up in the corner, miserable. The sun came out soon after, slanting through the carriage windows but failing to cheer Alyx’s mood. A short time later, the sounds of people, animals and chatter filtered through the windows as they entered the city, and then the carriage slowed to a stop.  

A glance outside showed a quiet street lined with small houses. Alyx didn’t recognise the area, and judging from the state of some of the homes, this wasn’t the wealthy district of Alistriem. The street had been swept clean however, and the brightly coloured roses blooming near the doorways of several of the houses lent the place a cheerful air. 

A clatter of hooves sounded, and Dashan’s face hovered into view through the open carriage window.

 “Would you like to stretch your legs? There won’t be another stop for a while.”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

“Suit yourself.” He shrugged and moved away.

Alyx sat listening to the sounds of the city around her for a long time. Street vendors in a distant market shouted their wares, children played across the street, a dog barked in a nearby house. The sounds made her even more depressed. They were the sounds of a home she knew and loved, and the thought of leaving for a year still made her heartsick.

She was jolted from her thoughts by the carriage door opening and two strangers scrambling in. They looked roughly her own age, a boy and a girl, and both looked as uncomfortable and lost as Alyx felt.

“Cheer up,” Dashan said from the open door. “We’ve a long way to go, and long faces aren’t going to make it go any faster.”

At that, he shut the door with a flourish and the carriage lurched into motion. Alyx and the newcomers stared at each other for a long moment, and she wondered whether they both felt as stunned by their being sent to DarkSkull as she did.

“I’m Finn A’ndreas.” The boy held out his hand in a friendly manner. “And this is my twin sister, Dawn.”

Alyx stared in surprise. They hardly looked like twins. The boy had scruffy dark hair that fell messily over his forehead and ears, almost obscuring a pair of green eyes. In contrast, his twin had long, neatly-combed raven hair and dark blue eyes. The colouring was similar, but their facial features were very different. Both were slight, however, and while Finn was only Alyx’s height, Dawn was shorter.

“We are twins,” the girl said with a small smile. “Everybody looks at us that way when we tell them.”

“Our personalities are quite different too,” Finn said. “I’m the practical one; she’s the emotional one.”

“I’m the neat one; he’s the messy one,” Dawn added.

“But we both love grilled fish on hot crusty bread with oodles of butter,” they finished in a grinning chorus, clearly a routine they’d repeated over and over throughout their lives. Alyx was taken aback, unsure of what to make of them.

“I’m Lady Alyx Egalion,” she said politely.

Both sets of eyes widened, and Alyx instantly saw the similarity between them in their matched expressions of awe. Her introduction seemed to render them awkward, and after a glance at each other, the twins stopped talking. The headache she’d had earlier was throbbing in her temples, and their silence was a relief. The last thing in the world she felt like doing was making nice with a couple of strangers.

The carriage traveled on through the day. After a while, the twins seemed to lose some of their awkwardness, and spent most of the time hanging out the window and staring at the surrounding countryside. The carriage followed the main road out to the east and Alyx guessed at some point they’d turn north and head up into the hills towards the rugged borderlands.

They stopped at an inn that night. Dashan, seemingly having been chosen by his captain as the Bluecoat escort-mage trainee liaison, helped them out of the carriage, informing them this would be the one and only night they’d be staying at an inn.

“What do you mean?” Alyx asked, halting instead of continuing inside.

“We’re heading north into the border region from here,” he explained. “There aren’t any villages or inns in those hills, there’s no point, there’s nothing up there but wilderness. Then once we’re through Whistling Pass, we have to travel through the disputed area, and even if there were any Inns we certainly wouldn’t want to draw attention to ourselves by going to one of them.”

Fear clenched Alyx’s heart. “I thought travel through the disputed area was allowed?”

“It is, but the Shiven patrols through there can be pretty sensitive,” Dashan said. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”

Dashan walked off inside the inn, leaving Alyx standing outside alone in the rapidly cooling night. She looked down the road from where they’d come, wishing with every fibre of her being that she wasn’t leaving her home. Her yearning for it was already so strong that it almost brought tears to her eyes. 

Stifling the tears, she turned to begin walking towards the inn. Movement in the shadows by the parked carriage caught Alyx’s eyes, and then Finn and Dawn appeared. Apparently they’d not entered the inn as Alyx and Dashan had assumed.

“Sounds like quite an adventure, doesn’t it?” Finn kicked at a pebble with his boot, eyes cast downward.

“I didn’t know you were still out here,” Alyx said awkwardly.

“I’m sorry, Lady Egalion,” Dawn said. “We didn’t listen in on purpose. Finn forgot his cloak in the carriage, and it’s cold out so we...”

“Is it a hanging offence to eavesdrop on a high-born lady’s conversation?” Finn asked with the hint of a smile.

Alyx sighed. “Don’t worry about it. Listen, I’m cold and hungry, I’m going inside. I suppose I’ll see you both in the morning.”

“Night, Lady Egalion,” Dawn said politely, while Finn gave her a friendly nod.

Alyx passed Dashan sitting at the bar with the other Bluecoats and went straight up to the room she’d been assigned. Once there, she stripped off her clothes and crept into bed, though anxiety and fear kept her awake for a long, long time.

Three mornings after Alyx left home, she found herself standing at the end of Whistler Pass. The reason for its naming had become clear early the previous morning as a high-pitched keening sound reached them on the road. The sound of the wind flowing between the peaks had grown louder the further towards the pass they traveled.

It was windy and cold at the summit, and Alyx wrapped her cloak tightly around herself as she mourned the balmy summer days of Alistriem she’d left behind. Not for the first time, she wondered what Cayr was doing at this moment. She wondered if he was missing her as much as she missed him already.

“Ready to descend into disputed territory?” Dashan whispered in her ear, startling her.

“You don’t look at all worried,” she said with a scowl. 

Dashan’s determinedly cheerful expression faded a little at her words, but his tone was jolly as he spoke. “We’ll be fine. After all, you have me with you.”

Alyx looked away from Dashan, sending her gaze over the green carpet of treetops below the pass. They were thick enough to hide everything beneath them, including any Shiven patrols. Maybe they were already being watched. The thought made fear clutch at her again.

“So this is where Shivasa claims their southeastern border extends to,” Finn remarked.

“Yup,” Dashan said. “While Rionn claims the border is much further north, beyond the Harkness River. And so we have the disputed territory in between.”

“One more step and we’re really leaving home, aren’t we?” Dawn asked, looking as lost as Alyx felt.

“Yes, we will be.” Dashan favoured the pretty young girl with a charming smile. “And we’ve still got a long way to go.”

Dawn coloured prettily and turned away. Alyx avoided rolling her eyes only with a supreme effort. 

“How much of the disputed territory do we have to pass through?” she asked him.

“Not much. I’d guess it will take us three to four days to cross, providing we don’t have any trouble. That’s why we’re crossing here; it’s the shortest place to cross where the terrain is still passable for the carriage.”

“Trouble?” Finn asked. “Like running into a Shiven patrol?”

“Exactly.”

“Great,” Alyx muttered as she turned and clambered back into the carriage with Finn. Lord-Mage Casovar’s insistence on sending them overland now seemed dubious. Surely it would have been better to travel safely by ship and arrive at DarkSkull late?

Some minutes later, the carriage creaked into movement. Finn and Dawn continued hanging out the windows until heavy raindrops forced them to retreat inside and close the shutters. A stiff breeze kicked up, causing the temperature to drop rapidly and the shutters to rattle with every gust.

The twins’ high spirits seemed to fade, and Alyx saw a distinct echo of her own melancholy in their faces. She was almost glad when one of them finally spoke.

“I bet it would be warm and sunny on the Alistriem docks right now,” Finn said.

Dawn nodded eagerly. “And the air would be filled with the smell of roasting chestnuts.”

“And seaweed.” Her brother made a face.

Alyx smiled, finding herself paying more attention to the twins’ conversation than she’d intended to. She could easily summon up the sights and smells they spoke of.

“I don’t think DarkSkull Hall is anywhere near the ocean,” Dawn said wistfully.

“I heard that it’s haunted.”

“Haunted?” Dawn punched her brother in the arm. “You have too much imagination for your own good.”

“I didn’t imagine it. I heard some boys talking about it. Not only is it haunted, but the ghosts are supposed to be evil.”

“I suppose you got that from one of those dusty old tomes you like to stick your nose in?”

“Just because I’m learned is no reason to mock me,” Finn said airily.

“I don’t know of anybody in Rionn except the lord-mage and my father who have ever been to DarkSkull Hall, so how would anybody know that there are evil ghosts there?” Alyx pointed out. “Especially these boys you overheard.”

“How do you know for sure that nobody from Rionn except for the lord-mage and your father have been to DarkSkull?” Finn asked reasonably.

“I still can’t get my head around the fact that Lord-Mage Casovar wants us to form a cadre of mages to support the king,” Dawn said. “Lady Egalion, is your father a mage too? Is that why you were chosen?”

Alyx stared moodily out the window. Dawn’s question touched on the sore-point she’d been nursing since learning her father had hidden the fact her mother had been a mage. The betrayal had been overshadowed by her utter despair at being forced to leave home, but the questions lurked in the back of her mind. “No, he isn’t, but my mother was. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to be a mage, and I’m sure I’m not going to be one.”

“So your power hasn’t awakened yet either?” Finn asked. “Mine hasn’t, but somehow Lord-Mage Casovar learned about Dawn. He says because we’re twins, it’s almost certain I have potential too.”

“What do you mean, he learned about Dawn?” Alyx was curious despite herself. “Do you have magic?”

“About a year ago I started hearing things, like snatches of conversation. My parents were worried I was going crazy, but last week Lord-Mage Casovar visited and told me it was magic. He’s not exactly sure what type of power it is, but apparently I’ll find out at DarkSkull.” She sighed. “I didn’t want to leave home either. What do mages even do?”

Finn glanced at his sister and then burst out laughing. Dawn glared at him, which only deepened his amusement.

“I don’t want to hear any more about what your precious books say. We’ve talked it to death, Finn, and you don’t know any more about DarkSkull or mages than I do.”

He opened his mouth to reply, but Dawn cut him off. “And no, seeing a mage at the markets in Alistriem once—three years ago—does not count as knowing anything about mages.”

“At least I’m not scared of being haunted by ghosts,” he teased.

“No, you’re scared the Shiven are going to catch us.”

The bickering continued about who was more scared of what until Dashan appeared at the carriage window.

“I’d be more scared of the Madman of Widow Falls, if I were you. The Shiven are nothing compared to him.”

“Don’t listen to him. He’s just trying to scare us.” Alyx rolled her eyes and turned away.

“Who’s the Madman of Widow Falls?” Finn asked with interest.

“Haven’t you heard the stories?” Dashan said. “He’s one of the Lords of Rionn. His estate includes a large stretch of land along the eastern border of the disputed area. Rumour says that any who venture onto his land without permission are captured by his ruthless warriors and carried back to his castle where they get disemboweled and eaten.”

“That’s disgusting, Dash!” Alyx said, as usual unable to help correcting him. “The ‘Madman’ is simply one of the king’s more reclusive lords. He’s so reclusive I don’t even know his first name, but he certainly does not disembowel and eat people. I think the king might have noticed if that was the case and done something about it.”

“That’s the story, I promise!” Dashan retorted. “It’s true that people have gone missing in that area, and Alyx herself says the man is a recluse. He has no contact with anyone outside his lands. Nobody I know has ever seen him. Every year his steward travels to Alistriem to pass on the estate’s taxes, but that’s his only contact with the crown.”

“That doesn’t mean he disembowels and eats people,” Finn said thoughtfully.

“Probably means he’s mad though,” Dashan retorted, flicking the reins and riding on ahead.

“Why doesn’t he refer to you by your title?” Dawn seemed a little taken aback.

“We’ve known each other since we were children.”

“So you’re friends then? That explains it.”

Alyx snorted. “I wouldn’t exactly call Dashan a friend.”

“Oh,” Dawn replied, glancing at her brother.

“How old would the Madman be?” Finn asked.

“His title is Lord Mirren,” Alyx corrected. “He’d have to be fairly old. I don’t even know if he has children to inherit after he dies.”

“Maybe he doesn’t,” Finn said ghoulishly. “Maybe he’s dead and rotting away in his castle and nobody knows. That’s why nobody has seen him in years.”

“Shut up, Finn,” Dawn groused.

They stopped as night fell, and Alyx followed the twins as they left the relative warmth of the carriage to eat by the fire. Roland—the designated cook—had prepared a rough stew but Alyx had never tasted anything so awful in her life. Dashan’s mocking look the previous night when she’d complained about the food kept her silent this evening, though.

Once she’d eaten, Alyx went straight back into the carriage and lay down on the seat to try and sleep. Dawn stretched out on the opposite seat and Finn on the floor between them. They had thick blankets and the seats were cushioned, so it was comfortable and warm enough.

Alyx found it impossible to fall asleep, though. The cushioned seats were lumpier than her bed at home, and the space too narrow for her to stretch out properly. It was hours before she fell into a fitful sleep, and even then she kept waking up to shift uncomfortably.

They traveled on into the next day, and camped much the same way that night. The Bluecoats became more alert once they’d entered the disputed area and kept a tighter guard around the carriage. 

As she retired to the carriage to sleep that night, Dashan and another Bluecoat rode out to scout the area. The sight caused uneasiness to prickle through her, which made her restless and unable to sleep. From the amount of shifting that Dawn was doing Alyx gathered the girl wasn’t sleeping either.

After finally falling asleep, Alyx was awoken later that night by the eerie howl of a wolf. She sat up, trying to stretch, and noted that the rain had returned and was tapping on the windows of the carriage. The wolf howled again, sounding close by, and Alyx tried to stifle a spurt of fear. Blankets rustled as Finn and Dawn sat up too.

“Do you think we’re in danger?” Dawn whispered.

“Not in here,” Alyx said. “But I hope the Bluecoats are all right.”

“Maybe it’s the Madman’s men out hunting?” Finn said. “Dashan was telling me he owns dogs that are trained to hunt their prey down before killing them.”

“Finn, please,” Dawn hissed.

By the light of day, Dashan’s story had seemed silly, calculated to scare Finn and Dawn and annoy Alyx, but now the tale took on a new, eerie feeling.

“Lord Mirren’s lands are far to the east of here. And that was a wolf howling, not a dog.” Alyx tried to keep her voice steady but failed.

“Alyx is right,” Dawn said firmly. 

A gust of wind shook the carriage, setting it rocking on its hinges. Both Alyx and Dawn smothered gasps of fright, then looked at each other sheepishly. Finn snorted at them both in amusement.

Suddenly, in the dark and shared fear, the twins didn’t seem to Alyx quite so much a world away from her. She glanced across at Dawn and saw in the dim moonlight that the girl had gone pale.

“Dawn? What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I can hear voices on the wind.”

Finn abruptly scrambled upwards from under his blankets. “You mean like you did sometimes back home?”

“Yes. Exactly like that.”

“What can you hear?”

“You know I’m never able to make out actual words.” A note of frustration crept into the girl’s voice. “They’re too distant… I can’t make it out. They’re not nice voices though. Such anger, such hate. It almost hurts.”

“When this happened before, what was it you heard?” Alyx asked.

Finn replied when Dawn merely shuddered and huddled back into her blankets. “Nothing special. Sometimes she’d know when people were in another room of the house, or if our father came home early from work.”

“I never felt it like this though,” Dawn whispered.

Alyx shuddered, her stomach twisting into knots. Dawn was probably letting the night and howling wind run away with her imagination, but something about the way she spoke resonated with Alyx. She wanted to dismiss the girl’s words but couldn’t.

“Dawn, it might just be your imagination. Lady Egalion and I can’t hear anything. Take a deep breath and relax,” Finn soothed.

“No.” Dawn’s voice trembled. “I wish it was my imagination, but it’s not.”

“All right, I believe you.” Finn reached out and drew her against him. “Can you tell how far away they are?”

“Not really.” She shivered. “I think it’s stopped now.”

“Let’s try and get back to sleep.” Alyx laid back down. “I’m sure the Bluecoats will have us up early tomorrow morning.”

“Whatever you heard, Dawn, it can’t be close, or else the guards would have raised the alarm.” Finn sounded firmer now. “We’re fine. Get some rest.”

Alyx settled back down on the seat, unable to get comfortable, jumping every time she heard a noise outside. It was hours before she was able to fall back into an uneasy sleep.








  
  
Chapter 6




By the time morning came, the light rain had turned into a solid downpour. Casta rapped on the carriage door to politely inform Alyx that breakfast had been made for them.  

The Bluecoats had erected a tarpaulin sheet between two trees in an attempt to stay dry the previous night. It was flapping loudly in the wind as Alyx and the twins clustered around the small fire beneath it to eat. Dashan and the other Bluecoat Alyx had seen ride off the night before still hadn’t returned.

Alyx stared moodily at her food, any appetite she’d had taken away by the discomfort of the hard ground and itching of her skin. Making time for washing clothes or bathing hadn’t been high on the Bluecoats priority list so far. The twins huddled together nearby and ate in silence. Dawn still looked pale and worried and Finn was clearly concerned for his sister. 

Neither of them took much notice of Alyx, which was fine with her. Apart from their fleeting moment of shared fear the night before, she was unsure of how to relate to them, particularly when they often seemed either awed around her or awkward about how to speak to her. 

As the daughter of a rich and powerful Lord, Alyx had never had to expend any effort to make friends or be well-liked. Her friends – children of equally rich or powerful nobility – had just always been there. Faced with two people her own age who came from such different circumstances, and clearly were uncomfortable with her rank, she had no idea how to even begin making friends. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to try.

Hoof beats sounding in the distance made Alyx start violently, but her racing heart calmed as Dashan galloped up the road with the other Bluecoat. He hauled his stallion into a sliding halt, spraying mud everywhere. They were both soaked to the skin and their sharp blue uniforms were limp and clinging to their bodies. Dashan looked uncharacteristically grave as his brown eyes scanned their group until they settled on Audern—the unit captain.

“Sir, I suggest we get packed up and ready to go at once. We should leave the carriage and continue on horseback.”

“What’s happened?” Alyx asked in alarm.

Dashan ignored her as his captain asked the same question, stiffly; he clearly didn’t like Dashan’s decisive tone.

“There’s a Shiven patrol tracking us, sir. They’re a couple hours behind.”

“You’re certain?” Audern’s stiffness vanished, replaced by concern.

“Yes, sir. Tijer and I saw their tracks.”

“Clear as day, sir,” Tijer added. “It could be they’re just making sure we’re not up to anything, but I don’t like it. If we leave the carriage we can take a more direct route through the forest and get across the border into Tregaya faster.”

Audern thought through the situation, staring off into the distance. Eventually his face cleared as he came to a decision. “All right. It could be nothing, but I don’t want to take any chances given we’re on protective detail.”

Audern’s command broke the tense silence that had fallen. The camp became a hive of activity as the Bluecoats prepared to move out quickly.

“How do you know they’re following us?” Alyx grabbed at Dashan’s wet sleeve; for the moment he hadn’t been given any orders.

“We saw their tracks.”

“Are you sure?”

“I know you think I’m good for nothing,” he snapped. “But I am one of the elite king’s Guard, the most highly trained warriors in Rionn. Do you think I’ve been sitting around polishing my sword this past year or something?”

“No, I just—”

“I know what I’m doing, Alyx.” He strode away.

Alyx glanced over at Finn and Dawn, who both looked frightened. Behind them two Bluecoats unpacked rations from the carriage and began stuffing them into their saddlebags.

“Wait, Dash.” Alyx ran after him, grabbing the tails of his coat and forcing him to turn and face her.

“What is it?”

“We should go back to Rionn,” she urged. “If there’s trouble, Finn, Dawn and I can’t defend ourselves, and there are only twenty of you.”

Dashan’s face darkened, but she spoke before he could. 

“This is not a comment on your abilities. We can go back and take a ship to Tregaya if Lord-Mage Casovar still insists on us going to DarkSkull Hall. He’ll just have to accept us arriving late.”

“I hear you, but Tijer was right. The Shiven are more than likely just shadowing us to make sure we’re not up to anything. If we turn back now, they might think we’re looking to attack or set an ambush. It’s safer to continue on.”

Alyx stared at him, fear clogging her throat.

“We’ll need blankets,” Finn said suddenly, turning and jogging over to the carriage.

His wiry form reached inside and began dragging out blankets. Dawn caught the one he tossed at her and wrapped it around her shoulders. She then joined her brother in packing a bag for them both.

“They’ve got the right idea.” Dashan gave Alyx a gentle shove. “Go and help them.”

Reluctantly, she helped the twins pack a small saddlebag each, and then reached into the carriage and rifled around for the small bag of gold coins her father had given her. She tied that to her skirt belt and reluctantly stepped back, leaving everything else behind. The bag she’d brought was too large to carry on horseback.

“You okay?” Dawn asked.

“Yes.” Alyx tore her gaze from the bag and straightened her shoulders. Everything she had left from home was in that bag, but she’d promised her father she’d do her best and whining about abandoning the dresses she’d packed certainly didn’t fall in that category. “I’m ready to go.”

By then the Bluecoats were organised. Alyx found herself being lifted into the saddle in front of Casta by Dashan. Dashan then helped Finn onto Tijer’s horse before pulling Dawn onto his own. Audern called out the order to ride, then wheeled his stallion around and led them away at a canter.

