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Talyn would tell you not to read it.
 Sari would hand it to you with a smirk.


.


Discover the story before the story.


.


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


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


.


Each edition of The Chronicle includes:


Insider updates on my books


Fantasy world news and hot takes


Questionable book memes


My reading recommendations


Exclusive sneak peeks and previews


.


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


.
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Chapter 1




Achair scraped across the floor, its legs cutting through the narrow slices of sunlight that shone through the gaps in the wooden planks nailed to the window. Cuinn tracked the movement with a distant stare. 

He’d drifted awake a few moments earlier and decided that the light meant it was day… but which day? How long since… His thoughts trailed off, growing muddled in a tangle of memory: blood and fighting and his brother’s triumphant face. 

A soft yowl came from the foot of the bed, making Cuinn aware of the weight pressing against his legs. Jasper. He blinked again as the chair stopped by