Immediately the trees closed in about them. Alyx struggled to stay balanced on the horse’s back as it plunged through the undergrowth. Casta had one arm wrapped tightly around her middle, the other holding the reins. Alyx was juggled around like a sack of potatoes. 

Her awareness narrowed to a blur of slapping tree branches and gripping the saddle pommel for dear life. Soon her arms and shoulders were aching from holding on so tightly, her legs bruised and scratched from bumping into passing trees and undergrowth. The rain made the ground slippery and she almost fell off completely each time the horse slipped sideways in the mud. 

They rode for what seemed like a lifetime until eventually the horses began to tire. The gait of the stallion underneath Alyx slowed to a tired walk, his coat lathered with sweat.

“I think something is wrong with Dawn,” Dashan called out suddenly.

The girl sat slumped in Dashan’s hold, her face deathly pale.

“Dawn?” Finn called out sharply. “Are you all right?”

“They’re still following us,” Dawn answered, her voice thick with dread.

“Who is?” Audern asked in confusion.

“The voices have come back. They hurt now, like a really high-pitched sound in my head.”

“The what?” Dashan looked incredulous.

Dawn shook her head, concentrating, then looked at Alyx. “The same voices I heard last night, the ones that hate us. I can still hear them.”

“I know you’re scared, but are you sure?” Finn said.

“I am. I’m not imagining it, I promise.”

“I see.” Audern’s confused expression faded as he regarded Alyx and the twins. “Lord-Mage Casovar has identified you as a potential mage, Miss A’ndreas. What can you tell me about what you’re hearing?”

“It’s non-specific,” the girl struggled to explain. “Like snatches of words, or sometimes a cluster of voices all at once. I can feel the emotion behind them. Anger, and triumph, a ruthless focus.”

The Bluecoats looked as thoroughly spooked as Alyx at those words.

“If we assume what you’re hearing is the Shiven on our tail, maybe it can help us,” Dashan suggested. “Can you tell how close they are?”

Dawn concentrated. “What I hear fades in and out, it’s not constant. I think they’re far away… but I’m fairly sure they still have our trail.”

Alyx didn’t miss the concerned looks passing between the Bluecoats around her. This clearly wasn’t normal Shiven patrol behaviour. Her hands clenched tightly around the leather pommel as she fought to stay calm.

“We’ll keep going as long as the horses can carry us,” Audern said. “Miss A’ndreas, let me know at once if anything changes.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Bluecoats urged their horses on, though they could no longer move faster than a trot. Alyx kept glancing across at Dawn, shuddering at the thought of the voices the girl kept hearing. If what Dawn was experiencing was her mage power then Alyx didn’t want any part of something like that. Finn kept looking over at his sister too, plastering a smile of reassurance on his face whenever she caught him looking. Alyx shivered again, willing the sick knots in her stomach to relax, wishing for the first time that she was braver.

For the rest of the day, they traveled through thick forest. All around them was the same unending lines of trees and knee-high green undergrowth. Water dripped down on them from the leaves above as a steady, drizzling rain continued to fall.

Late in the afternoon, Audern called a halt and sent one of his more agile men climbing up a nearby tree. When the Bluecoat descended, he and Audern held a murmured conversation while Alyx and the twins watched. After some minutes, Audern rode his horse over, and everyone gathered around him.

“Yirin couldn’t see any signs of pursuit, but there looks to be a storm blowing in. Miss A’ndreas, can you still hear the voices?”

“They’re fainter than before, but still there, sir.”

“All right. Who’s got the map?” 

Casta pulled a map from one of his saddlebags and handed it to Audern, who studied it for a few moments. “No matter what their intent, I think it would be best to try and shake the Shiven shadowing us. The Harkness River isn’t far, and once there we’ll need to turn east and follow it for about twenty miles before reaching a suitable crossing point. It’s off our intended path but the wilder terrain should help us lose our pursuers. Once we’ve crossed to the northern side of the river we’ll have a straight shot north to the Tregayan border.” 

Alyx peered over his shoulder to where he was pointing on the map, but it was all just incoherent squiggly lines to her. Audern conferred with two of his Bluecoats for a few moments about scouting back along their trail to see how far behind the Shiven were.

“Do you think we’ll make it, Dash?” Alyx looked towards the only familiar face nearby.

His characteristic devil-may-care grin lit up his face. “Of course we will. I’m in this little party, after all.”

“That’s reassuring.” Somehow Alyx found the energy to roll her eyes.

“Seriously, Alyx, Captain Audern is one of the best. Your father and the king made sure you were well protected when they chose Audern to lead your guard.” Dashan smiled again. “We should reach the Harkness by nightfall and then we can find some shelter and get out of this weather.”

But the sky darkened ominously as the afternoon progressed, and soon black storm clouds were gathering overhead. A gusty wind kicked up and snapped Alyx’s hair into her face. The terrain they were crossing became an increasingly steep downward incline and the tired horses had to slow even further.

Daylight faded into dim twilight as the wind gusted and heavy droplets of rain started falling. Dashan’s unguarded face flashed with relief when they heard rushing water not far off. Minutes later they emerged from the trees onto the banks of a wide, fast flowing river. After the recent rainfall, the turbulent water was flooding the banks, tearing up small bushes and sucking them into the flow. 

Audern slipped down from the saddle, giving orders to the other Bluecoats to set up a shelter. Casta dismounted before helping Alyx down. Her legs gave out as she touched the mud, and Casta had to grab her arm to prevent her from falling.

“Are you all right?” he asked, his blue eyes smiling at her.

“Just stiff,” she responded. “I think I’m okay now.”

“All right, let me help you somewhere a bit dryer.”

Staggering slightly, she allowed Casta to guide her over to stand under a large tree while the Bluecoats worked. Dawn and Finn soon joined her, but nobody spoke.

The small group huddled together underneath the tarpaulin sheet as rain and wind lashed at them all night. The weather was too wild and wet for any of them to sleep, especially when the Harkness flooded its banks even further, the water’s edge creeping closer and closer to them. Alyx spent the time squeezed between Dashan and Dawn, shivering from the cold and unable to get warm or comfortable.

Sometime near dawn the wind died off and the rain slowed to a light drizzle. Alyx must have drifted off into a doze, for the next thing she knew, morning light filtered through her eyelids. She cracked her eyes open, taking in the drizzle, grey sky, and swollen, rushing river.

Dashan was no longer beside her, and most of the Bluecoats were also out of sight. Dawn had fallen asleep against her shoulder, and Finn was snoring on his sister’s other side. Footsteps sounded and Dashan appeared out of the surrounding trees. His distinctive blue cap had vanished, his coat was unbuttoned, and he looked rumpled and muddy.

Alyx shifted, waking Dawn in the process. The girl yawned and sat up, rubbing sleep blearily from her eyes, then suddenly stiffened.

“Dawn?” Finn asked, half asleep but sensing his sister’s distress.

“They’re close.” Dawn looked at her twin. “The voices, they’re really close.”

“How close?” he asked.

“Closer than I’ve felt them yet.” Dawn shook her head in frustration. “I’m sorry I can’t be more specific.”

Dashan stared at Dawn for a long moment, then turned and bellowed for the Bluecoats to get back to camp.

“What is it?” Audern demanded as he strode from the trees.

“Dawn thinks the Shiven are close.”

Audern’s hand dropped to his sword and he scanned the trees around them. As Bluecoats appeared, they formed up around the camp in a calm and disciplined fashion, a sight that reassured Alyx.

 Then a whistling object flew through the clearing, embedding itself in a tree right beside Tijer’s ear. 

Time seemed to freeze for a moment while everyone stared at the quivering arrow, then the calm abruptly shattered. Audern shouted orders even as another arrow took Jakka in the throat and his body crumpled to the ground. Metal rang as Bluecoats drew swords and looked for cover.

“Get to the horses, Alyx!” Dashan roared at her. “Go with Casta!”

Alyx’s stiffened muscles protested violently as Casta took her arm and pulled her at a run towards his horse. Her hands reached for the pommel of the saddle as the stallion half-reared in fright. She staggered sideways and fell, only barely managing to drag herself back upright. Something whirred past her ear and then an arrow embedded itself in the tree beside her head.

“Dashan!” she screamed.

He looked back, taking in the arrow with a quick glance. A second later, several strange men came running down the riverbank towards them, swords drawn.

Alyx froze in terror. She’d never seen Shiven warriors in the flesh before. They were tall, broad-shouldered like Dashan, and she could see his likeness in their intense dark eyes. Their skin was much fairer though, and their clothes were an unusual motley collection that made them seem alien and terrifying. 

Unlike Alyx, who remained frozen in fear, Dashan was already moving. He strode into the centre of the clearing, sword raised, dropping into a defensive stance. Several other Bluecoats joined him on Audern’s order, while others split off to surround Alyx and the twins as they mounted.

“Go!” Dashan bellowed at her again. “Go!”

“Lady Egalion, get on the horse!” Audern shouted as he raced towards her.

Her attention was torn from the fight as Casta reached down to haul her up in front of him. Tijer and Roland dragged Dawn and Finn onto their own agitated mounts.

 Casta then yanked the stallion sideways and kicked him into a fast gallop. Alyx almost lost her seat again and pain stabbed in her fingers as she desperately tried to hold on. The Bluecoats clustered together as they swung east and galloped along the banks of the churning Harkness. 

She tried to look back to see what was happening with Dashan, but it was too difficult while she was trying to maintain her seat. Arrows followed them, whirring through the air. Alyx crouched down in terror over the horse’s neck—she could barely believe what was happening. 

The bank of the river consisted of thick mud, and the stuff flew everywhere as the horses waded through it as quickly as they could. Alyx watched in horror as one Bluecoat caught an arrow high in his neck and toppled off his horse with a cry. 

Seconds later, another was killed as two arrow shafts embedded themselves in his back. Tijer looked back, shouted a command, then turned his horse away from the river. Alyx’s stomach lurched as Casta and Roland and the remaining Bluecoats followed suit, and they plunged back into the forest. 

Now the hail of arrows lightened. Casta shouted for them all to keep together, and Jenka rode up beside Roland and Tijer. The twins were holding on for dear life. Arrows took two more of the Blue Guards before they rode clear, their pursuers left behind.

Alyx had never felt more wretched in her life as they sat huddled together near the rushing waters of the Harkness late that night. They’d been forced to ride at a gallop for the rest of the day, until the horses were foundering. Now they couldn’t afford a fire in case it was spotted, and the rain continued to fall on them in a steady drizzle. Every muscle in her body ached, and she was wet and cold. She wanted so desperately to be home with her father and Cayr that it almost brought tears to her eyes. 

What made it worse was that Dashan hadn’t yet returned. She didn’t know how she was ever going to tell Cayr if he’d been killed. Anger sparked briefly underneath her weariness; what had Lord-Mage Casovar been thinking, to send them this way? Even more pressing—why had the Shiven attacked them? Five Bluecoats were dead. They’d died in front of her. Nausea swept through her at the memory.

The twins murmured quietly beside her, but Alyx stared away from them, not wanting to be drawn into their conversation. In Audern’s absence, Tijer had taken control, probably because he was the oldest of those remaining. He and Jenka conversed in low tones as they discussed heading back to scout along their trail for signs of Audern, Dashan, and the others who stayed to fight the Shiven. Jenka sounded angry, but Tijer spoke patiently and eventually Jenka gave a sharp nod.

“Miss A’ndreas?” Tijer came over and knelt in front of them, his dark hair framing a narrow face that looked gaunt in the dim light. “Can you tell us anything?”

“They’re not close.” Dawn shivered. “At least, I don’t think so. I haven’t heard anything but faint whispers for a while now. What I hear isn’t constant though, I don’t know how much we can rely on it.”

“Tijer, we can’t leave the others back there. What if they need help?” Roland approached. He had been the liveliest Bluecoat of the group, but now his good humour had vanished and he was as grim as the others.

Tijer looked at Dawn for a long moment, clearly torn. “Let’s assume Miss A’ndreas is right and we’ve lost them for now. We can’t afford to go back and have them pick us up again. Our priority is the safety of our charges. If the others made it, they’ll need to find their own way out.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You and Casta take first watch. Jenka and I will relieve you in a few hours.”

Alyx thought all four Bluecoats looked horribly young in the dim light, none of them more than a few years old than Dashan. Approaching hoof-beats sounded over the rain. Alyx jumped in fright. Steel rang as the Bluecoats drew their swords.

Everyone relaxed a moment later as Dashan rode into the clearing and dismounted. His blue jacket was torn and spatters of dried blood spread over the white shirt he wore underneath. Dark shadows lined his eyes, and his shoulders slumped.

“Dash!” Alyx leapt to her feet. “You’re okay?”

“Just barely.” He strode over. “Good work getting them clear, Lieutenant.”

“Thanks. Where’s the Captain?” Tijer asked.

“We got clear, but then we were separated,” Dashan replied. “I don’t know if he made it.”

“And Dorian and Sasha?”

Dashan simply shook his head. Tijer flinched, and Roland dropped wearily to the ground. Jenka reached out a hand to settle on his shoulder.

“Miss A’ndreas thinks we’ve lost them for now,” Tijer spoke into the silence. “Did you notice any sign of pursuit?”

“I shook them a while back,” Dashan said, leading his horse over to the others and busying himself with unsaddling and tying him up.

At a nod from Tijer, Roland and Casta left to stand watch. Tijer then drew Dashan and Jenka away for a murmured conversation while Alyx and the twins were left alone.

They sat in silence for a long time. Alyx certainly didn’t know what to say, and it seemed neither of the twins did either. Everyone started at the sound of another approaching horse, then relaxed as Roland called the all clear. Yirrin rode tiredly into the camp a few moments later. More time passed, and none of the other missing Bluecoats joined them. 

“We’re going to make it,” Finn said unexpectedly, breaking the silence.

Dawn nodded at his words. “The voices have gone faint. I can barely hear them now.”

“That doesn’t mean we’ve lost them.” Dashan hunkered down before them. “The Shiven are skilled trackers.”

“Why did they attack us?” Alyx asked. “We didn’t do anything wrong. I don’t understand.”

“I don’t either.” Dashan sounded grim. “Shiven patrols don’t attack unprovoked like that. There’s never been an incident this far from Port Rantarin.”

“Do you think they’ll leave us alone now?”

“I don’t know. I hope so. We have to assume the worst, though, that they’ll keep pursuing us.”

“What do we do?” Finn asked.

“We’ll follow Captain Audern’s instructions: continue east until we reach the river crossing, then head straight north. If it makes you feel any better, we’re actually angling back towards the Rionnan border, near the Madman’s lands, in fact.”

“How long will it take once we’re across the river?” Alyx asked.

“A couple of days at least, maybe longer.”

She looked away. The thought of enduring this level of fear and discomfort for another several days was unbearable, yet she had no choice but to go on. The twins said nothing either. They were huddled together looking pale and drawn. Alyx gritted her teeth and told herself she’d get through this. She had to if she wanted to see Cayr and her father again.

“How are you doing there, mage-girl?” Dashan seemingly read her thoughts.

“I’m fine.”

He watched her for a moment, eyes dark in his weary face. “Sure you are.”

“Do I have any other choice?”

“Nope. You’re doing well so far, though. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other.” He smiled, reached out to touch her shoulder, then rose and walked away. Alyx shivered as she watched him join the other Bluecoats. Only six of them left to protect her now. If only her father knew what was happening—deep down she knew that if he’d believed there was a chance any of this would happen, he would have refused to send her, king’s order or not.

That thought was small comfort. It was too late to go back now.








  
  
Chapter 7




The Shiven caught up with them the next day as they reached the river crossing and began fording their way across the swift-flowing Harkness. They were strung out across the river, hanging onto the horses to stop themselves being swept away in the strong current. 

Tijer hadn’t wanted to risk more men by sending scouts along their back trail, and so the first they knew of the approach was Dawn crying out in fright. Alyx looked back towards the girl.

“What is it?”

“I can hear them again. They’re close.”

“How close?” Tijer called out.

“Like the other morning.”

“Let’s hurry this up,” Dashan said. “We need to get across to safety before they reach us.”

Water splashed as a sense of panicked urgency set in. Alyx kept casting glances back at the shore until she spotted the shapes of men inside the trees along the riverbank. Tijer saw them at the same time and shouted out a warning.

Seconds later, arrows whizzed across the surface of the water. Yirrin was killed instantly as an arrow drove into his chest. Alyx stared, transfixed, as his lifeless body drifted away on the current.

“Keep moving,” Tijer ordered. “Use the horses for cover.”

 Alyx ducked underwater to avoid the arrows and water flooded into her mouth and nose. She came straight back up, choking and spluttering. The horse she and Casta were holding onto sensed her panic and began thrashing about.

She was hit in the face by the horse’s tossing head, dislodging her grip on his mane. The current picked her up but she was a strong enough swimmer that she managed to swim close to Casta and grab his outstretched hand. He shielded her with his body until they made it across to the opposite bank, just behind Dashan. 

Once there, they dragged the horses across the open ground as arrows rained down around them. When they’d reached the trees, Dashan grabbed Alyx and pulled her under cover. Casta took both horses and drew them deeper into the woods before tying their reins loosely around a low-hanging branch.

“Stay down,” Dashan yelled at her, yanking off his jacket and letting it drop to the ground. His white shirt clung to his skin and water streamed from his hair. He was pale, eyes darker than usual, as he regarded her. “I mean it, Alyx. Stay down. I’ll be back.”

“Dash, no!” she shouted as he and Casta ran back to wade into the water and help the twins, Roland, Jenka and their horses. Arrows whistled around them, and Alyx watched with her heart in her throat as Dashan made it back out of the river with both twins and a horse. Roland and Jenka struggled out behind them. Tijer was the last, blood streaming down the arm holding his plunging horse. 

“Keep moving,” he said as he gained the cover of the trees and brought his horse under control. “Dashan, take the lead but stick close to Lady Egalion and the twins. Jenka, Casta, keep to the rear. Roland and I will take the left and right flanks. If you see anything, shout loudly.”

“Will they follow us over the river?” Alyx asked, teeth chattering from the cold.

Dashan nodded; he was shivering too as he pulled his soaked jacket back on. “But they’ll find it slower going without horses. Come on.”

He lifted her up onto Casta’s horse, then put Finn up behind Jenka. In under a minute, he’d pulled Dawn onto his own horse, and was leading the way through the trees. Darkness crept over the forest early as thick grey clouds coalesced overhead.

“I can hear them again,” Dawn spoke, making Alyx jump. “Somewhere to the east of us, I think.”

“Another patrol?” Casta wondered aloud.

“What is going on here?” Jenka’s face was tight with anger.

Before anyone could make a reply, a howling reverberated through the trees. The sound was high-pitched and eerie. It made the skin on the back of Alyx’s neck prickle.

“What was that?” Finn asked, voice shaky.

“I don’t know,” Tijer called out. “Let’s bring it in. The light is fading, and I don’t want anyone out of sight.”

They urged the horses on, but they were exhausted, and couldn’t manage more than a slow trot. The howling came again, closer this time. Alyx spotted a shadow moving through the trees to their left. She caught a flash of yellow eyes, and then the howling came again, unexpectedly close.

The horses panicked. The one carrying Dashan and Dawn reared spectacularly before setting off at a frantic gallop. Casta’s horse followed suit, and Alyx hung on desperately as Casta swore and tried to bring him under control. Bushes and branches slapped past, the horses heedless of where they were going in their panic.

Shadowy creatures appeared out of the dimness, pacing alongside them. The galloping horses burst into a clearing. Alyx was on the second horse and didn’t see much of what happened next. Spitting and snarling echoed through the trees, there was a blur of movement, then her horse was screaming and blood spurted from its throat.

She and Casta were tipped sideways, hitting the ground hard and only just managing to scramble out of the way before being crushed by the dying horse. Arrows hissed through the air, coming perilously close to each of them. Alyx screamed in sheer terror, and Dawn was screaming too.

Without warning, she was picked up and dragged away from the horse. Screaming again, she struggled, but the arms that held her were like iron. She twisted around and saw a fierce-looking man with shaved head before she was dumped onto the back of another horse. The stranger jumped up behind her, trapping her.

The horse was kicked into a gallop. Not wanting to struggle further and fall off, Alyx stayed still, trying to master her terror but failing miserably. She was too scared to scream anymore, every muscle in her body turning rigid with panic.

A terrifying ride through the dark forest ensued. She could hear other horses around them, but see nothing, and the man behind her was completely silent. He rode his horse with exceptional skill, directing it with small movements of his body. 

After what felt like days’ worth of riding, but was probably only an hour or so, a pair of tall iron gates loomed out of the mist. The horses galloped through, continuing up a long stone driveway crowded thickly by fir trees.

Beyond the trees, the outline of a large mansion loomed, possibly a castle. Her abductor pulled up in a torchlit gravel courtyard by the front steps, slipping off the horse and dragging her off behind him. He kept firm hold of her, giving her no chance to escape. Other horses rode up, and with relief Alyx saw the twins, looking scared but alive. Dashan and the four other Bluecoats were there too, wrists bound securely.

Her attention turned to their abductors. Clearly warriors, they looked fearsome in the light cast by the flickering torches with their shaved skulls and bristling weaponry. All wore a motley garb of mixed browns and greens that likely helped them blend in with the forest. They weren’t Shiven though, Alyx could tell that much. Then she remembered Casta’s words from earlier and realisation hit her.

They were on the Madman’s lands. They’d gone too far east. These must be his men.

“Are you all right, Alyx?” Dashan called out, and received a vicious club to the head for his efforts. She winced as he doubled up in pain, then offered him a shaky nod to show she was physically unharmed.

As the gates closed, the warriors dragged them up the steps and inside, into a large, airy hall lit with a warm orange light from fireplaces set along the walls. Alyx blinked, trying to adjust to this new reality. Was she still in danger? 

A figure appeared at the top of the steps at the end of the hall, his boots echoing on the stone as he strode down.

“What’s going on here?” he demanded.

Alyx studied him as a means of distraction from her fear. He was a young man, probably only a few years older than her, with a handsome, serious face, brown hair cut severely short and hard green eyes. He was tall too, of a height with Dashan or maybe even a little taller.

“My Lord.” One of their abductors stepped forward to salute sharply.

“Why are there strangers in my hall, Romney?”

“We were on patrol over the border and spotted them approaching our lands. They were being chased by a group of Shiven trackers and a pack of their trained wolves. The Shiven we killed, but under the mud these are Bluecoats—escorting the young women, I’d say. I wasn’t sure what you’d want me to do with them, so we brought them back here.”

The man moved forward. Though Romney had referred to him as a lord, he was dressed simply, in breeches and a shirt. He moved gracefully, but held himself stiffly, with his back ramrod straight. Alyx was confused. From what she understood, the Lord of Widow Falls was a much older man. Could this be his son? Her father, Cayr, and the court rumor mill had never mentioned a son, or that the old lord had died.

“Who are you?” he demanded now.

“That’s Lady Alyx Egalion,” Dashan said defiantly. “The daughter of Lord Garan Egalion of Rionn, chief advisor to the king of Rionn.”

The young man’s eyes snapped from Dashan to Alyx at his words. “You expect me to believe the daughter of Lord Egalion was being chased through the disputed territory by a pack of Shiven?”

Dashan’s jaw clenched. “My unit was escorting Lady Egalion and her two companions to Tregaya. Time was of the essence, and our orders were to travel overland. Despite the tensions in the disputed area, we were far from Port Rantarin and had no expectation of being attacked along the way.”

“The Shiven attacked you unprovoked?”

Tijer levelled a quelling look at Dashan and stepped forward. “Yes, sir. We picked them up on our trail soon after crossing the border, and several days later they attacked without warning. I am Lieutenant Tijer, sir, now in charge of this unit. May I ask who you are?”

Ignoring Tijer, the young man simply stared at Alyx for a long moment, the skin around his eyes tightening imperceptibly. “You are the daughter of Garan Egalion?”

“Yes, I am,” she said, wishing that her voice wasn’t trembling as she spoke. “If you truly are the lord here, then you know what he’ll do to you if you hurt me in any way.”

“Your father doesn’t scare me,” he said dismissively, stepping back. “Romney, put them in a room under guard. I’ll think about what to do with them.”

“Wait!” Dashan said angrily, struggling as they tried to drag him away. “Who are you? The lord of Widow Falls was an old man, last I checked. That is where we are, yes?”

A cold smile spread across the young man’s face. “Your information is old, Bluecoat. My father died some years ago. I am Lord Ladan Mirren of Widow Falls, and yes, you are in my home.”

“How do we know that’s true?” Dashan demanded. “If you are truly a lord of Rionn, you wouldn’t be holding us captive here, no matter what the stories say.”

Ladan’s expression turned wintry. “I’m not holding you captive here. I simply require time to speak with my men and determine whether you are telling the truth. You won’t be harmed in the meantime.”

Dashan’s expression settled into a glare. When he opened his mouth to reply, however, Tijer stopped him with another look.

Ladan seemed unfazed. “Romney, get them out of here.” 

They were marched down a set of spiral steps lit only by intermittent, smoky lanterns. Dashan, the Bluecoats and the twins were thrown into separate rooms. Alyx was taken further along the corridor and up a set of stone steps. At the top of the steps, a heavy door opened, and she was ordered inside.

Still trembling with fear, she backed up, seeing only a bare room with a narrow bed and a single, high window in the darkness. The rain pattered on the glass, a calm counterpoint to the fear racking her body. Why had her father sent her away? Why had she agreed? She should have fought more, run away, anything to avoid this fear and danger.

Though her body was limp with exhaustion, Alyx couldn’t manage to relax enough to sleep at all for the remainder of the night. She lay on the hard mattress, facing the door, and starting with fright every time she heard a noise outside. She half-expected the Madman’s men to come any moment to kill her, even though she kept telling herself they were just stories made up to frighten children.

By the time the faint light of dawn trickled through the window, Alyx was cold and cramped, her eyes gritty and sore with lack of sleep. 

The door thudded open soon after. Two warriors, dressed in the same motley brown/green, came in and gestured for her to get up. They were gentler this time, allowing her to steady herself before one of them took firm hold of her arm.

Alyx was taken to a bathing room where a maid helped her to undress and slip into a steaming hot bath. Not seeing any option to refuse, Alyx did as she was told, and the maid passed her a piece of soap to clean herself with.

After a short time, the maid signaled she was to get out, and pointed to a stack of clean clothes sitting on a nearby chair. Then she left. 

Thoroughly confused now—why was she being allowed a bath and fresh clothes after the cold way they’d been treated the night before? —Alyx struggled to pull on a fresh tunic over riding skirts. Her hair she bound roughly at the base of her neck.

The maid reappeared shortly after, pointing towards the guards waiting outside the door. Alyx went over to them and they took her firmly by the arm again, walking her back to the main hall where they’d entered the night before.

She almost sobbed with relief to see Dashan’s tall form pacing impatiently, and the twins standing by the wall. Dashan had a livid purple bruise darkening his eye, but otherwise he and the twins looked unharmed. Tijer and the others were nowhere to be seen.

“Alyx! Are you all right?” Dashan’s hard, angry, expression faded into relief at the sight of her.

“Nobody speaks in my house unless I give permission.”

Alyx spun at the sound of the ice-cold voice from the previous night. The Madman of Widow Falls had come downstairs, fully dressed and wearing a sword at his hip.

“What do you want with us?” Dashan rounded on him angrily.

Ladan ignored him, looking straight at Alyx. “Why are you travelling to Tregaya? Tell the truth. I will know if you’re lying, and I will kill you for it.”

She cleared her dry throat, feeling slightly less afraid than she had. Ladan’s demeanor and threat to kill her were at odds with the warm bath and fresh clothes. If he’d truly intended to harm them, he would have done it already.

 “We are travelling to DarkSkull Hall to train to be mages. Dashan and the other Bluecoats are our protective guard. Where are they? Are they safe?”

“On whose orders are you travelling to DarkSkull?” Ladan ignored her questions.

“The king of Rionn, on recommendation from his new lord-mage, Lord Casovar.”

Ladan’s young face hardened. “And I’m to believe this father of yours, the one who will hunt me down if I hurt you, sent you away into danger like that?”

“He was ordered by the king,” she said helplessly. “There wasn’t time to travel by ship.”

“Then he’s a fool.”

Alyx’s father wasn’t a fool, but she had no other answer for any of this. So she stayed silent.

Ladan stared at her a moment longer, then stepped away. “Your timing is fortunate. I too had plans to attend DarkSkull Hall. My men and I will provide adequate escort and ensure you arrive there safely.”

“My Lord?” Romney looked startled but quieted at a look from Ladan.

Alyx frowned. Fortunate timing? It seemed far too fortunate to be merely coincidence, particularly given it seemed Romney had no idea of these plans. 

Dashan spoke before she could, echoing her thoughts. “I don’t believe you. What’s really going on here?” 

“You don’t have any right to question me, Bluecoat.” Ladan’s voice was low and dangerous. “I am going to DarkSkull Hall, and it is my wish that you accompany me. That is the end of it.”

“Why don’t you seem more surprised that we were attacked by the Shiven?” Dashan demanded. “I don’t trust you, and I want answers.”

Ladan stepped up to Dashan, and they stared coldly at each other; they were of a height and age, both strong young men with hard, angry expressions. Neither was willing to look away first, and Alyx was struck by the observation that both were immovable forces who could not overpower the other.

Eventually Ladan smiled coldly. “As you pointed out last night, Bluecoat, I am a Lord of Rionn. It is my duty to ensure Lady Egalion and her companions reach their destination safely. Beyond that, my personal choice to attend DarkSkull Hall is none of your business.”

He stepped away, but Dashan continued to stare furiously at him. “You didn’t answer my question.”

Ladan ignored him and turned to stride away. “Romney, get them some food. I can’t afford to have them slowing me down.”

“Dash?” Alyx asked as soon as Ladan and Romney had disappeared. “What do we do?”

Dashan’s jaw was clenched. “We have no choice. We have to go with him.”

“At least he hasn’t killed us, right?” Finn offered.

“Finn, don’t,” Dawn said quietly. “Those are just stories. He may be rude and cold, but he hasn’t hurt us. Do you really want to travel the rest of the way to DarkSkull without his protection?”

Finn looked chastened. “No, I don’t.”

“They’re right, Dash,” Alyx laid a hand on his arm.

He nodded tightly. “Did you hear about the old Lord of Widow Falls dying?”

“No, but the stories about the Madman of Widow Falls exist for a reason. I don’t think he’s been to Alistriem since I was a girl. The king might know—Ladan would have had to send an official notification at the very least—but this is a minor and remote holding and the news may not have registered with the court gossips. It’s far more interesting to spread stories about an old hermit who eats those he captures.”

“It’s unlikely the men here would be following Ladan if he wasn’t the heir,” Finn pointed out.

“Fine. Let’s just get this over with.” Dashan stalked off.

They rode out within a half hour, Alyx and each of the twins sitting before one of Ladan’s warriors on their horses. All five Bluecoats had been given their own horses and their weapons back. Their expressions ranged from mutinous anger in Dashan’s case, to wariness in Tijer’s. The wound on Tijer’s arm had been bandaged neatly, though, and none of the Bluecoats looked to have been harmed since Alyx last saw them.

Ten of Ladan’s men rode out of the gates with them, but quickly vanished into the surrounding forest. Ladan rode ahead, leading the way, and determinedly intolerant of any slowing down on the part of those he was escorting.

“Lady Egalion, why hasn’t the king insisted on closer contact with Lord Mirren?”

“I’m not sure.” Outside the scandals that occurred occasionally, Alyx had never paid much attention to how the king managed his lords. “I know that he pays his taxes on time every year, and as I said, his holdings are small and remote.”

“Even so, I would have thought the king would insist on closer ties, particularly given he’s so close to the Shiven border.”

“You’re right,” Alyx agreed, curiosity taking hold. Was there something special about Lord Mirren she wasn’t aware of?

 “Quiet!” the warrior behind Finn barked. “We’re about to cross back over into the disputed area.”

All three fell instantly silent at the harsh note in the warrior’s voice. As time passed, Alyx half-slept in the saddle, her mind in too much of a haze of exhaustion to really notice what was happening. She should probably be more worried about the Lord of Widow Falls, or that the Shiven would catch up with them, but she was too far gone in misery to summon any real concern.

Long after night fell, Ladan signaled a halt by reining in his horse and calling his men by some silent method. Alyx found a blanket being put into her hands along with a thick slice of bread and cup of water. She ate and drank gratefully, then curled up in the blanket and went straight to sleep.








  
  
Chapter 8




The sound of people moving about woke Alyx the next morning, and instantly she felt terrible; a thick head, gritty eyes, and itchy, dirty skin. When she opened her eyes, she found herself looking straight into an implacable green gaze. Ladan was watching her from across the clearing, muted anger on his face and in his bearing. She wondered what it was that caused such anger and coldness in a man so young. 

“One of the Madman’s men says we’ll cross into Tregaya tomorrow, if we’re lucky.” Dashan hunkered down before her. “How are you holding up?”

She smiled at the concern written in his warm brown eyes. “What, no teasing about the current state of my dress? I’m disappointed, Dash.”

“I thought I’d give you a break, considering the circumstances.”

“Do you really think he’s going to hurt us?” 

“No,” he conceded. “If he planned to, he would have done it already. Still, he’s clearly a dangerous man. If his warriors had mistaken us for Shiven the other night...”

“Why do you think he’s so angry?”

“I don’t know, it’s odd. I’m not convinced he had already planned to head this way either—it almost felt like he decided to go to train at DarkSkull only when he found out you were going there. But that makes no sense either.”

Something about that niggled at Alyx, but she felt too tired to pursue it. Instead, she nodded and tried to stand, taking Dashan’s hand when he offered it. “We’d better get moving then.”

Ladan appeared, scowling. “Hurry up, we don’t have all day.” 

“Hey, why don’t you back off?” Dashan said, moving towards Ladan with his fists clenched tightly at his sides. 

“Dash, it’s okay,” Alyx said, recognizing he was about to lose his temper.

“Just hurry,” Ladan snapped.

“Dashan, no!” Tijer was suddenly there, moving in front of Dashan as he stepped towards Ladan.

“We need to leave now,” Ladan said, turning on his heel and striding towards his horse.

“Get off, Tijer, I’m fine.” Dashan shoved the Bluecoat away.

“Keep that temper of yours under control,” Tijer said calmly. “That’s an order, Dashan.”

“Fine.” His jaw clenched.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Alyx hissed as she approached Dashan.

“He can’t tell me what to do.” 

“He’s a Lord of Rionn,” she snapped. “Use your brain, Dashan, and stop acting like a schoolyard bully.”

He said nothing, and they glared at each other for a few long moments before they were forced to mount up and follow Ladan.

“Didn’t you say you grew up together?” Dawn asked Alyx as the horse she was on moved up beside the warrior carrying Alyx.

“You mean Dashan and me?” Alyx nodded.

“Sometimes you look like you can barely stand each other.”

“Most of the time we can’t,” Alyx said ruefully. “He carries a chip on his shoulder the size of a boulder, and me being noble-born just rubs him up the wrong way.”

“Because he’s half Shiven?”

“Because he’s not rich.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t get me wrong. Dashan doesn’t care about money or power. He just hates the way he’s treated because he has neither of those things.”

“I can understand that.”

“So can I, to a point, but he can’t go around losing his temper like he did just now. Without Lord Ladan’s protection, we’re unlikely to make it to DarkSkull Hall alive.”

“I’m sure that’s much easier for you to say than him to actually do.”

Alyx swallowed a sharp retort to Dawn’s gentle chiding. Dawn hadn’t spent her life being treated to Dashan’s temper and prejudice, and Alyx wanted to avoid making anyone else angry with her if she could.

Ladan wouldn’t allow them to stop until well after sundown, and when he did, they were not allowed a fire.

“The Shiven are close,” he said tersely. “We may have to move on during the night if they get much closer.”

“How do you know that?” Dashan demanded.

“He’s right. I can hear them,” Dawn said, shivering.

Dashan glanced at her, then back at Ladan. “Your men are riding our back trail?”

“Yes,” Ladan said shortly.

The fear that had died down during the day surged back through Alyx, and she tried to shake it off as she looked at Ladan.

“What can we do? Should we run?”

“We’ll move on before they get too close,” Ladan said. “You’re safe, Lady Egalion.”

“I don’t know that!” The fear made her angry. “You practically kidnapped us two nights ago, and now I’m supposed to trust that you’ll keep us safe. If the Shiven are on our trail, I don’t think we should sit here and do nothing.”

“My men and I have been dealing with Shiven patrols for years, Lady Egalion,” Ladan spoke in clipped tones. “I ask that you trust our knowledge. If I’d wanted to harm you, I’d have done it already.”

“Your men have been attacked before, haven’t they?” Dashan’s voice had a challenging note to it, but was more civil than earlier. “That’s why you weren’t surprised to hear about what happened to us.”

Ladan nodded tersely. “Twice in the last six months. The second was only two weeks ago. I had just sent off a message to the king about it the day before you showed up.”

“Why did they attack you?”

“My soldiers were conducting routine patrols just inside the border of the disputed area. Both attacks came without warning, like yours.” Ladan raised a hand as Dashan opened his mouth again. “I don’t know any more than you do.”

“Then why are you travelling with us to DarkSkull?” 

Ladan offered no response to that, so Dashan forged on. “Shouldn’t you stay at home to protect your lands?”

Again, Ladan was silent, instead turning to speak quietly with one of his men. 

“Did Lord-Mage Casovar go and visit him too?” Dashan turned his questions on Alyx.

“How would I know?” she said tiredly. “Just leave it alone, Dash. Ladan’s not going to tell you his reasons, and it doesn’t matter.”

“Alyx, there’s something odd about Ladan, I’m telling you. If he’s such a hermit, how could Lord-Mage Casovar have even known about him? And he’s so young. How can we know he truly is the Lord of Widow Falls?”

“All good questions,” Finn replied from where he was curled up in his blankets. “But right now we need to get some sleep.”

“He’s right, Dash.”

Dashan shrugged and lay down nearby, pulling his blanket up and over his head.

Ladan proved true to his word. His men reported the following day that the Shiven had dropped off their trail. Alyx breathed a sigh of relief, but this news didn’t seem to make the grim Bluecoats any happier.

“We’re too much trouble for them now, I guess,” Jenka said angrily. “Cowards.”

“Lieutenant, I want to go back to look for the others.” Roland turned to Tijer. “Even if… well, if they didn’t make it, we should at least give them a proper burial.”

“You can’t go back,” Ladan said flatly. “You don’t know where to look, and it will just give the Shiven an opportunity to pick you off.”

“We’re not afraid of the Shiven, my Lord,” Casta said. “You can understand how we feel about leaving our comrades behind.”

“You had a duty to protect your charges, and you carried out that duty,” Ladan said. “None of you have anything to feel bad about.”

“We can look for them on our way back to Alistriem,” Jenka argued. “What if some of them are still alive? They’re our unit-mates, we owe it to them to try.”

“Lord Mirren is right,” Tijer spoke the words with clear difficulty. “My responsibility is to see Lady Egalion and her companions safely to DarkSkull Hall and then ensure the remainder of my unit makes it home. There are only five of us left, it’s not enough to go back.”

Alyx glanced over at Dashan, the only Bluecoat who hadn’t said anything. His face was grim as he stared at the ground, the rigidity of his shoulders telling her he was deeply upset. Knowing him as she did, she decided he agreed with Tijer, or he would have spoken out.

The Bluecoats were nothing if not disciplined, so there was no further argument once Tijer had spoken. Alyx felt for them, but she too agreed with Tijer. These young men had risked their lives to keep her safe and the thought more of them might die on the way home made her feel ill.

“My men will ensure you return to Widow Falls’ lands safely, and from there you can travel back to Alistriem. It will take you longer to go around the disputed area, but it will be safer,” Ladan said into the tense silence.

“Thank you, Lord Mirren,” Tijer said quietly.

Their party crossed the border into Tregaya early the following morning after a long night of riding. Ladan called a halt once they were well inside the border and left to scout the back trail with his men while Alyx and the others accepted the break from riding with relief. The Bluecoats set about making a small fire to boil water and brew some tea.

Alyx was struck again by their small number; of the twenty who’d set out with them, only five remained. It was hard to grasp how badly everything had gone wrong, and how abruptly. Less than a month earlier she’d been taking a walk with Cayr in the sun on the Alistriem docks. Now she’d seen Bluecoats die in front of her. She shuddered, unable to forget the sound of whirring arrows and the panicked screams of horses.

Dashan brought Alyx and Dawn a steaming cup of tea once it was brewed. He’d been uncommunicative since the previous day, and even now he handed them the tea without a word.

“Why is Tijer in charge?” Alyx asked, trying to draw him out.

“Audern was the only ranking member of the unit. In his absence, leadership goes to the most experienced. That’s Tijer—he’s done three stints on the border already, even though he’s not much older than me.”

“Is that why he’s so serious all the time?”

Dashan hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Get some rest. You’ll be safe here.”

Alyx relaxed back against the trunk of a tree, sipping tea and feeling the heavy burden of immediate terror slowly lift from her shoulders. It was a pleasant feeling, and she allowed her eyes to slip closed. Cayr’s face floated into her mind, and she smiled, wishing he was there. 

“Can you believe we made it?” Dawn spoke from beside her. 

“It hasn’t sunken in yet.” Finn joined them, clutching his own mug of tea.

“How far are we from DarkSkull?” Dawn asked her twin.

“A few days’ ride. It’s not far, looking at a map.”

“I feel awful for the Bluecoats. I can’t imagine what it’s like to lose so many comrades,” Dawn murmured. “Sometimes I can feel their sadness, it must be strong.”

“The response in Rionn is going to be furious. I hope it doesn’t affect the truce,” Finn said. 

“Lady Egalion, are you all right?” Dawn’s concerned voice cut into Alyx’s dozing.

“Oh.” She blinked. “I’m fine. I’m just so exhausted right now I think I could sleep anywhere.”

“I know the feeling.” She smiled.

Casta came over to offer them blankets, which they accepted gratefully. Alyx curled up on the ground under hers and fell asleep almost instantly.

The Tregayan countryside was hilly, the landscape alternating between granite rock face and scrubby forest. Alyx didn’t see a single green field like those that dotted the landscape back in Rionn.

Ladan was in a hurry and forced them to move through both villages they passed, not allowing them to stop. Alyx was happy enough with that. She wanted to get to DarkSkull Hall so she could get this nightmare over with as quickly as possible. Once she was there, she could start counting down the days until she could leave again.

The Widow Falls’ men remained a distant but protective presence. Those riding with Alyx and the twins spoke only when they had to. The lord himself didn’t speak to any of them again. He sat his horse ahead of their group most of the time, and at night when they made camp he slept separately.

Tijer maintained leadership of the grim-looking Bluecoats and ensured Dashan stayed well away from Ladan by sending him out on regular patrols. Finn and Dawn kept to themselves, their awkwardness around Alyx resuming now that the danger had passed. The Bluecoats were unfailing polite but remained wrapped in a somber mood.

“Lieutenant, it’s not far ahead.” Dashan’s voice sounded out of the dimness and a few moments later he appeared ahead of them on the road, riding his horse at a canter.

“Any problems?” Tijer asked.

“No.” Dashan reined in. “It all looks clear; another couple of miles and you’ll be there.”

“Look at that, we made it.” Roland gave an echo of his old engaging smile as he glanced at Alyx and the twins.

“It seems so.” Dawn returned the smile. “I can hardly believe it.”

Alyx peered down the road, but the sun had almost set, and she couldn’t make out anything except the trees lining the edges.

“Keep alert.” Tijer spoke to his men. “I don’t want anything happening in these last few miles.”

Night had fallen by the time they approached DarkSkull Hall. Alyx was almost asleep against the chest of the warrior at her back, hanging on to the saddle with exhausted fingers. Her entire focus was on the horse before them, step after step, the steady rhythm rocking her into a doze.

The trees lining the road seemed to press in on them, shadowy and sinister. Alyx would have been uneasy if she’d been able to summon enough energy to think about it, but in her current state of exhaustion, she wondered if she’d ever feel energized again. The sucking sounds of the horses’ hooves on the muddy road were unnaturally loud in the silence since the rain had stopped.

Then, just like that, they rounded a corner and were confronted with a stunning sight.

The road ahead of them led onto a bridge stretching across a deep gorge. Wooden support struts crisscrossed down from the bridge to the valley floor, disappearing into darkness. Moonlight shone down on the deserted bridge, which had to be wide enough for at least six carriages travelling abreast. At the other end of the bridge stood a pair of gates and beyond them was darkness.

The gorge stretched away to the left and right, encircling a row of hills. Looking more closely, Alyx caught the glimmer of moonlight reflecting off water far below.

“Where to from here?” Finn wondered.

Ladan kicked his horse ahead, going to investigate the bridge more closely. Tijer joined him, and they had a whispered conversation that Alyx couldn’t quite catch.

“This is your stop, I believe,” Dashan said, reining his horse to a halt beside her. “And here is where we leave you.”

Alyx swung her head towards him. “You’re going to leave us here?”

“I’m sorry, Alyx.” Concern softened his voice. It had been days since their fight, and Alyx was far too tired to be angry with him anymore. It seemed he felt the same way. “We got you safely to DarkSkull, but we can’t stay. Those are the rules.”

“I know,” she managed around the sudden lump in her throat. The despair she’d been feeling for days deepened at the thought that the one remaining familiar person in her life was also about to leave. With a helping hand from the warrior behind her, she slid down from the saddle. He rode away without a word but Dashan kicked his horse closer.

“If it’s any consolation, it means I won’t be around to infuriate you anymore.”

“Sure, I’m feeling better already.” She fiercely fought back tears.

Uncharacteristic compassion flashed in Dashan’s brown eyes, almost undoing her. She looked away, trying to prevent the tears welling in her eyes from falling. 

Abruptly, he reached down, pulling her roughly into his arms. “You be strong, Alyx. I know you can do this. Remember who you are, and have faith in yourself.”

Her fingers gripped the rough weave of his shirt and she nodded against his chest. He smelled of damp and soil, yet he felt warm and strong.

He pulled away then, looking almost embarrassed. “That was for Cayr. He would have wanted me to.”

“Thanks, Dash.”

Not far off, Finn and Dawn dismounted too, both looking lost and alone on the dark road. Dashan waved a goodbye to both of them, which they returned dispiritedly. He then leaned down, touched Alyx’s shoulder and dropped a warm kiss on her forehead.

“That one is from me.” 

And with that he was gone, kicking his horse into a gallop and heading back the way they’d come. 

“Goodbye, Lady Egalion,” Tijer pulled up his horse beside her. “Lord-Mage Casovar gave us firm instructions not to proceed any further than the bridge, but Lord Ladan has assured me he’ll see you safely through to DarkSkull.”

“Thank you for everything, Lieutenant,” she said sincerely. “I hope to see you all again back in Alistriem.”

He tipped his hat. “We hope the same thing, Lady Egalion. Good luck.”

Tijer urged his horse after Dashan and the other Bluecoats fell in after him, each with a wave or a smile for Alyx and the twins as they passed. The Madman’s men, insubstantial as shadows, raced down the road after them.








  
  
Chapter 9




Silently, Alyx and the twins turned and followed Ladan, who had already stepped out onto the bridge. The rough stone rasped under her boots and a strong wind whipped around her, ruffling her skirts and hair. They walked down the middle, steering clear of the edges and the enormous drop below. 

Eventually they reached the gates on the other side. Lichen crawled over the iron surface, and some of the bars were a deep red with rust. Two enormous trees stood on either side of the gates, their branches hanging almost to the ground, whispering to each other in the breeze. 

Alyx couldn’t make out anything beyond the gates except the shadowy outline of the hills. A shiver wracked her, as much because of her damp clothes as the eerie atmosphere.

Something in her felt drawn to this place. It held an air of mystery and quiet power, like nothing she’d ever felt before. Deep down, she tensed at the feeling, unsure whether the instinct was something to be feared or welcomed. 

Finn rubbed his hands together and blew on his fingers. “I hope they have warm beds in there.”

“How do we get in?” Dawn walked over to peer through the bars of the gates.

Alyx did the same, grimacing as she touched slimy moss on the iron. Recoiling, she glanced up at a bell hidden amongst the leaves of the left tree. Looking back down, she met Dawn and Finn’s fearful looks.

Ladan looked at the three of them contemptuously and reached up to pull the bell hard. Alyx and the twins startled as the bell pealed much louder than expected, sending a nearby flock of ravens flapping into the air in alarm. For a few seconds, the echoes of the bell through the hills competed with the thudding of her heart in her chest. 

Then, a loud screeching broke the silence.

Alyx and the twins scrambled backwards as the gates slowly swung open, the horrifying screeching only growing louder. In under a minute, they stood open, the shadows beyond beckoning. 

Ladan strode inside without another word, leaving them standing there looking at each other. Tired, hungry, and cold, Alyx simply straightened her shoulders and walked after him. The twins followed behind. They continued along the road, which took them straight ahead and through a canyon that had been etched out of the hillside.

They kept walking, the summit of the valley wall towering over them on each side. At one point, Alyx glanced up and swore she could see two shadowy figures standing at the top of the eastern valley wall, staring down at them. When she rubbed at her tired eyes and looked back though, they’d gone.

 It felt like they walked forever, but eventually they reached the other end of the gorge, where the road began winding steadily downwards into a wide valley.

DarkSkull Hall became visible down below them, a massive, hulking shape in the blackness. Tiny flickers of light indicated torch-lit rooms, but there weren’t many of those at this late hour. The main hall sat in the centre of the valley, at the top of a wide lake which glimmered in the moonlight. The school’s grounds fell away on all sides, and Alyx could just make out the shadows of other smaller buildings in the distance. 

“It doesn’t look very welcoming, does it?” Dawn said.

Another shiver skittered down Alyx’s spine. “No, it doesn’t.”

A bobbing lantern light appeared on the road below, making its way towards them. Alyx tried to quell her nerves and look calm as the light resolved into a person holding a lantern. It wasn’t long before a woman stood before them. Short and slightly stooped, her grey hair was tied back sharply in a bun.

“What do you want?”

“We’re here to study at DarkSkull Hall.” Ladan spoke for all of them, his voice as terse as the woman’s. Alyx flicked a glance at him, Dashan’s questions about Ladan’s intentions echoing through her mind. She was close to certain Casovar hadn’t approached Ladan to study at DarkSkull, so what was he doing here?

“More initiates.” The woman sniffed. “You’re late. The study year started two weeks ago.”

“We know.”

The woman waited a beat, but when Ladan provided no further information, she turned and began walking back the way she’d come. “Come with me, please.”

Finn and Dawn shared a glance, then followed the woman down the path. Ladan and Alyx followed suit. The woman said nothing further as they walked down the long road to the base of the valley floor and followed a turning that took them towards the buildings Alyx had seen. Then she led them up the front stone steps of the main building and past a pair of leering gargoyles decorating the front entrance.

Without pause, the woman took them up a wide staircase to the left and along the first floor landing to an open area. Several tables—some with paperwork stacked neatly on them—were scattered across the area, and three closed doors led into adjacent rooms. None of the torches were lit, but light shone from under two of the doors. The woman crossed purposefully to one of them before knocking sharply. Raising a hand for them to stay where they were, she went inside, closing the door behind her. 

It wasn’t long before the door opened again and she re-appeared, waving them over. “Come in, please.”

Alyx filed in behind Ladan and the twins, her gaze taking in a richly appointed working space—not unlike Astor’s, she thought. A short, thin man was rising from behind the desk, wearing a black robe also similar to Astor’s.

“I am Master Romas, head of DarkSkull Hall,” he said. “Madame Grange tells me you’ve come to study here?”

“That’s right,” Ladan replied. “I am Lord Ladan Mirren. This is Lady Alyx Egalion, and Dawn and Finn A’ndreas. We’re from Rionn. You should be expecting us.”

Romas had known who they were from the moment they’d walked in, Alyx thought instantly. There was no surprise on his face at Ladan’s words. His eyes shifted slowly between each of them, studying. Alyx’s skin crawled when he looked at her; his pale brown eyes saw more than just her face, she was sure.

“We haven’t had students from Rionn in quite some time. You’re late. Our learning year started two weeks ago.”

Bristling at his lack of deference for her and Ladan’s rank as well as in reaction to the discomfort he roused in her, Alyx spoke before Ladan could. “That wasn’t deliberate, I assure you. We were attacked on our way here.”

Romas was unmoved by her haughty tone. Again, it was as if even news that they’d been attacked was unsurprising to him.

“Madame Grange will see you settled in the dormitories for tonight. First thing tomorrow I will assign one of the masters to supervise your training here,” Romas said as he sat back down. 

“You don’t want to hear more about the attack on us?” Ladan pushed when it became clear Romas had no more to say. “I had thought that would be something the Mage Council would be interested in.”

“The council knows more than you imagine, Ladan,” Romas said. “Madame Grange is waiting for you outside. You’re dismissed.”

Grange led them out of the main hall and across open space to one of the smaller buildings nearby. Again, the entry foyer was dim, lit by only one lamp. “Girls, you’ll come with me please. Ladan, Finn, someone will come shortly to take you to the male dormitory.”

At her words, a look of alarm crossed Dawn’s face. Finn looked unhappy also, and Alyx guessed they’d never been separated before. Neither of them said anything though, and Alyx was impressed by their strength, remembering how difficult it had been for her to see Dashan ride away—and he was far from a beloved twin.

“Sleep tight,” Finn spoke, his voice deliberately light.

“We’ll see you in the morning,” Dawn said as brother and sister hugged.

Ladan watched this exchange with a blank expression, arms crossed firmly over his chest.

The woman led Alyx and Dawn away from the entrance foyer, down a draughty corridor and then up a spiraling set of stone steps that was so narrow Alyx had to walk up almost sideways. On the third level, they went through a wooden door and then out across an open stone bridge. The night air chilled Alyx to the bone.

Finally, they left the bridge and entered a long, wide corridor. It was dark, the space lit only by faint moonlight coming through the tall arched windows that lined the hall. The woman stopped outside a small door at the far end of the hall and pulled a small key off her belt to unlock it.

“This will be your room. Breakfast is served at dawn in the dining hall, and if you’re late, you’ll miss it. A spot check on your room will be conducted each Seventhday at dawn, and if I find a speck of dirt or dust, you’ll be washing dishes for a week.” The woman spoke quickly and in a monotone, as if she’d given this speech a hundred times before. “Inside you’ll find uniforms that initiates wear. Appear on these grounds in anything but those uniforms, and you’ll be washing dishes and scrubbing floors for a week. Nobody is allowed outside of the grounds without specific permission from the DarkSkull Master. Disobey that rule, and you’ll be expelled. Any questions?”

Alyx blinked. In her sleepiness and exhaustion, the woman’s diatribe had almost hypnotized her and the end of it was rather sudden. She quickly processed what had been said, nodding as Dawn replied.

“No questions.” 

“In you go then.” The woman turned without another word, disappearing back the way they’d come.

Alyx followed Dawn into the room, her spirits dropping even further as she took in the tiny space with two small beds shoved against the left and right walls. An arched window was set into the thick stone wall between the beds and a small oak chest sat at the foot of each.

She’d never had to share a room before, and the thought of doing it in this cramped space was discomforting. She’d barely have any room to move, and where were the closets?

“We’re both in here?” Alyx clarified.

Dawn frowned. “It was pretty clear from what that woman said.... Oh! You’ve never had to share a room before.”

Alyx’s face reddened. “I didn’t mean to… it’s just so small, and cold.”

“It’s all right,” Dawn said. “Finn and I shared a room when we were small, but I haven’t shared for years. I should warn you in advance that I sometimes talk in my sleep.”

Alyx smiled involuntarily. “My father says I’ve been known to sleep walk.”

“I think I can cope with that.” Dawn returned her smile.

Alyx moved into the room, inspecting the folded pile of clothes at the foot of the nearest bed. The loose pants and long-sleeved jacket were a dark cream colour, and a drab brown hooded robe topped the pile. When she dug through to look more closely, she also found two identical tan long-sleeve shirts.

Alyx slumped to the bed, dropping her head into her hands. She couldn’t bear the thought of wearing such drab colours—and having to wear pants! She thought mournfully of her favourite dresses folded neatly in her canvas bag, all left behind with their carriage.

“I was miserable when my father told us we were being sent here.”

Alyx looked up at Dawn, who’d sat down on the bed opposite. “Who wouldn’t be?”

“But then I thought about it a little. I didn’t have much of a future back in Alistriem, really, apart from marrying another tradesman like my father, having his children, and looking after his house. Women don’t become blacksmiths, even if I wanted to do what my father does.”

“I’m already betrothed, and that’s all I want. I just want to go home and marry Cayr and live the rest of my life with him and a family.” Alyx hugged herself, fighting tears.

Dawn’s eyes widened considerably. “You mean Prince Cayr? You’re betrothed to the future king?”

“We grew up together, the two of us, and Dashan as well. We’re not officially betrothed, but we will be when I go home.”

Dawn looked overawed by the information. “I’m sorry, Lady Egalion. You must feel very out of place here. It has to be worse for you than it is for Finn and me.”

“Judging by that long list of rules we were given, it sounds like there might be a lot of dishes duty in our near future.” Alyx changed the subject, trying to get back on equal footing with the girl.

“Well, at least that’s something I know how to do.” Dawn laughed lightly.

“Of course.” Alyx knew Dawn didn’t intend it, but Alyx felt even more out of place than she had before. She’d never touched a dirty dish in her life. Her father had warned her that she’d have to look after herself at DarkSkull though. She supposed the quicker she learned, the better off she’d be. Not that expulsion would be such a terrible thing, except for the fact she’d be going back on her promise to her father, and even worse, letting him and their family name down. The spark of pride deep within her wouldn’t allow that, no matter how miserable she was.

“I don’t mean to be rude, Lady Egalion, but why were you sent here?”

“My mother was a mage.”

“Really? What sort of magic did she have?”

Alyx frowned, trying to recall but unable to pierce the fogginess that shrouded her earliest memories. Ignoring the unsettled feeling that always evoked, she replied, “I don’t remember. She died when I was five.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Dawn hesitated. “Nine months here. It seems like a long time, doesn’t it?”

Alyx lowered her face back into her hands. “It seems like forever.”

Dawn rose and busied herself inspecting her bedding and pile of clothes, giving Alyx a moment alone. Eventually, Alyx stood and opened her chest, dropping her new clothes into it. When she looked up, Dawn was staring at her.

“What?”

“I’m guessing you had servants folding all your clothes for you at home.” Dawn giggled. 

“I….” Alyx felt discomforted. “Yes, I did.”

“Well.” Dawn regarded her own pile of initiate clothing. “I see no need to fold any of that neatly.” With apparent relish, she picked up the clothes and dumped them into her chest just as Alyx had done.

Alyx couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks, Dawn.”

By then tiredness had overcome them both, and they mumbled a good night to each other before curling up in the narrow beds. Alyx was out the moment her head touched the pillow.








  
  
Chapter 10




Despite the stern instructions delivered to them the night before, both girls—for the first time in weeks sleeping in a proper bed in relative safety—slept in well past dawn. When Alyx cracked open an eyelid and saw light streaming through the window above, it took her a moment to realise where she was. Then, she panicked. She called out to Dawn and jumped out of the bed, regretting it immediately as her sore and stiffened muscles protested painfully. 

She stumbled against the bed, then, righting herself, went to the window. The sun was well above the horizon.

“Oh no,” Dawn said from behind her, mouth open as she stared out the same window.

“We’d better hurry.”

The two girls dressed quickly in the clothing they’d been provided. The brown robe was loose and too long on Alyx, and she was glad of the brown leather belt she used to buckle tightly around her waist. Even that was too long, its tail hanging down almost to her knees. 

“Shoes?” Dawn asked, panicked.

Alyx thought a second, then suggested, “Under the beds?”

Dawn knelt, shoulders sagging in relief as she pulled a pair of brown leather boots from under her bed. 

“I am not wearing men’s boots.” Alyx emphatically refused.

“I don’t want to be rude, Lady Egalion, but it’s cold out. I think these boots are preferable to frostbite.”

As the sense of Dawn’s words sank in, Alyx capitulated with a heavy sigh, and crouched down to drag out the pair under her bed. They both struggled with pulling the calf-length boots all the way on over the baggy breeches.

“I feel like I’m swimming in all this,” Alyx grumbled as she tugged on the second boot.

Neither girl bothered wasting time tying the laces on the boots before running from the room. Both halted almost immediately as they realised they had no idea how to get to the dining hall. 

The hallway was empty. Presumably all the girls on their floor were already down at breakfast. A moment later, though, a maid appeared around the corner carrying a mop and bucket.

“Good morning,” Dawn said. “Could you tell us how to get to the dining hall?”

The maid gave them a knowing look. “Newly arrived initiates, I take it?”

“We only got in last night.”

“Well, you’ve missed breakfast already. You need to go back down the main stairs, out the front doors, and straight across the lawn. The dining hall is on the ground floor of the main hall. You can’t miss it.”

“Thank you,” Dawn said, before she and Alyx took to their heels.

DarkSkull didn’t look as eerie and menacing in daytime as it had under the darkness of the previous night. Instead, it just looked grey and miserable. Alyx glanced around, catching a brief glimpse of fields and other stone buildings as she and Dawn hurried across to the main hall. The tops of the hills surrounding the valley wall were wreathed in thick fog, though Alyx thought she caught sight of a stone tower on the south-eastern corner of the valley wall, its tip poking through the mist.

When they finally arrived at the dining hall, Finn was sitting at an empty table. A tall, dark-skinned boy their age stood beside him and the two were talking. The rest of the dining hall was empty and three workers were moving around clearing dishes and cleaning the tables.

“Morning.” Finn looked up as they approached. He had dark circles under his eyes but looked pleased to see his sister.

“How long have you been here?” Dawn asked, giving her brother a quick hug.

“Not long. I slept in, then got lost finding this place.”

“You’ve missed breakfast,” the other boy said unhelpfully.

“This is Tarrick,” Finn introduced them. “He’s Zandian and an initiate like us. Our rooms are on the same floor, though I’m on my own for the moment.”

“Nice to meet you.” Tarrick held out a hand.

“Lady Alyx Egalion.” She took the hand politely. “Daughter of Lord Garan Egalion of Rionn.”

“Finn mentioned you were Rionnans.” Tarrick offered Dawn his hand next. “You’ll be the only ones here at DarkSkull. Most of us are from Tregaya or Zandia.”

“How did you miss breakfast?” Dawn asked him.

He shrugged. “The hours here are long, so I chose sleep over food.”

“What can you tell us about this place?” Alyx wanted to know.

“What do you know already?”

“Nothing.” Alyx replied for all three of them.

Tarrick looked confused. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Finn said. “Our king appointed a new lord-mage recently, and one of his first recommendations was to send more mage-potentials to train at DarkSkull. Lord-Mage Casovar came to see us shortly after, and before we knew it we were here.”

“Master Casovar!” Tarrick said. “I’d heard he left the Council and had been appointed to the court in Rionn.”

“You know him, then?” Alyx asked.

“Not personally, but all mages have heard of him, of course. The Council was disappointed to lose him.”

“Oh, I see.” Dawn shared a confused look with Finn.

“So you’re not from mage families?” Tarrick looked disappointed.

“Neither of our parents has a shred of magic,” Dawn said.

“My mother was a mage,” Alyx said.

“Really?” Tarrick perked up. “Who is your mother?”

“Her name was Temari, but she died when I was young and I don’t really remember anything about her.”

“Oh.” He looked awkward, as did the twins, and an uneasy silence fell.

Dawn eventually broke it, clearing her throat. “How many initiates are there at DarkSkull?”

“About twenty, now that you’re here, but initiates are first-year students. A lot never make it through the first year, and some don’t break out,” Tarrick said. “Those that display magic and pass their first year are called apprentices. They’re the ones wearing grey robes. Full mages wear black.”

“How many years do you have to study here before becoming a full mage?” Finn asked with interest.

“Usually it’s about four, but it depends on when the masters think you’re ready.”

Dawn grimaced. “And from what Madame Grange told us last night, we’re essentially trapped here on threat of expulsion.”

“That’s not really a threat,” Alyx muttered, mostly to herself. She was only grumbling though, the idea of letting down her adored father by failing so quickly was too much to bear.

“That’s right,” Tarrick said, ignoring Alyx. “Except for the two-day festival held in the Spring. We’re all allowed off the grounds then.”

“Well, aren’t you all a sorry-looking bunch?”

All four of them turned to stare at the man who’d spoken. He was of average height, with a short brown beard and portly figure. He carried a polished ebony staff in one hand and wore the same serviceable black robe that Romas had been wearing the night before. A mage, then, given what Tarrick had just said.

“I imagine you have a class you need to be at, Initiate Tylender?” he spoke again.

“Yes, sir.” Tarrick nodded at them all and strode away.

“Missed breakfast did we?” The man raised an eyebrow. “Always happens to the newcomers. Nobody ever bothers to tell them where the dining hall is. I’m Master Howell, one of the mage teachers here at DarkSkull Hall. I’m also head librarian for the Mage Council. Most of our works are kept here at DarkSkull.”

They continued to stare. Howell looked rather innocuous for a mage. He had none of Lord-Mage Casovar’s aura of intensity or hawk-like gaze. Nor did he have the cool self-assurance Romas had displayed the previous evening.

“A bunch of mutes, are you?” He peered at them. “Or deaf maybe? You look far too tired and hungry to be shy.”

“I am Lady Alyx Egalion of Rionn,” Alyx spoke in the tone she usually reserved for greeting court nobles for the first time. “My companions are Finn and Dawn A’ndreas. All of us can speak and hear perfectly well.”

“Excellent.” He beamed. “You may call me ‘master,’ or ‘sir.’ I’m to be your supervisor for your time at DarkSkull. Come with me now, please.”

“Sir, could we get something to eat?” Finn asked.

“No. You’ve missed breakfast,” Howell said. “It’d be against the rules for me to let you eat now. You’ll have to wait till dinnertime. Come along, I don’t have all day.”

Dutifully, they followed Howell out of the dining hall and into the cold morning. Now that she wasn’t rushing to find the dining hall, Alyx was more at leisure to take in her surroundings. Outside the front doors of the main hall was a long, open valley. As she’d seen the previous night, the buildings that made up DarkSkull Hall sat clustered around the northern end of a grey lake, with fenced-off fields spreading in all directions. Ringing all of this was a tall line of hills; the fog clouding the summit had cleared some while they’d been inside but was still visible. It was hard to believe they’d crossed through those hills the previous night.

Alyx wondered where Ladan was. It seemed odd that he wasn’t in their group given they’d all arrived at the same time.

“Your travelling companion—Ladan, was it?—has been placed under Master Taner’s supervision,” Howell said, as if reading her thoughts. He said nothing further to explain that decision, though, and silence fell as they walked through the snow towards a forested section of the valley floor.

“Tarrick said I had the look of an innocent. I think that disappointed him,” Finn said.

“An innocent?” Dawn asked.

“Yeah.” A smile lit up his face. “People who didn’t grow up amongst mage culture.”

“A fair description,” Dawn said wryly. “The lord-mage in Rionn is a senior adviser to the king. That means we’ve barely even seen a mage, let alone grown up in their culture.”

“You mean, the commoners?” Alyx asked, then flushed when she realised what she’d said.

Dawn and Finn shared a quick smile, but neither looked offended by her remark.

“We normal Rionnans only ever see the lord-mage on rare occasions and from a distance,” Dawn replied, smiling again. “And the Council mages that pass through Alistriem occasionally don’t linger. Our parents were astonished when Lord-Mage Casovar came to ask my father about sending us here.”

Alyx cleared her throat, searching for something to say. If she wasn’t a normal Rionnan, then what was she? In the end, she settled with: “The Lord-Mage doesn’t really share much with the court either. I probably don’t have any better understanding than you or Finn do.” 

“I heard the previous lord-mage was a good friend of the king’s and your father’s?”

“Yes,” Alyx admitted. “Lord Astor is my godfather, actually.”

Finn’s eyes widened. “Then why don’t you know anything about this stuff?”

“I never asked him about it. Astor always had his nose in some dusty tome or other. It seemed boring.”

Finn’s mouth fell open and he looked momentarily struck for words. Eventually he managed a spluttering, “Boring?”

“Rionnans are a rare sight here at DarkSkull,” Howell spoke from ahead. “Many generations ago, Alistriem was a hub of mage culture and learning, but your countrymen seem to have no use for mages anymore. It caused quite a stir when Master Romas received word from Master Casovar that you were coming.”

“Tarrick indicated Lord-Mage Casovar is well known, sir. Do you know him?” Finn asked.

“We were together here at DarkSkull briefly. He’s very powerful, one of only two mages of the higher order in existence.”

Alyx had never heard of a mage of the higher order and wondered if she didn’t understand the term because Howell was using a Tregayan or Zandian word. The stark reminder of how out of place she was made her feel worse. She was about to summon up her courage to ask, but Howell spoke before she did.

“Master Casovar indicated that you had already begun to show signs of magic, Dawn. Can you tell me more about that?”

“I can hear things that nobody else can, sir. On our way here, I could sometimes tell when the Shiven pursuing us were nearby.”

“Really?” Howell stopped dead and focused his gaze on Dawn. “Describe this to me, please.”

“It’s hard to describe. It’s not a constant thing, but sometimes voices float into my head. I can never make out exactly what is being said or why I’m hearing it.”

“Can you discern the emotion in the voices?”

She shuddered. “Not until the Shiven. So much hate and anger.”

“I see,” Howell murmured, before abruptly turning to walk again.

Dawn turned to her twin. “From what you say, it sounds like Tarrick isn’t an innocent?”

Finn nodded. “He comes from a mage family. You heard him say that his brothers are mages.”

“Both of Initiate Tylender’s parents and several of his relatives are mages. His family is like royalty in Zandia; mage families often are. You’ll find the Rionnan view of mages and their usefulness is vastly different to that of the rest of the world.” Howell’s voice floated back to them.

Alyx bridled at Howell’s implied criticism of her home, but was too tired and hungry to argue with him.

Howell eventually stopped just inside the forest of fir trees. Above his head, a clump of snow shifted and fell from the tree branch. In a movement almost too quick to see, Howell flicked a finger and the clump of snow stopped inches from the top of his brown hair.

Alyx’s mouth fell open in astonishment as she stared at the snow hanging in mid-air. It was the first time in her life she’d seen mage power being used. Beside her, Dawn gasped. Howell didn’t seem to notice their reaction, but simply flicked a finger and the clump of snow fell sideways to the ground.

“There are bears and wolves in these woods,” he said conversationally, “and maybe some cougars as well. I wouldn’t suggest wandering around in here alone, or unarmed.”

Finn looked across at Alyx and Dawn with an engaging smile at Howell’s casual description of the dangers, and there was a quality to the grin that made her smile back. Howell caught the look.

“Something funny about getting eaten by bears and wolves, is there, Lady Egalion?”

“No, Howell,” Alyx said.

“Howell?” His eyebrows shot to the ceiling. “I am your Master here at DarkSkull, Alyx, not your subordinate. You will refer to me as sir, or Master Howell. Clear?”

“Yes, sir,” she said stiffly.

“There are no titles or ranks amongst students here. It’s best you learn that quickly.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good, I’m glad we understand each other.” He smiled genially, his anger gone as quickly as it had come. “The three of you are going to spend the afternoon here.”

“Sir?”

“I assume you’re all observant enough that by now you’ve seen the line of rather ominous-looking hills surrounding us?”

“Yes, sir,” Finn said.

“Those hills provide a natural defense. Of course, it’s possible to cross them—and the gorge on the other side—and there are paths all through them. However, the only way to reach DarkSkull via wagon, carriage, or in large numbers, is to come across the same bridge you did last night.”

Howell peered at them as if waiting for a response. Eventually Finn came up with one. “Yes sir.” He cleared his throat, then added, “The hills mean you can’t attack in large numbers.”

“Exactly.” Howell beamed.

Silence fell again. Alyx glanced at Dawn, then stared at her shoes. She didn’t understand what Howell was driving at. Why would anyone attack DarkSkull Hall in large numbers?

After a moment, Howell began speaking again. “Anyway…the wood in these trees is excellent for making a mage staff such as this.” He tapped the polished ebony staff in his right hand. “Listen carefully, because this is your first key lesson. All mages have a weapon to defend themselves with. Your magic will not always be able to get you out of a tight spot. Reserves of magic are finite, and it can be blocked. A good mage never relies solely on his or her magic. Never! If you learn anything during your time at DarkSkull Hall, remember that, and live by it.”

He gave them all a searching look, then reached inside his robe and threw them each a cloth-wrapped bundle. Alyx caught hers and unwrapped it, peering curiously at the small dagger inside.

“That dagger is my one and only gift to you. You wear it inside your boot; you’ll find the boots left in your rooms when you arrived will have space in the right boot to sheathe it. Any questions?”

They shook their heads mutely.

“I’ll leave you to it. Those daggers are sharp enough to cut you a nice staff. The length is up to you, but generally a good size is twice the length of your arm.” He paused before striding off. “Try and make breakfast tomorrow, please. I don’t want you all starving to death before I get a chance to teach you anything remotely useful. You’ll find me at the sparring yard immediately after.”

When he was gone Alyx studied the dagger in her hand awkwardly. She’d never touched a weapon before, let alone wielded one. Weapons were for soldiers like Dashan, not for noblewomen.

“This is sharp.” Finn whistled in appreciation, holding up a lightly bleeding finger.

“What is it with boys and weapons?” Dawn rolled her eyes in Alyx’s direction. “These things can kill people.”

“If somebody is trying to kill you, what’s wrong with being able to defend yourself?” Finn asked, waving the dagger around.

Dawn sighed. “I wonder where the Bluecoats are right now? I hope they make it safely back to Alistriem.”

Sadness sank down over all three of them at Dawn’s words. Alyx had been doing her best to forget the fear and horror of their journey, but abruptly felt bad for forgetting about the Bluecoats so quickly, especially Dashan.

“It sounded like Lord Mirren’s men were going to take care of them,” Finn said.

None of them spoke aloud what he didn’t say: that so many of them were never going to make it home.

“I think you should possibly learn to use that dagger first, before you start waving it around like that.” Dawn changed the subject. 

“She’s got a point.” Alyx took a judicious step away. 

“Finn, you’re going to poke yourself in the eye!” Dawn sounded exasperated.

Amused at the image that provoked, Alyx laughed at the same time Dawn did, and Finn looked at them with an offended air.

“Come on, the sooner we cut ourselves a staff, the sooner we can get back inside where it’s warm,” Alyx said.

“Will this tree do?” Dawn asked, pointing to the nearest one.

“Not unless you’re able to climb up to reach the lowest branches without handholds,” Finn said sensibly. “We’ll have to find some with lower branches.”

They spent the next few hours finding tree branches that looked suitable, then sawing away at them with their new daggers. Even though the exertion did warm her up, Alyx’s arms ached within minutes of sawing at the hard wood. She’d never done manual labour before; she’d never needed to. Her father had servants for that.

That thought bought an involuntary smile to her face. She was thinking like a stuck-up snob, and, when she thought about it, had been ever since first meeting the twins.

“What’s so funny?” Dawn called across.

“I was just thinking that back home, I would have servants doing this for me. That made me realise what a spoiled brat I am.”

“You are,” Dawn said honestly, then smiled shyly, as if she weren’t sure how her teasing would be taken. “But at least you admit it. There’s hope for you yet.”

“That’s good to know.” Alyx smiled back. “I don’t think my aching arms agree, though. They’d love a few servants right now.”

“So would mine.” Dawn grimaced. “As would my frozen ears.”

“Think warm thoughts,” Finn called down.

Alyx looked up to where Finn was balanced awkwardly in one of the fir trees, sawing away at a branch. He looked so young, as did Dawn, but then so was she. They were all three in this together, for better or worse. She may not want to be here, might desperately want to be home with Cayr and her father, but the reality was that she was stuck at DarkSkull Hall for the next nine months. And if she wanted her father to keep his promise that she wouldn’t have to return, she needed to do her best.

Back in Alistriem, she and Finn and Dawn could never be friends. There was too much rank and culture between them. But here at DarkSkull all of that was erased. Maybe it would be easier, if only for this year, she acted like there were no differences between them. And in a way, it was true. Romas, Tarrick and Howell had each made it clear in their own way that rank didn’t matter at DarkSkull.

“You look like you’re coming to the same conclusion I did while not sleeping last night,” Dawn said shrewdly.

Alyx nodded and returned to her sawing. “I think so.”

“Here, let me help you with that.” Finn dropped to the ground and then appeared below her, holding up his arm to take the branch she’d cut off.

Alyx hesitated a moment, then smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Finn.”

“My pleasure.”

“So.” Dawn jumped out of the tree beside them. “The three innocents from Rionn, we’re a team? We get through this year together?”

Alyx and Finn looked at her soberly, until Dawn’s left foot slid on a patch of ice and she fell spectacularly. Both Alyx and Finn dissolved into hilarious giggles, and quite a few moments passed before Finn had contained himself enough to help his sister back to her feet.

By then the moment was lost, but as they continued working, Alyx had the distinct impression that for the first time since her father had told her she was going away, she’d done something right.








  
  
Chapter 11




By dusk, they each had cut themselves a nice thick staff, approximately double the length of their arms, and cut away all the little offshoot branches and leaves. While waiting for Finn to finish his, Alyx studied hers dubiously. The branch she’d chosen was knobby and not quite straight, and it had sharp points from broken-off branches all over it. It didn’t look much like Howell’s smooth, polished weapon. Still, it did feel pretty solid. 

 Nobody talked much as they trudged tiredly back out of the forest and across the valley floor to the main buildings. They split briefly to take their staffs up to their rooms, then met again just in time to make it to the dining hall for dinner.

They were served a bowl of lamb soup and hunk of dry bread each, along with a mug of cold water. Alyx was too tired to participate in the conversation around her, or to take much notice of her surroundings. The hall buzzed with the chatter of what looked to be about fifty or sixty students, but nobody bothered the three of them as they sat at a table near the edge of the room and ate.

“Let me guess, you’ve been out staff-cutting?” Tarrick’s deep voice caught their attention. He’d paused by their table with a bowl in his hand.

“Yes, how did you know?” Finn said.

“The blisters on your fingers.” He grinned, a flash of white teeth against his dark brown skin. “I cut mine a couple of days back. You’ll find they’re worth the effort.”

“I hope so,” Dawn said ruefully.

“Tarrick!”

An older youth was waving Tarrick over to a table in the middle of the room crowded with several students. Judging from their numbers and demeanor, Alyx guessed them to be the popular crowd. It was easy to tell—back at home that was her table at any court gathering. 

She wondered whether having a mage background guaranteed popularity at DarkSkull. Tarrick was almost as new as they were, but already he seemed to have been easily accepted. Or maybe it was the strength of one’s mage family that made the difference. Either way, Alyx guessed she’d better get used to being the odd one out.

“Enjoy yourselves.” Tarrick winked at them and left.

“Hey, look, it’s the Madman.” Finn pointed.

Both girls looked in the direction Finn was pointing. Alyx recognised Ladan instantly, sitting alone on the opposite side of the room. An initiate was approaching him with a welcoming smile. Ladan leveled a stare at the youth that had him backing up so abruptly he almost tripped. Finn grinned into his hand.

“Should we go and say hello?” Dawn wondered.

“I’ll freely admit I’m not brave enough for that,” Finn said.

“What do you think his story is?” Alyx asked. “He seems so fierce and cold, but he got us here safely and protected us from the Shiven.”

“I don’t know,” Finn said. “His men have clearly killed before. The stories about him didn’t arise out of nothing, but as you say, he didn’t try to hurt us.”

“He is a lord of Rionn, and your father outranks him, Lady Egalion,” Dawn said. “As Dashan said, he was obligated to protect us.”

“Maybe. Dashan was right to question the timing of his travel here, though. He just ‘happened’ to be departing for DarkSkull at the same time as we showed up on his doorstep?” Finn sounded skeptical. “And how would Lord-Mage Casovar have known about him if he’s such a hermit?”

 “It’s an enigma. I’m not confident about asking him directly though.” Dawn smiled. “That, I might get killed for.”

As they rose to gather their plates, Alyx cleared her throat and addressed the twins awkwardly. “Master Howell was right this morning. You… ah… we’re not in Rionn. You can just call me Alyx.”

“Are you sure?” Dawn asked. “No matter what Master Howell says, we’re Rionnans. It’s different for us.”

“For the next year, none of that matters, whether I like it or not,” Alyx said. “So yes, I’m sure.”

“Sure, Alyx.” Finn shrugged and began walking away with his plate.

Alyx was about to follow when she turned to find Ladan had stopped by her chair. Startled, she took a full step back, almost colliding with Dawn.

“Lady Egalion.” Ladan spoke tersely. “I wanted you to know that I sent a formal missive to your father and the king with your Blue Guard escort. It assures them of your safe arrival at DarkSkull. I didn’t want you to be concerned that your father would worry.”

“Thank you, Lord Mirren.” She mastered her surprise. “That was thoughtful.”

“Not at all. They needed to be aware of the Shiven attack on your party. I merely added a few words at the end.”

“Even so, thank you.”

He nodded. “Good night, Lady Egalion.”

He was gone before she could muster a response, striding swiftly out of the room.

They missed breakfast again the next morning.

Dawn and Alyx dragged on clothes and came sprinting out the front of their dormitory only to see Finn running over from his building, equally late.

“I’m hungry,” he said mournfully.

“We’d best hurry over to the sparring yard to meet Master Howell before we’re late for that too,” Dawn said.

“I suppose the rules exist for a reason,” Finn said as they began walking.

“The rules are stupid,” Alyx weighed in. 

“Yes, they are.” Dawn supported Alyx.

“It doesn’t matter whether we agree with the rules or not. We still have to live by them while we’re here.”

Alyx stopped, forcing them to stop walking as well. She was still angry, so her voice came out spiked with irritation when she spoke, “Where is the sparring yard, anyway?”

“Oh, good point.” Finn glanced around.

“Most people seem to be heading that way.” Dawn pointed towards a high stone wall set apart from the main buildings, along the shore of the lake.

“Fine.” Alyx snapped, turning to stride off in that direction and ignoring the amused look that passed between the twins before they followed her.

Howell’s raised eyebrows spoke volumes as he opened the side gate and motioned them through into the sparring yard. Inside, sawdust coated the flat, squared ground that was edged by stone walls on three sides and the lake on the fourth. Several brown-robed initiates were squaring off against each other with their staffs on one half of the yard, while a group of grey-robed students sparred on the lake side. Apprentices, Alyx remembered from Tarrick’s explanation.

“Hurry along,” Howell urged them, striding towards a tall man who appeared to be overseeing the sparring. He wore the same black mage robe as Howell, but was leaner and much older, maybe in his early fifties. His narrow face was striking rather than handsome, with severely cut dark hair framing a pair of sharp, ice-blue eyes. The leather belt he wore around his robe carried two daggers and a short sword, and he wore his staff hanging down his back.

The man’s gaze was fixed on a particular pair of grey-robed students sparring. As the pair finished their exercise, he nodded and spoke to them for a few moments before they began again.

“It’s a beautiful morning for sparring, isn’t it?” Howell called out.

The man turned towards them as Howell approached, his long-fingered hands settling against his belt. Alyx only barely stopped herself from flinching when his sharp gaze landed on her; the way he stared through her, as if dismissing her as utterly unimportant, made her simultaneously angry and thoroughly intimidated.

“My new initiates,” Howell said. “They’ll need to begin training with the others here.”

“Of course.” Cold blue eyes flickered over them again, flashing with faint disapproval. “Master Romas informed me of their late arrival. Leave them with me.”

“Try not to incapacitate them in their first lesson, if you can help it.”

His mouth turned up in a slight smile. “I’ll do my best.”

Howell nodded and turned back to Alyx and the twins. “Enjoy your lessons.” With that he was gone, whistling under his breath as he walked out of the yard.

Their new trainer turned to them, his voice as sharp as his eyes. “I am Master Rothai. Three times a week, you will attend me in the morning after breakfast for two hours of physical training. I do not tolerate tardiness. If you are late, there will be consequences. Do you have any questions?”

Alyx shook her head with the twins, a pit of nervousness opening in her stomach. Things had been bad enough so far but she had a feeling it was about to get worse. Learning to fight was not something she’d thought would be a part of mage training. She’d never seen Astor lift an aggressive finger in her life, though she did remember the staff that had always rested in the corner of his cluttered rooms. Surely Lord-Mage Casovar wasn’t expecting them to do any fighting once they returned to Rionn? What would her father think? What would the court think?

“Good.” Rothai nodded at their silence. “Most of the initiates here are more advanced in their training, so you will find it difficult to catch up. Do your best, apply yourselves, and you’ll get there eventually.”

“Yes, sir,” Finn said when it looked like Rothai was expecting a response.

“Come with me. I’ll assign you partners, and we can begin.”

“From what I’ve heard, the Zandian Emperor and Tregayan King both use warrior mages,” Finn said in an undertone as they walked.

“DarkSkull Hall trains mages in all aspects of life, Initiate,” Rothai said. “You will not graduate as a mage unless you master all disciplines taught here to an acceptable level.”

“Yes, sir.”

Alyx found herself partnered with a girl who was taller and fierce-looking, with Tarrick’s dark skin and hair. 

“I’m Jrui,” she introduced herself. “I’ve heard you’re an innocent. Don’t expect me to make allowances for you because of that. Neither of us will learn from me babying you.”

“Alyx,” she said. Giving her full title likely wouldn’t make Jrui go any easier on her.

Jrui nodded. “Try and keep up, Alyx.”

Rothai’s voice called out for everyone to pay attention, and those warming up immediately stopped what they were doing and lined up in neat rows with their partners.

“Tarran and Oscar have been working on a technique I’d like you to learn this morning. They’re going to demonstrate, and then you’ll all try. As usual, I’ll walk around and correct your mistakes.”

Though her newly cut staff held up well, Alyx’s body did not. The focus of Rothai’s lesson was disarming an opponent. She had paid attention to the demonstration, but the moves had been too quick and complex for her to really understand the manoeuvre. Plus, the uneven surface of her staff chafed the soft skin of her palms whenever it slid through her hands, which caused her to be timid in using it.

Jrui’s increasing impatience with her uselessness only increased Alyx’s humiliation. When the girl took her turn, her first well-placed blow landed firmly on Alyx’s knuckles. Pain shot through her hand and she dropped the staff. Gritting her teeth, she picked it up and faced off against the initiate again. 

Jrui’s second blow hit the same hand, and fresh blood welled. Her third blow hit Alyx’s other hand when she was too slow to move away. Each time, Alyx picked her staff up off the ground, tried to prevent tears of pain from falling, and resumed the battering. 

“Haven’t you ever done this before?” Jrui finally asked in exasperation.

“I never had a reason to,” Alyx said miserably.

“What do they teach young people in Rionn? Everyone in Zandia learns the basics of fighting as children,” Jrui snapped.

“We have soldiers to do the fighting. I’m a noblewoman; people would be horrified if I learned to fight.”

Jrui’s look of contempt only deepened at Alyx’s words, but at a shout from Rothai, they both continued sparring.

The session seemed to last an eternity, but eventually it ended with Rothai telling them all they were dismissed. Alyx spotted Dawn, and the two girls were amongst the first to exit the yard. Alyx was limping from a bruised shin while Dawn had a livid bruise on her right cheek.

“That was so much fun,” Dawn mumbled.

“I can’t move two of my fingers, do you think that’s a bad sign?” Alyx said, then frowned as Dawn halted suddenly.

“Look what they’re doing to that initiate! Where’s Master Rothai?”

Dawn’s voice was indignant; across the yard, a blond-haired boy her own age was being shoved up against the stone wall of the sparring yard by three apprentices. The boy winced in pain, and the older ones laughed and shoved him against the wall again, harder this time.

Alyx glanced around. The other students leaving the training yard were studiously avoiding what was happening. She wanted to do the same, but before she could say anything, Finn joined them.

“Looks harsh,” he said in sympathy.

“Is that all you have to say?” Dawn demanded.

“Well, yes.” Finn looked as if he didn’t know what Dawn wanted from him. “They’re really roughing him up. I feel sorry for him.”

“You don’t feel the need to do something?”

“Dawn, I don’t even know him. What am I supposed to do?”

Dawn glared at her brother before walking towards the apprentices and shouting something Alyx didn’t quite catch. One of them turned, scowling at the interruption. He had the same black hair and dark-coloured skin as Tarrick and Jrui, but looked older and substantially bigger.

“Oh no,” Finn muttered under his breath, and started moving towards the scene himself.

Cursing inelegantly under her breath, Alyx reluctantly followed Finn. She recognised the second apprentice bullying the blond initiate as Oscar, one of those who’d demonstrated in front of the class earlier.

“Leave him alone,” Dawn was saying calmly as Finn and Alyx approached.

“Who are you?” the dark-skinned youth sneered.

“There’s no need to speak like that to my sister,” Finn spoke smoothly. “Why don’t we all just step away?”

“How about you walk away before I squash your head with my bare fists, Initiate?”Alyx sized up the situation. The older, broad-shouldered apprentice looked perfectly capable of squashing Finn’s head with his bare hands. She took a step backwards, trying to appear as if she wasn’t involved. The stream of students coming out of the yard was slowing to a trickle and she contemplated sidling away to join them. While she felt bad for the blonde initiate, the look on the dark-skinned apprentice’s face genuinely scared her. 

“Please, just leave him alone,” Dawn continued bravely.

“What’s she doing?” Alyx hissed at Finn.

“Dawn, come on. This isn’t our business,” Finn pleaded with his sister.

“How can we leave? They’re hurting him.”

Alyx glanced over. The initiate looked scared, but his green eyes flashed with muted anger. She respected that, doubting that she would be able to summon up anything but terror in his position. He struggled against his captors, kicking out at Oscar, who easily avoided the kick. The apprentices burst out into derisive laughter.

“I feel sorry for him, Dawn, but if you push this, those bullies will turn their attention to us. There’s nothing we can do,” Alyx said. “Let’s just leave.”

The dark-skinned youth grinned in amusement at the exchange between Alyx and the twins. “You should listen to your friends,” he told Dawn. “They may be cowards, but they’re smart.”

“Sometimes that doesn’t matter.” Dawn remained where she was. 

Finn glanced between the initiate being held against the wall and his sister, then sighed. A moment later, he walked over to stand shoulder to shoulder with Dawn.

Alyx stayed where she was. The dark-skinned apprentice’s eyes had a murderous look as he advanced on the twins. Oscar and the third apprentice still held the initiate firmly against the wall but had momentarily stopped their beating as they watched with interest.

“What’s going on here?” Tarrick strolled over, hands in pockets, an easy smile on his face. “All of us should be in our classes—you know what happens if we’re late, Fengel.”

“Well, well, Tarrick Tylender,” Fengel said in amusement, turning his attention away from the twins. “Leave us alone, or find yourself in Brynn’s position.”

Poor Brynn squirmed and struggled in the chokehold Oscar applied to his throat. His face turned red as he gasped for air. Alyx became genuinely concerned for his life and was glad she’d decided to back away. Again, she considered leaving entirely but worried that her movement might catch Fengel’s attention.

“You Dirsks are all the same.” The easy smile remained on Tarrick’s face. “Cowards. Why don’t you pick on somebody your own size?”

“You mean somebody like you?”

Before Tarrick could react, Fengel raised his palm and an orange fireball came sizzling from it, singeing Tarrick’s hair and right ear as it flew past. Tarrick winced and raised a hand to his ear, but held his ground. 

“That’s enough!” Rothai’s voice barked into the ensuing tense silence.

Alyx exhaled in sheer relief as the mage exited the yard and crossed towards them. Everyone’s attention turned to Rothai, whose blue eyes flashed with anger. He slapped Tarrick across the face hard enough to send the initiate stumbling, and then gave Fengel the same treatment.

“I said class was dismissed. That means you leave,” Rothai seethed. “If I catch you using magic on an initiate again, Fengel, I’ll expel you. Now, hurry up before I think of a suitable punishment for disobeying my orders!”

They scattered, Alyx as quickly as everybody else. 

“What was all that about?” Finn asked Tarrick as they scrambled away. A bruise was quickly darkening on Tarrick’s jaw, and his right ear looked bright red from the scorching. As with everything else at DarkSkull so far, physical bullying was completely outside Alyx’s experience. Her father had told her it wouldn’t be easy—but surely he hadn’t expected her to be hurt?

“Family houses are very important in Zandia. Our families—the Tylenders and Dirsks—are amongst the oldest and most powerful mage families,” Tarrick explained. “You’re innocents, so this won’t make much sense to you, but mages are politically powerful outside of Rionn. Our fathers are enemies, both seeking the other’s power. The Dirsks are pathetic cowards and Fengel is his eldest son.”

“He’s also bigger than you and better trained in his magic,” Alyx said. “Couldn’t you just leave him alone?”

Tarrick gave her an annoyed look. “And disgrace my family by being a coward?”

Alyx winced, his comment instantly resonating with her. She’d been raised to honour the Egalion family name, always sensing how important that was given she was an only child. If it wasn’t so much a fundamental part of her, she’d have worked out a way to get herself expelled and sent home by now.

“Isn’t staying alive more important?” she asked weakly.

“My family’s honour is more important than my life,” he said, his tone indicating she’d asked a stupid question.

She wasn’t sure she’d take it that far—her father would certainly prefer her alive—but Alyx had exhausted her arguments.

“Why were Fengel and his friends picking on Brynn?” Finn asked. 

“Brynn is what we term a lesser mage. His magic is in his voice; he can perfectly imitate any sound or voice you could think of. But that’s all he can do.” 

“And that’s a reason to beat him up, almost kill him?” Alyx wondered if she’d ever come to understand mage culture.

“He’s lesser, and not from a pure blood family.” Tarrick shrugged.

“Like us,” Finn said, gesturing to Dawn and Alyx. 

“There’s a pecking order here, best you learn that quickly,” Tarrick advised. “The strongest students—Fengel included—demonstrate their superiority by quashing those they consider inferior. Brynn’s not going to have an easy time here, and neither will you if you draw Fengel’s attention again.”

“They looked close to choking Brynn to death.” Alyx was indignant. “Is killing other students all right, too?”

“Of course not,” Tarrick said, then cast them a sideways look. “That’s not to say students haven’t died during training before.”

“What does that...” Finn’s voice faded as they spotted Howell approaching. Tarrick instantly split away, muttering something about finding his master. 

“Follow me, please,” Howell spoke as he walked past them.

“I’m sorry to get you both involved. I couldn’t just stand by and watch,” Dawn said.

“It was awful,” Finn allowed. “Imagine how it would feel if you were Brynn, and nobody stood up for you?” 

“Terrifying,” Alyx said honestly. “Still, Dawn, you would have only ended up the same way.”

“I know, but I couldn’t stand there and do nothing, like you.”

“Fengel was serious about harming us!” Alyx said, stung. “He almost choked that initiate to death.”

“And what would you have done if it were Finn or I in that situation? Nothing? You said yesterday we were in this together.”

“I...” Alyx swallowed. “Dawn, I can’t fight, and I don’t have magic. There’s nothing I’d be able to do to help you.”“That’s not the point. I don’t want to be the kind of mage that hurts others, or stands by and watches it happen.”

“Fine, but you’re not going to be much of a mage at all if you get hurt before you finish training.”

“I think you both have good points,” Finn intervened. “Dawn, I will always have your back, even if that means getting beaten up by a big muscular bully. But staying away from Fengel entirely seems the most sensible course of action.”

Howell had halted outside a domed building, waiting as they caught up to him. Alyx glanced at Dawn as they walked, hoping the girl wasn’t too angry with her.

“You three look a little scrawny to be picking fights,” he observed. “Maybe you should hold off on drawing attention to yourselves until you learn more… or grow a few inches.”

“Yes, sir,” Dawn replied for them, ignoring Alyx’s pointed look.

“I brought you here to show you something.”

Howell pulled a key from inside his robe and opened the door, his gaze lingering on Alyx. It swung inwards soundlessly, and they followed him into a cool, silent room. Daylight from large windows in the domed ceiling gave the place a light, airy feel.

Grey marble squares covered the floors, but the room had nothing in it except for a granite stand in the center of the room. A glass case sat on the stand and Alyx’s eyes were immediately drawn to its contents.

Howell gestured towards it. “That is a Taliath sword.”

Alyx edged closer, her eyes drinking in the softly glowing blade. The weapon had been forged of steel and even to Alyx’s untutored eyes it looked sharp and beautifully crafted. The ivory hilt was a work of art; the grip was curved to fit the hand of its owner, and the guard had been fashioned to look like the spread wings of an eagle. Some other metal had been worked into the hilt, and it shone a faint blue in the light from above.

“Where did it come from?” Finn asked with fascination. Dawn rolled her eyes toward Alyx at this sign that her brother was becoming enraptured with a topic of learning, but in this case Alyx found herself in agreement with him.

“A Taliath who died in the war against Shakar. In part, we keep this here to remember the hundreds of Taliath who died alongside mages in that war.”

“Shakar?” Finn queried.

“Today’s lesson is not about Shakar, Initiate. We will discuss that at another time.”

“I thought the Taliath were gone?” Dawn asked.

“It’s true that after the tragic accident eleven years ago, the Taliath as we knew them no longer exist.” Howell hesitated, and something crossed his face that Alyx couldn’t interpret. “However, it is likely that Taliath potentials will be born in the future. Some have probably already been born in fact, but it would take many years for them to grow and develop.”

“Who would train them?” Finn wanted to know.

There was a longer hesitation this time, and Alyx frowned, wondering why Howell appeared to be choosing his words so carefully. “A good question, Finn, but perhaps one for another day.”

Alyx reached out to touch the cool glass, drinking in the ethereal beauty of the blade. For the first time, she felt a touch of real sadness that she’d never meet one of the legendary Taliath. She thought back to her father’s admission that he and the king had fruitlessly been searching for Taliath. Did Howell know about that, she wondered? How well informed were the mages?

“Has anyone tried to find them?” she settled for asking.

“The short answer is yes. The council has put some effort into trying to find any new Taliath born.”

“What are the Taliath exactly?” Dawn asked, shrugging when Finn rolled his eyes at her. “I mean, even in Rionn we’ve heard the stories, but what was the reality?”

Howell favoured her with a smile. “There have been centuries of discussion over whether the Taliath were mages or something different entirely. No matter which way you argue, there are several things that set Taliath apart from mages.”

“Such as?” Finn perked up.

“Well, for one, they have a very specific grouping of abilities, including elite athleticism and speed. This has never varied, not once in hundreds of years.” A slight smile crossed Howell’s face. “It’s supposed to have been a wondrous thing, seeing the Taliath fight. It was more than a dance, more than just magic.”

“And you said more will be born?” Finn asked.

“Taliath are born just like mages—sometimes from mage or Taliath parents, sometimes not—but far more rarely. We have no reason to believe that will stop.”

Alyx eyes had remained riveted on the blade while the conversation went on around her. There was something about it that called to her. 

“Alyx?” Howell’s voice broke her from her reverie.

“Yes, sir?”

“I’d thought you might have more questions for me.”

He was watching her intently, an odd look of speculation on his face. She didn’t know what to make of it, or his question.

“It’s a beautiful sword, sir.”

“All right.” The look vanished from his face and he began briskly ushering them out. “You’ll need to go and report for your classes.”

“Classes, sir?” Finn asked, brightening.

“Yes.” Howell locked the door to the dome behind them. “Schooling is a large part of your life at DarkSkull. Mages aren’t just warriors and magic-wielders. They’re intelligent, educated, and able to think in diplomatic and strategic terms.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve organised for your attendance at all the usual initiate classes, and your instructors will be expecting you.” He eyed them sternly. “I expect you to apply yourselves. There is no point teaching you magic if you can’t think and plan. Any questions?”

“Ah.” Finn glanced at his sister. “Our first class would be where, sir?”

“My favourite.” He beamed at them. “Languages. Go to the long building directly behind the main hall. You’ll find the room at the end of the hall on the third floor.”

Alyx trailed Dawn and Finn as they located the languages class. Sun shone through the large windows along the eastern side of the room, highlighting dust particles as they floated in the air.

Initiates and a handful of apprentices already filled most of the desks in the room, and all of them looked up as the newcomers entered. Alyx sensed the curiosity in their stares, and didn’t fail to miss the hostility in some. The blond-haired initiate from the sparring yard sat at the front, a dark purple bruise colouring his left eye. 

“Master Howell’s new initiates, I take it?” A sharp female voice addressed them. Alyx switched her attention to the stern-looking mage standing at the front of the room. Zandian, Alyx guessed, probably about her father’s age, her dark hair pulled back in a severe bun.

“Yes, we are. I’m Finn,” Finn spoke. “This is my sister, Dawn, and Alyx.”

“I am Master Prajana. Your master warned me you’d be late today, but don’t let it happen again. I don’t tolerate tardiness.”

They nodded. Alyx was becoming increasingly uncomfortable at the attention of the room being focused on them, and wished they’d all look somewhere else.

“Well, don’t just stand there and gawk,” Prajana snapped. “Find a desk and open the Zandian book you’ll find there to page eleven.”

There were no three desks together, so Alyx sat alone in a back row by the window. The initiate beside her glanced at Alyx before looking back at her book. 

“I’m Alyx,” she said, trying to be friendly.

The initiate looked over again, then pointedly glanced at Prajana. “Madgena. Master Prajana doesn’t like talking in class.”

Recoiling at the girl’s icy tone, Alyx hurriedly found the book and turned to page eleven before staring at the unfamiliar words there. She knew from her lessons with Luden that while the kingdoms of Rionn and Tregaya spoke the same language, Zandia and Shivasa had their own languages. 

Of course, nobody in Rionn had thought it appropriate for the children of nobles to learn the Shiven language, but Luden had tried to teach them Zandian once. Alyx suddenly wished she’d listened to her tutor, and felt a niggle of guilt when she remembered her father’s unsuccessful attempts to get her to pay more attention to her studies. 

“We’ll be working on Zandian vowels for the remainder of today’s class,” Prajana called out. “Who can list them for me?”

Madgena raised a hand and began reciting. Alyx stared at her book, trying to figure out where the vowels were listed. It turned out to be hopeless exercise—while the script was the same as Rionnan, the letters were pronounced differently, and Alyx couldn’t make sense of any of it.

An hour passed in which Alyx unsuccessfully tried to understand at least part of what Prajana was teaching. When a bell clanged throughout the building, the students gathered their books and rose. 

Madgena left without a word, and Alyx waited while Finn asked Prajana where to go next. Then, in somewhat of a daze, she followed the twins to their next lesson—mapping and geography.

This class was held in another rectangular building across a wide field from the main hall. Hanging along the brick walls of the room were colourful maps of all types, shapes, and sizes. A scattering of wide tables large enough to unroll a map on their surfaces served as desks. 

The older mage teaching this class—Master Alaria—was friendlier than Master Prajana and spent a good part of the lesson with Finn, Dawn, and Alyx, explaining what they’d missed and suggesting ways for them to catch up.

With some relief, Alyx found parts of what Alaria taught familiar to her. Knowledge of geography, borders, and land boundaries had been one of the focuses of her education in Rionn, so although she didn’t know how to draw or interpret a map, she could understand the concepts that underpinned how they worked.

By the time the bell rang again, Alyx’s stomach was rumbling, and the three of them followed the stream of students to the dining hall where they lined up to collect thick sandwiches and mugs of water. 

“Do we get any time off at all?” Alyx scrutinised the full class list Alaria had given them as they waited.

“Just Seventhdays.” Finn pointed. “Look, we get to study political and military strategy, and some basic healing.”

“Sounds great,” she muttered.

“I don’t see any classes in magic here,” Dawn pointed out.

The bell signaling the end of lunch rang then, just as they reached the head of the line. Alyx and the twins ended up shoving bites of sandwich into their mouths as they ran to their political strategy class.

Again, Alyx found some of the concepts in this class familiar to her in a basic way, although she guessed she wouldn’t find military strategy quite so familiar when they moved to that. There were both initiates and apprentices at fourth-year level in this class, and Alyx was confused until she realised the class was split and studied different material. The elderly mage in charge spent most of his time with the initiates and relied on one of the older students, a handsome chestnut-haired young man, to direct the apprentices.

Alyx and the twins were listening closely to the master go over a concept they’d missed earlier in the week when the assistant apprentice came over with a question.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, Master Renwick, but there’s a passage in the text you gave us that is causing some confusion. Do you have a moment to go over it with us?”

“Of course.” Renwick pushed his glasses up and abandoned Alyx and the twins to shuffle over to the apprentices, a gleam of intellectual stimulation in his eyes.

“Sorry about that.” The apprentice apologised with an easy smile. “I’ll make sure he gets right back to you. You must be the three that just arrived? I’m Adahn.”

“Finn, Dawn, Alyx,” Finn introduced them. “And that’s all right. We’ll manage.”

“Thanks. Good luck with catching up.”

“Maybe not all the students here are horrible,” Dawn mused. “There’s a nice one.”

“He did seem nice.” Alyx’s eyes followed the apprentice across the room as he joined Renwick.

“I think I get what Master Renwick was talking about,” Finn said, frowning over the book. “Let me explain it to you.”

By the time that class was over, Alyx had completely lost any focus she’d started the day with. Her lessons in Rionn had lasted two hours a morning, three days a week. She was unused to concentrating her attention for such long periods of time, especially on difficult and complex subject matter.

She felt overwhelming relief when the bell rang for the last time, marking the end of the day. Keeping her promise to her father was going to be much harder than she’d thought.








  
  
Chapter 12




On their fourth day at DarkSkull, Howell collected them early from Rothai’s class and took them across the breadth of the DarkSkull fields to the stables, ramshackle buildings that sprawled along the northeastern corner of the grounds.  

One of Alyx’s fingers had been so badly bruised by Jrui she feared it was broken, and she cradled the aching hand to her chest as they walked. Dawn was rubbing a sore shoulder, and they exchanged miserable glances. Though Alyx didn’t know what Howell was planning, she was glad beyond measure that he’d rescued them from Rothai. Whatever he planned couldn’t be any worse than sparring class. 

Ahead, Howell pushed open the door to one of the barns, and the three of them obediently followed. Alyx was immediately enveloped by the smell of horses, and glanced around the spacious, warm barn with appreciation. They were lovely enough to remind her of her father’s stables at home. 

Stalls lined the straight avenue that stretched ahead of them on both sides, most occupied by horses contentedly chewing hay. None were like the small mares—almost ponies, really—that Alyx was used to. Instead they all looked like the battle-trained stallions the Bluecoats rode, big and strong, with gleaming coats and intelligent faces.

“These three horses need to be groomed and exercised every day,” Howell said, pointing as he spoke to three stalls at the far end of the barn. “They are now your responsibility. You will find grooming tools inside each of the stalls and a large field adjoins this building for you to exercise them in. Are there any questions?”

It was rhetorical. They’d learned quickly that Howell expected no questions, and if he received one, would give so vague a reply as to not help them at all. When they made no response, he favoured them with a benign smile, then walked away and left them in the stables.

“Here, that looks painful.” Finn pulled a strip of leather hanging from a stable door and gently strapped Alyx’s strained finger.

“Thanks.” 

“Think you could fix my ankle?” Dawn asked, pulling up her robe to reveal a dark bruise on her right foot.

“We need to learn how to fight properly,” Finn observed.

“Why?” Frustration boiled in Alyx. “I was sent here to become a mage, not a warrior. When are we going to learn this magic we’re supposed to possess?”

“She’s right,” Dawn agreed. “About the magic part, anyway. I think knowing how to fight is part of being a mage.”

“To be fair, Dawn, you’re the only one that’s displayed even a shred of magic so far, and Howell seems to want to let that develop a bit further to identify what exactly it is,” Finn said.

“So why the need to learn anything if we might not even have any magic?” Alyx muttered, mostly to herself.

Finn gave her a reproving look. “Education is a good thing whether you have magic or not.” 

The door to the barn opened, forestalling Alyx’s snappy response. Ladan paused as he caught sight of them. Alyx opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, he’d dismissed them with a glance and continued on to one of the stalls. Moments later, two other apprentices walked in and went to their own horses. Rothai’s class had clearly finished for the morning.

“Finn, you sometimes help our father when he’s shoeing horses.” Dawn sighed, looking towards the stalls Howell had pointed out. “Can you show us what to do?”

Finn peered at the huge animals dubiously. “I helped him hold them still. That’s the extent of my knowledge.”

Alyx shared an irritated, but surprisingly satisfying, glance with Dawn, and approached the stall immediately next to the one Ladan was in. The horse inside towered over her. He backed up as she entered the stall, snorting and edgy.

“I’ll take this one,” she called back to the twins.

While Alyx had never actually groomed her own little mare back home, she’d watched plenty of times as Henri had. The grooming kit hung from the wall, so after eyeing it a minute, she picked up a thick brush and started.

The horse snorted, but allowed the touch of the brush. As she tentatively began rubbing it along the stallion’s chocolate-brown coat, her eyes fell on the nameplate above the door.

“Tingo, is it?” she murmured in amusement. “That’s not a very scary name for a big horse like yourself.”

He snorted again at her words, tossing his head in annoyance. She smiled and resumed working on him. His colour was rich and velvety, finishing in clean white socks on all four of his fetlocks. He remained relatively quiet as she worked; the grooming process was familiar enough to him that the fact a stranger was doing it didn’t seem to bother him too much.

Or maybe he just didn’t consider her much of a threat.

Occasionally she heard the sounds of Ladan working in the stall beside hers, or the twins, but none of them spoke. Conversation between the apprentices across the way floated to her in snatches but it mostly revolved around a sparring technique they were trying to perfect and Alyx didn’t understand a word of it. She stifled a laugh when she heard Finn curse and complain about a squashed thumb.

By the time they were done, Tingo wasn’t as expertly groomed as her mare back home, but he looked all right. Alyx was proud of herself; she’d not done a bad job for her first attempt. Tingo had calmed as she’d groomed and murmured to him, and now he stood relaxed in the stall.

“Now we’re supposed to exercise them, right?” Finn called across, peering warily up at the tall stallion he’d been grooming. “How do these buckles go?”

Alyx shrugged and turned to study the saddle and bridle hanging from Tingo’s wall. This she had no clue about, since Henri had always saddled her mare.

“You’ve never saddled a horse before?” 

Alyx jumped as Ladan’s cool voice spoke near her ear. He’d entered the stall without a sound. She turned and stared at him a moment, fighting to summon words despite the forbidding expression on his face. “No, I haven’t.”

He moved to grab the saddle from the wall and throw it onto Tingo’s back. “The buckles go here, and here, see? Not too tight, and not too loose. Once you’re in the saddle, if it doesn’t feel right, you can always re-adjust them.”

Alyx watched in bemusement as Ladan demonstrated what to do with intimidating efficiency. Once he had the saddle on, he showed her what to do with the bridle.

“Clear?” He turned to face her when he was done.

“Clearer than before. Thank you.”

He left without another word. She watched him, still bemused, as he mounted a grey stallion and urged the big animal into a trot out of the stall.

Alyx spent a couple of seconds soothing Tingo before leading him out into the wide, straw-covered avenue of the stable. He came willingly enough, still relaxed from the grooming.

She left Tingo tethered to the stall door and went to help the twins. Alyx didn’t quite remember all of Ladan’s instructions, but by frequently checking Tingo’s completed buckles, the three of them were able to get the other two horses saddled. Finn’s teetered alarmingly to the left, and no matter what they tried, they couldn’t seem to right it.

“He just walked in and showed you how to do it?” Finn asked with some amazement.

“It’s something about Alyx.” Dawn looked at her appraisingly. “He didn’t bother to help either of us.”

“He’s a mystery to me.” Alyx frowned. “But I’m thankful for the help.”

“Have you done a lot of riding back home? You look familiar with horses, though I suspect from your lack of knowledge you had grooms to saddle your horses.” Finn asked.

“I used to ride a lot. You’re right about the grooms too. My friends and I sometimes spent whole days riding through the palace grounds and down into the city. There isn’t much else to do with our time, really. My mare is much smaller and more placid than these horses though. My father never allowed me anything bigger.”

“You wanted something bigger?” Dawn raised an eyebrow.

“Well, when Dash joined the Bluecoats, he was assigned a big cavalry horse, just like this one. He teased me about it, told me I’d never be able to handle a horse like his.” Alyx smiled a little at the memory. “Of course, I went straight to my father and demanded he get me one, just so I could prove Dash wrong. He said no. I sulked for days.”

“Dawn nagged Father for weeks before her thirteenth birthday for a horse.” Finn grinned. “She cried all day when he wouldn’t give her one.”

“I did not.” Dawn scowled. “It was only an hour, maximum.”

“Neither of you have ridden much?” Alyx knew the conversation was really just an effort on all three of their parts to postpone actually having to ride the horses, but that was fine with her.

“The gardens scattered throughout Alistriem are so lovely,” Dawn said wistfully. “There’s a big one only two blocks away from where we live, and we mostly played there as kids, so there was never a need for us to ride. Plus, we live within walking distance of everything our family needed in the city, like the markets.”

“Have you seen the palace gardens?” Alyx asked. “There’s nothing like them in this world.”

“You spend a lot of time at the palace then?” Dawn asked with interest.

“Yes, in fact, I hear you’re betrothed to the Crown Prince of Rionn.” Finn said, a teasing note entering his voice.

Alyx’s head shot up, looking at Dawn. “You told him?”

“You could hardly expect me to keep that sort of news secret from my twin brother,” Dawn said indignantly.

“So, we’ve got a future queen at DarkSkull?” Tarrick’s voice made all three of them jump. “It begs the question, what are you doing here, Lady Egalion?”

“Tarrick,” Alyx noted. “Do you make a habit of listening to other people’s conversations?”

He spread his arms innocently. “I just came to exercise my horse before my next class, and heard you talking.”

“Well, in answer to your question, I’m here against my will,” she said sourly. Tarrick looked astonished. “You didn’t want to come here and learn your magic?”

“Magic isn’t a big part of our lives in Rionn,” Dawn said. 

“I didn’t even know I had magic, and I’m still not convinced I do,” Alyx said. “Just because my mother had magic doesn’t mean I do, right?”

“Yes, that’s true, but—”

The barn door opened again, breaking off Tarrick’s reply. Alyx recognised the boyishly handsome features of Brynn, the initiate who had been bullied in the sparring yard on their first day. He looked cheerful, despite the now yellow bruising around his eye. He stopped in surprise when he saw the four of them gathered together around the horses.

“Hello,” he said in a friendly tone.

“Have you got stable duties as well?” Dawn asked brightly.

Brynn nodded. “I’m a bit late though. Got caught up in the sparring yard.” He grinned. “I think I still have plenty to learn in that regard.”

“You are late,” Tarrick noted. “As we all will be if we don’t hurry up and get these horses exercised before our next class. Alaria is the nicest of the bunch so I’m not too worried, but aren’t you all in Master Prajana’s class next?”

Alyx shuddered at thought of incurring the severe master’s wrath, and shared a panicked glance with Dawn.

“You’re right.” Brynn sobered.

“Would you like to join us? Maybe we can be faster if we get this done together.” The words were out before Alyx really thought about them, but at the look of surprised pleasure on Brynn’s face, she couldn’t take them back.

“Sure,” he said. “Can I give you a hand with that saddle, Finn? One thing I have learnt in two weeks is how to buckle up a saddle.”

“That would be fantastic.” Finn stopped struggling with his, and it crashed to the ground at his feet. Alyx had to leap out of the way as the horse spooked, smothering a smile as she did.

“I’ll leave you to it.” Tarrick smiled and winked. “Wouldn’t do to be seen in public with innocents like yourselves. Enjoy your ride.”

“He’s a strange one,” Finn noted as Tarrick left to tend his own horse.

“I don’t think so,” Dawn said. “He’s been friendly, although I suppose that’s strange enough, given he clearly looks down on us.”

Alyx said nothing as Brynn approached Finn’s horse; she understood Tarrick in a way the twins didn’t. His status here in the mage world matched what hers was back at home in Rionn. She wondered if she’d been so accommodating of others below her station. It wasn’t something she’d ever thought of before.

“Here, I’ll go slowly if you want to watch.” From anyone else, Brynn’s words would have been condescending, but from him they sounded sincere. 

Alyx studied him as he taught, going much more slowly than Ladan had. Brynn wasn’t very tall, about the same height as she was, and his golden hair was thick and almost scruffy, sticking up all over his head. His smile was warm and friendly though, and his green eyes sparkled with good humour.

“Thanks, Brynn.” Finn smiled when he managed to get the buckles right.

“No problem. Dawn, yours looks fine, although you might want to tighten up this one a little bit here.” He turned to Alyx. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“We haven’t officially met,” she said. “I’m Alyx Egalion.”

“And royalty too, if I overheard Tarrick correctly?”

A little taken aback by his direct manner, she nodded. “Not quite. My father is a lord of Rionn.”

“I’m Brynn Starrin.” He held out his hand. “It’s nice to officially meet you, Alyx.”

Not wanting to be rude, Alyx took the proffered hand. His grip was warm and dry as they shook.

“You don’t really have to wait for me,” he told them. “I’ve still got to saddle up my mare.”

“No, we don’t mind,” Finn said.

They waited a few minutes while Brynn saddled his mare before they led their horses out to the wide, green field adjoining the barn. Alyx and the twins immediately headed for the mounting blocks nearby, but Brynn’s shout stopped them dead.

“If you’re going to learn to ride, you might as well do it properly,” he said with a shrug. “There won’t always be a convenient mounting block nearby.”

Alyx looked between him and the enormous stallion beside her. She’d always used a mounting block before, and always had the assistance of one of her father’s grooms.

“Jump up, grip the saddle, and haul yourself on.” Brynn flashed another friendly grin. “It gets more graceful with practice, I promise you.”

“And how would you know?” Dawn rolled her eyes at him.

“I used to fall off at least ten times a ride,” Brynn said. “Now I’m down to about seven or eight times.”

“He’s right,” Finn said determinedly. “We have to learn.”

They all watched as Finn jumped up, missed the pommel of the saddle, and slid awkwardly back down. 

Alyx was hard pressed to hide a grin, while Dawn laughed out loud. Finn, red-faced, tried again. This time he managed to grab hold of the pommel; he hung there for a few seconds, then painfully hauled himself upwards. His stallion decided to shift sideways right at the end, so that he barely managed to avoid rolling off the other side.

“Go on, then. You do better.” Finn taunted his laughing sister.

Alyx turned towards Tingo, attempted to judge the distance to the saddle, then jumped high. Her bruised fingers protested painfully as she grabbed the pommel, then tried to haul a leg over the saddle. It was a struggle, and she was certain she looked like an idiot, but she eventually managed it. Luckily Tingo stood still, bored the entire time.

Once she was up there, she abruptly realised how far away the ground was. The saddle was also one she was unused to, so she was perched uncomfortably.

Dawn managed to get astride after two attempts, throughout which Finn laughed gleefully, and Brynn in three. Once they were done, Finn kicked his mare into a trot through the gate and into the field. Alyx urged Tingo after him, and the others fell in behind. Tingo’s stride was far different to that of her little mare back home and Alyx struggled to adjust to it.

Finn let out a shout as his mare lurched into a gallop. Completely of his own accord, Tingo decided he wanted to stretch his legs as well. The change in gait was abrupt and Alyx tried desperately to rein him in but he was far too strong for her. She bounced around wildly for a few moments, then fell off.

She hit the ground hard, the breath whooshing out of her lungs. His rider dealt with, Tingo slowed back to a trot, then stopped some distance away and lowered his head to start cropping the grass. Dawn managed to haul her trotting stallion in and looked down with a concerned glance.

Alyx had been a girl the last time she’d fallen off a horse, and her father had been watching from the fence. He’d run over immediately to give her a hug and kiss her sore arm better. Once she’d calmed, he’d told her the best way to deal with the situation was to try and get back on the horse. Afraid and still crying, she’d allowed him to place her back onto the saddle. He’d been so proud of her, and after walking the horse around the field one more time, he’d carried her inside and ordered the cook to make her favourite cookies as a treat.

This time, nobody was around to kiss her better. 

“I hate this place,” Alyx grumbled as she rose painfully to a sitting position. Her fingers were throbbing from trying to rein Tingo in.

“It was nice of you to invite Brynn to join us.”

“It was stupid of me. If Fengel sees us with him, he’s likely to turn his attention to us too.”

Dawn scowled. “I’m glad you didn’t think about it too much then.”

“I just fell off a horse. I’m in no mood to be nice,” Alyx snapped, feeling the pain and humiliation of the fall overwhelm her.

“Are you all right, Alyx?” Brynn appeared, hauling his mare in with every bit of his strength.

“No,” she muttered, hauling herself to her feet. “I’m sore and angry, and I don’t want to get back on that stupid horse.”

“We’d better hurry,” Finn shouted from across the field. “I think we’re supposed to be at language class.”

The fear of Prajana was enough to get Alyx to her feet, and she dragged herself back into the saddle. Tingo fortunately remained at a trot as they rode the horses a few more laps around the field before returning them to the stables and then running for class.

Alyx and the twins arrived as a group to the dining hall that night. In wordless agreement, they’d stuck together since the staff-cutting in the woods. Tarrick’s early assessment of them as innocents had clearly passed through the student population, because none of the other initiates had made any attempts to be friendly. The incident with Fengel wouldn’t have helped matters, either. She couldn’t imagine any initiate wanting to get on his bad side by appearing to befriend the newcomers from Rionn who had caught his ire.

On reflection, Alyx supposed she liked the twins, but she didn’t truly know them, and they did little to ease the miasma of depression that hung heavy in her chest since their arrival.

This night, as had become usual, they took their seat at a table near the edge of the room, Alyx balancing her bowl of stew in one hand because of her aching fingers.

“Do you mind if I sit with you?” Brynn approached them as they began eating.

“Of course.” Finn reached around and pulled out a chair for him. Brynn sat down beside Alyx, and she tried not to be annoyed at Finn.

“Thanks,” Brynn said as he sat. “It’s hard to find table companions when you’re a lesser mage.”

“You don’t seem too upset by that,” Dawn noted.

“I’m not,” he replied cheerfully. “I’m proud of my family, and I’m thrilled that I have any mage ability at all.”

“Still.” Finn leaned forward with a smile. “You should consider that the three of us are both innocents and possibly lesser mages. Do you really want to fall any further down on the social ladder?”

Brynn laughed. “It’s all a matter of perspective, Finn. Would you actually want to spend your time with a bully like Fengel?”

“The man has a point.” Finn sat back. “You’re welcome to sit with us anytime.”

“Thanks.” He spooned a mouthful of stew. “You said that you were possibly lesser mages. Does that mean you don’t know what magic you have?”

“Alyx and I have no idea.” Finn smiled. “Dawn can hear things at long distances, but I don’t think Master Howell knows exactly what that means yet.”

“You haven’t started classes with him yet?”

“You mean to learn magic?” Dawn asked. “No. Who’s your master?”

“Renwick. I had my first class with him last Seventhday,” Brynn said.

“How did you work out what your power was?” Finn asked.

Brynn shrugged. “I can mimic any sound you can think of. All I have to do is hear the sound once and I can replicate it perfectly. I’ve been doing it since I was a boy.”

“Can you give us an example?” Finn looked fascinated.

“Sure.” Brynn sat up and straightened his shoulders for effect, then spoke in a perfect imitation of Master Prajana, “Tardiness will not be tolerated. I absolutely insist on punctuality.”

They all laughed.

“It’s not just voices. I can replicate music, animal sounds, anything.”

“What an interesting mage power,” Dawn said.

Silence fell for a few moments as they hungrily emptied their bowls of stew. The hum of conversation that pervaded the hall mixed with a full stomach lulled Alyx, making her sleepy.

“I was impressed by how you got back up on the horse after you fell today, Alyx.” Brynn’s voice broke her from her daze. She looked over to see him spooning up the remnants of his bowl.

“My father always taught me that you have to get straight back on after a fall,” she said.

“Easier said than done, though. That’s one big horse. Good on you.”

“Thanks,” she said quietly, warmed by his words.

Finn engaged Brynn in conversation about his origins after that and Alyx listened with half an ear, most of her concentration taken up with staying awake enough to finish eating. She caught enough to learn Brynn was Tregayan, and that his family was from a small rural village not far from DarkSkull Hall. He talked unashamedly about his family’s lack of money or property and spoke about them with great affection and pride.

Alyx finished her stew, her attention moving to take more note of her surroundings. She focused on Fengel first, sitting at the crowded table in the centre of the room; most of the others sitting near him were older students wearing grey apprentice robes. Oscar was there too, and Adahn, the apprentice from mapping. Tarrick was one of only two initiates sitting with the group, although he was at the opposite end of the table from Fengel. The other initiate sat sprawled languidly in his chair, looking bored. 

Alyx’s gaze fell on an apprentice sitting beside Fengel, silent amidst the lively chatter around him. The distance was too great for her to make out his features clearly, but there was something different about him, an almost visible aura of intensity. She wondered what it was that made him a part of the group that was clearly atop the student pecking order, as Tarrick had put it.

Other students sat clustered in groups throughout the rest of the room. As far as Alyx could tell, initiates and apprentices sat separately, with the initiates at the tables furthest from the centre. After searching a few more moments, she found Ladan sitting alone in the corner of the room. His help with her horse earlier that day had been cool and perfunctory but there had been no reason at all for him to offer it. She sensed there was a lot of feeling locked up behind the forbidding expression he habitually wore.

As if sensing her regard, his head turned and caught her glance. She was unable to look away from his cool green eyes, and after a long moment, he turned back to the food before him. 

“I’m exhausted.” Dawn tapped Alyx’s arm. “Want to head off to bed?”

“Sure.” Alyx yawned and waved a half-hearted farewell to Finn and Brynn.

“Brynn seems nice,” Dawn commented as they walked.

“I suppose,” Alyx said.

“You really are a snob at times,” Dawn said in amusement. “I know he made it clear just now that his family is poor, but—”

“It’s not that,” Alyx interrupted. “What if Fengel goes after Brynn again and we’re with him?”

“So what if he does? How is that Brynn’s fault?” Annoyance tinged Dawn’s voice as she opened their door.

“It’s not. But I don’t want to get hurt.” Alyx continued before Dawn could say anything. “I don’t want to fight with you over this, either. Fengel scares me, Dawn.”

“I’m scared too. But imagine how Brynn must feel?” Dawn sighed as she surveyed their room in the soft lamplight. “We’re going to have to fix this up soon.”

Both Dawn and Alyx had been in too much of a rush every morning and too exhausted every night to do more than drop their clothes in piles and leave their bedding in a mess. Neither of them had forgotten Madam Grange’s warning about room inspections.

“I can’t do it now,” Alyx groaned, collapsing onto the bed.

“Me neither,” Dawn said. “Tomorrow morning?”

“Sure.” Alyx tossed off her robe and climbed under the covers. After a moment’s hesitation, she spoke again. “Dawn, my father asked me to try here. It’s important to him, and me, that I don’t dishonor our family or sully his reputation at court, irrespective of how much I hate it here. Bullying doesn’t happen in my world, well... not physical bullying anyway. The only way I know how to deal with it is to avoid it. Do you understand?”

“I do, but Alyx your world is like a bubble. In our world, there’s no option to avoid dealing with the tough things that happen in life. How we deal with them is what defines us, makes us who we are.” Dawn’s voice was soft, but resolute. “And I won’t be someone who stands by while others are hurt.”

Is that who she was? Uncomfortable at that idea, Alyx turned over, her thoughts keeping her from sleep for a long time.








  
  
Chapter 13




A week later, Howell appeared as Alyx and the twins were exercising their horses. Brynn was with them too—he’d entered the barn as they were saddling up, calling out a cheerful hello when he saw them. Alyx had stifled a sigh when Finn invited him to join them but said nothing.  

 As they trotted sedately up and down the field, Finn tried to explain some of the Zandian grammar concepts they’d been learning, but which no one other than he seemed to have mastered yet. Alyx had been subject to a particularly sharp dressing down from Prajana earlier when she’d answered a supposedly easy question incorrectly.

“I’m never going to understand it,” Dawn said, frustrated. “We missed too much.”

“Your master is coming,” Brynn warned them.

Howell was mounted as he approached, dressed in breeches and tunic and without his usual mage robe. His ebony staff hung down between his shoulder blades, and he handled his cavalry horse with casual ease.

“Follow me,” he called out.

A group of riders exited the stables as Howell spoke, and Alyx didn’t miss the panicked look that flashed over Brynn’s features. She recognised Fengel amongst them and hesitated, glancing between Howell and Brynn. The twins looked equally torn, and when they didn’t immediately follow, Howell turned his horse back to them, annoyance on his face.

“What is it? Was my instruction not clear?”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Dawn spoke for them. “It’s just…”

Howell glanced over at where they were all looking, then appeared to notice Brynn for the first time. “Oh yes, you’re Initiate Brynn Starrin, aren’t you?” 

“Yes, sir,” Brynn said. “I’m sorry for…”

Howell waved a hand, dismissing his words. “Your master has agreed for you to join my initiate group. It seems he has some fear for your health if you remain with him. Renwick isn’t the strongest of mages, and you’ve managed to incur the ire of our strongest students here at DarkSkull.”

Alyx opened her mouth to protest, caught Dawn’s look, and abruptly shut it as shame kindled in her. When she saw the stunned smile that transformed Brynn’s face, the shame at her initial reaction deepened. He looked happier than she’d seen him since they’d met.

“No objections I take it?” Howell turned to Alyx and the twins.

“No sir,” Finn said.

When both Finn and Dawn looked her way, Alyx shrugged. “It’s fine.”

“I really do appreciate it,” Brynn said. “Not only because of Fengel. I’ve not had any friends since I came here. It’s nice to have company.”

Alyx winced at him claiming her as a friend, but smoothed out her expression when she caught Dawn looking at her.

“If you could all stop nattering and please follow my initial instructions,” Howell barked at them. He wheeled his mare around, cantering out the gate and across the DarkSkull fields towards the valley wall. 

“He wants us to gallop after him?” Dawn looked aghast.

“Yes, let’s go!” Finn shouted.

Brynn, Alyx, and the twins had more difficulty than Howell, but eventually managed to drag their strong mounts around and out the gate.

Their master’s disappearing figure led them away from DarkSkull Hall and along the edge of the surrounding fields towards the thick forest lining the valley floor. Alyx clung desperately to the reins, trying to ignoring her aching thighs and fingers. 

Sometimes it felt like she lived in a constant miasma of soreness and exhaustion. When Alyx had peered into the cracked mirror in the girl’s bathroom that morning, she’d seen dark shadows under eyes that were bloodshot and dull. Dawn looked just as bad, and Alyx genuinely wondered how she would have coped without another girl to share this misery with.

With his usual disregard for the inexperienced rider atop him, Tingo broke into a gallop almost as soon as they were out of the field. Alyx hauled on the reins, but this had little effect, and soon her entire focus was on simply staying in the saddle and trying to steer him in the direction she wanted to go.

The day was overcast, heavy clouds promising more snow later, and the light grew dim once they entered the forest. A narrow path wound between thickly clustered fir trees and the horses were forced into single file, hooves sinking into a thick layer of snow. As they rode further into the forest, the path became an incline which grew gradually steeper until Alyx was leaning far forward in the saddle. 

The temperature dropped too, numbing Alyx’s throbbing fingers. Eventually they emerged onto the summit of one of the tall hills ringing the valley.

A high stone wall ran along the top of the hill, extending as far as Alyx could see to their left and right, broken just ahead by a thick tree that had fallen across it. Drag marks in the snow showed where the tree had been moved away from the wall, and now the broken section gaped open.

Alyx took a moment to stare down at the bright gleam of green water far below and the rugged rise of more hills on the other side of the gorge. Far to her right she could just make out the hazy outline of part of the massive bridge leading into DarkSkull.

 “The boundary of DarkSkull Hall,” Howell informed them, waving towards the wall. “It goes all the way around the valley.”

“Why?” Alyx asked.

“I don’t think I catch your meaning?” Howell raised an eyebrow.

She gestured down below to the glimpse of gorge visible through the break in the wall. “It’s pretty steep, and there’s a river down there. Why do you need a wall as well?”

“DarkSkull Hall has been attacked before, Initiate. Simple water and a steep incline are unfortunately not enough of a deterrent. These walls are thick and high and are intended to discourage large-scale attacks.”

“Attacks from whom?”

“My, aren’t we chatty today? I believe this is the first time you’ve spoken more than two words to me. We’ll discuss that at another time, Alyx. As for why I brought you here today, it’s imperative this broken section of wall be fixed as quickly as possible, and I volunteered my initiates for the job. You’ll find stone blocks just through the trees to your right, and they’ve already been cut and squared.”

“What about tools, sir?” Finn asked.

“You’ve already got all the tools you need. Any questions?”

Groaning inwardly at Howell’s familiar, irritating response, Alyx shook her head along with the others. She didn’t dare ask about the mathematics class they were currently supposed to be attending.

“You’d best get to it then. You don’t want to be out here when night falls,” he said cheerily, before reining his horse around and galloping back down the trail.

Finn looked dubiously up at the sky. “Night can only be an hour or two away at the most.”

“What does he mean, we already have the tools?” Dawn said.

“I think you’ll find he means magic,” Brynn said, trying to dismount and half falling to the ground.

Alyx dropped the reins, gripped the pommel, and swung one leg over. Dropping the long distance to the ground awkwardly, she was nonetheless glad to be off Tingo’s back.

“What magic?” She grabbed the reins to tie them to a nearby tree. “I’ve seen no trace of my supposed magic, and I doubt your magical voice is going to be of any use in fixing a wall.” 

“You’re quite fixated on your misery, aren’t you?” Brynn teased her. He was more forward with Alyx than either Finn or Dawn, treating her as she imagined an affectionate younger brother would. While his manner would have irritated her coming from the twins, something about his genuine warmth soothed any irritation before it could take hold.

“I’m going to start bringing some stones over,” Finn said, walking off through the trees.

Alyx shared a glance with Dawn, and the two girls set off after him, Brynn close behind. 

“I know you think I’m going to bring you trouble, Alyx,” Brynn said as he fell into step beside her. “You could be right, too.”

Alyx paused, decided to be honest. “I want to survive here as painlessly as possible and go home. Fengel could hurt us all if he wanted to. He almost killed you last week.”

“Master Howell gave you an opportunity to protest my joining you. You didn’t take it.”

“No, I didn’t, and I’m not going to.” 

“Why?”

She glanced at him, then away. “Because when I put myself in your shoes, I can’t.”

“Thank you for being honest with me.” Brynn met her eyes. “I understand your reasons for not wanting me around and I respect them. Consider me your friend, though. It’s not much, but you should know.”

Alyx stopped walking for a moment as the others continued on, taken aback by Brynn’s words. She’d never had such a genuine offer of friendship before, given not because she was Lady Alyx Egalion, but because of something she’d done. She immediately felt guilty for not treating Brynn better and squashed the feeling. Liking Brynn wasn’t enough to overcome her genuine fear of Fengel.

“Found them!’ Finn’s voice called out from ahead.

Following his voice, Alyx and Brynn pushed through a thick copse of trees and stepped out into a small quarry where blocks of bluestone sat already cut and dressed. Dawn was helping her brother pick one up, so Alyx and Brynn hefted another. The stone was heavy and rough and Alyx’s arms burned as they hauled it back up to the broken section of wall. Once there, she let go of the stone with a painful gasp. It thudded to the ground beside the one the twins had carried.

“We’ll put ours right here.” Finn pointed, leaning forward to show them where to place it correctly. “Alyx, you and Brynn place yours beside it.”

“You’re an expert on wall building now?” Dawn shot an irritated glance at her brother.

“You have a better idea?” he retorted.

Alyx tried intervening. “Let’s not fight.” 

Finn let out a breath. “I just figure if we stack the stones inside the hole neatly to start with, we can figure out where to go from there.”

“One step at a time, huh?” Brynn surveyed the gap. “Sounds good to me.”

They spent an hour hauling blocks of stone from the quarry and placing them carefully into the broken section of wall. 

“Do you think there’s any use for mages who can’t use magic but know how to haul rocks?” Dawn panted sourly as she and Alyx hauled another stone back to the wall.

“I doubt it,” Alyx muttered. “I’m sure Lord-Mage Casovar will be thrilled to be presented with a group of well-trained labourers, though.”

Eventually all four of them stood before the wall, hands on hips. The stone blocks had all been placed together neatly, filling most of the hole in the wall, but they had no tools or putty to bind them together. Small cracks ran throughout the fixed section.

“That’s going to come crashing down the second there’s a good gust of wind, isn’t it?” Brynn grinned openly.

Just as the words came out of his mouth, a wind kicked up and the two stones at the top of the wall wobbled precariously. The four of them looked at each other and dissolved into laughter.

The laughter was infectious and soon Alyx was doubled up, trying to get air as tears ran down her face. It was the first time she’d laughed in a month, and for a brief moment it felt good enough to dispel her misery. 

Trying to catch her breath, she glanced at Dawn, and saw that instead of laughing, she looked pale and terrified.

“Dawn?” Alyx asked sharply.

Dawn looked across at her. “I can hear the voices.”

“Here?” Finn’s eyes widened.

“What voices?” Brynn asked.

Finn explained as quickly as he could about their trip to DarkSkull Hall. When he was finished, Brynn looked even more confused.

“The Shiven that chased you couldn’t be here,” he said. “We’re far from Shivasa.”

“They’re coming closer,” Dawn rasped.

“Coming from where?” Alyx asked. Her voice came out higher-pitched than intended; the hairs on the back of her neck were prickling, and her heart had begun to pound in remembered fear.

Dawn raised an arm, pointing into the rapidly darkening shadows between the trees where the path ran back down the valley wall towards DarkSkull. Alyx glanced over at the horses, but they seemed calm.

“Stay together,” Finn said, moving towards Dawn and Alyx. “You’ve all got the knives Howell gave us?”

Alyx dropped a hand to her right boot. She’d gotten so accustomed to wearing the knife that she could barely feel it anymore. Her raw wood staff hung from Tingo’s saddle, a good distance away. A quick glance showed the others had left theirs with the horses as well.

“Dawn, tell us what you’re hearing,” Finn instructed.

Dawn nodded and closed her eyes. “Snatches of voices… they’re not the same ones I heard on the way to DarkSkull, but…”

“Go on,” Brynn said encouragingly.

“I can feel the same…” she frowned, shaking her head in frustration. “The same anticipation, I think. One voice is stronger than the others, but I think I can pick up maybe three different voices, maybe more. It’s not clear, but…”

Her eyes flew open. “They’re coming this way. And they know we’re here.”

“All right. We’re in the grounds of DarkSkull Hall, so let’s just wait. It could be one of the masters coming to fetch us,” Finn said.

Alyx looked uneasily in the direction their horses were tethered, wondering if it wasn’t a better idea to just leave before whoever it was arrived.

Hooves sounded from somewhere below them on the slope, heading their way. The four of them stood in tense silence as the sound of horses came closer and closer. Shadows crept through the trees, the light dying as the sun slowly set over the hills.

Some minutes later, a group of riders came cantering up the trail. When they left the tree line and saw Alyx and the others standing by the wall, they slowed the horses and reined to a halt. The lead rider was Fengel, and Alyx’s heart clutched in fear. By the look on Fengel’s face, this meeting was no coincidence. There were four others and at the back of the group was Tarrick, sitting easily in the saddle and watching the proceedings with interest.

“These are the ones?” a voice asked.

Fengel smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “This is them.”

Another rider kicked his horse forward out of the deepening shadows, and Alyx took a half-step back in shock. It was the silent apprentice she’d seen sitting with Fengel in the dining hall, but now he was so close she could tell instantly he was Shiven, with their pale skin and dark brown eyes. Unlike Dashan, he was full-blooded, and had their characteristic pointed ears and long fingers. He wore his lengthy brown hair tied neatly in a bun at the back of his neck, a look that highlighted the almost alien handsomeness of his features.

“Can we help you?” Finn sounded calm, but his back was stiff with tension.

Dawn leaned close to Alyx and murmured, “Fengel knew we were here, and I can feel danger from that Shiven clear as a bell in my head.”

Brynn, close enough to hear Dawn, cried out a warning for them to run and led the way by running for the trees. Fengel went to chase him down, but the Shiven rider stopped him.

“The ones we want are here.”

“You said the A’ndreas girl was mine.”

“You can have her.” The Shiven’s mouth curled. “After we’ve killed the others.”

Alyx mouth turned dry. They were so far from DarkSkull Hall that any shouts or screams would never be heard. None of them apart from Dawn knew their magic yet, and they had only Howell’s knives to defend themselves against students many years ahead of them in learning and experience. 

Dawn stepped forward. “We’re students at DarkSkull Hall, as are you. You can threaten all you like but we know you can’t just murder us.”

Alyx was as impressed by Dawn’s bravery as she was horrified by the audacity of her words. A chill ran through her as both Fengel and the Shiven began to laugh, looking genuinely amused.

“You think students haven’t died here before, especially initiates?” Fengel asked. “These woods are dangerous, not to mention the cold. Accidents happen.”

“Even if that’s true, why would you want to kill us?” Finn asked. “What did we ever do to you?”

“I know who you are,” the Shiven hissed, his dark eyes flicking to Alyx. In that momentary glance, utter terror gripped her. She wanted to speak, to respond, to tell him he was mistaken, but her throat had closed over and she couldn’t summon any words.

“The girl is right—you said we were just going to mess with them a bit.” Tarrick spoke up suddenly, urging his horse forward. “Master Romas is a telepath, Galien. He’ll know if you kill anyone and we’ll all be expelled.”

“What would you know, Tylender?” Fengel glanced at him in contempt.

“I’m just saying, are they really worth the effort? They’re useless innocents.”

“You have no idea,” the Shiven murmured. “And why would Master Romas think to read my thoughts even if he could defeat my shielding? He doesn’t know we’re out here. We’ll be sure to make it look like an accident.”

Tarrick persisted. “It’s too much of a risk, Galien.”

“Why is he even with us?” Fengel turned to the Shiven in disgust. “I told you he was a worthless coward.”

“He’s pure mage blood,” the Shiven said coolly. “He belongs with us.”

Alyx followed this exchange closely despite her fear, desperately hoping Tarrick would succeed in stopping Fengel and the Shiven. 

“He’s a coward,” Fengel said to the Shiven. “You should cut him loose.”

Tarrick shouted in anger at the insult, hurling his small knife straight for Fengel’s throat. The Zandian shifted sideways gracefully, the knife flying harmlessly past him. Then, with mocking ease, he conjured a fireball and sent it straight at Tarrick’s head. Tarrick barely dodged aside in time, falling from the saddle in his haste and landing awkwardly in the snow.

He rose and scrambled backwards. Grim anger darkened his features as he faced Fengel. The Shiven watched, a gleam of amusement in his dark eyes, not making any move to help either Tarrick or Fengel.

“Maybe you’re right about him, Fengel. Tarran, go find that initiate. We don’t want any witnesses.”

“If you want us, then leave Brynn out of it,” Dawn said, words firm despite how pale she was. “He saw nothing.”

“She has a point,” Fengel chuckled. “He’s so useless he’s no threat to us. Just like the Tylenders, weak and pathetic.”

Tarrick’s shout of fury was incoherent. Alyx’s eyes widened as they fell on his hands; a mother-of-pearl glow encompassed them, shining brightly against the falling darkness. Tarrick himself snarled in triumph as he saw what was happening and raised one of his glowing hands into the air.

A massive concussion burst exploded through the clearing, making Alyx clap her hands over her ears in pain. It was as if a vice were being tightened over her chest so that she couldn’t breathe, and then it vanished just as suddenly as it hit, leaving her gasping.

The group of riders had dissolved into chaos as their horses reared and bucked in panic. Tarran and Fengel had fallen and were trying to avoid being trampled by the razor-sharp hooves of their mounts. Tarrick wavered on his feet, skin deathly pale. The Shiven snarled in anger as he fought to get his mount back under control.

“We have to run,” Finn shouted, reaching for his sister.

Dawn hesitated, glancing at Tarrick. The initiate was still swaying, not seeming to realise that Fengel’s dark gaze was fixed firmly on him.

“Dawn, come on!” Alyx urged, already moving after Finn. 

Dawn hesitated a moment longer before running to Tarrick and grabbing his arm. “Alyx, Finn, help me.”

“We don’t have time for this, Dawn.” Finn nonetheless ran to take Tarrick’s other arm, and together with Alyx urging them on, they scrambled for the trees. Tingo and the other horses had already snapped their tethers and bolted in fear, and when Alyx looked back, she saw the Shiven had settled his mount and was turning to come after them.

“Don’t let them escape,” his shout echoed through the forest.

Tarrick staggered in the twins’ hold and collapsed into the snow. They reached for him, but he seemed disoriented as he tried to stand. A glance back showed Fengel and the other apprentices were quickly regaining control of their mounts and Alyx knew they would be caught in seconds.

Then, over the sound of the horses moving towards them, she heard the deep, hair-raising growl of a forest bear. Everyone froze for a second, and in the ensuing silence it sounded again, deep and angry and coming closer. That was it for the horses—they stopped obeying their riders and reared, screaming their fear.

“Get into the trees.” Alyx hurried the twins, panicked. “We’ve got a few seconds before they get their horses under control again.”

Dawn hesitated. “We need to help Tarrick.” 

“Dawn, he’s one of them! We don’t have enough time.” Alyx was already moving away.

“They might kill him if we leave him here,” she said, and Alyx slowed. As afraid as she was for herself, she found she couldn’t knowingly leave someone to die. Besides, if Tarrick woke, he might be able to help protect them with his power. Reluctantly, she turned back to help Dawn and Finn pull Tarrick to his feet. They ran as quickly as they could, struggling with Tarrick’s weight and almost colliding with Brynn as he came running towards them.

“Did it work?” he panted.

“You were the bear?” Dawn was first to catch on. Brynn nodded. “I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I ran because I thought they’d all follow me, but they didn’t, so I had to think of something else.”

Swamped with a rush of gratitude, Alyx dropped Tarrick’s arm to hug Brynn tightly. “Brynn, you were fantastic!”

“We need to hurry,” Finn’s voice was threaded with fear and urgency. “They’ll be after us any minute. Split up, that way they might not catch us all.”

“Split up?” Alyx looked at him in horror.

“Finn is right, it will make it harder for them to follow us. Make for DarkSkull as quickly as you can,” Dawn said.

“What about Tarrick?” Brynn asked anxiously.

The sound of his name roused the Zandian, and he pushed off their helping hands, almost falling again as he did so. “I’ll be fine. I can make it back on my own.”

“You don’t look like you can—” Finn began but Tarrick cut him off.

“I’ll be fine.”

Alyx didn’t wait for any further assurances. She turned and ran, almost immediately plunging down an incline covered in thick snow. Her heart raced and her palms were slick with sweat. She knew her tracks were easily visible in the snow, and made for a thick copse of trees in the hopes that a horse couldn’t follow her in there. Glancing back, she saw the others scattering too, all heading in different directions.

Concentrating too much on what was ahead, Alyx didn’t see the ground at her feet and tripped over a snow-covered log. She landed hard and the breath whooshed from her chest. It took a few minutes of gasping for air before the blackness faded from her vision, and by then the Shiven had found her.

His horse appeared at the top of the rise, and he shouted in triumph and called Fengel before urging his horse down after her.

Alyx scrambled to a sitting position, tried to stand, then fell again as a sharp pain flared in her ankle. She judged the distance to the trees, knew it was too far for her to make the distance before the Shiven reached her. She met his eyes as he approached, saw the bloodlust and hatred in them, knew he would be an enemy for life. He was going to kill her, and there was nothing she could do about it. She didn’t even know why.

Alyx took a breath, tried to meet his approach bravely, but knew she was failing as terror welled in her chest and dried out her mouth.

Then there was the sound of a galloping horse to her right. A rider cut across the open ground between Alyx and the approaching Shiven and halted in front of her in a whirl of snow. Her eyes widened as Ladan leaned down out of the saddle, grabbed her outstretched hand and hauled her up behind him.

Without a word, he kicked his horse into a gallop away from Fengel and the Shiven. Alyx wrapped her arms tightly around his waist, looking back as the Shiven shouted in anger and urged his horse after them, Fengel close behind. Ladan’s horse was fresher, and faster, and soon they’d outdistanced their pursuers. Alyx almost sobbed with relief when they emerged from the woods and crossed the DarkSkull fields at a full gallop.

He pulled the horse up in front of the main hall, mere yards from the well-lit entrance. When he didn’t say anything, Alyx slipped down from the saddle, stumbling as she tried to stand on shaky legs.

“You saved my life,” she said quietly. “Thank you.”

He was looking away from her, towards the doorway. When she spoke, he nodded once, sharply, then turned the horse and galloped away.
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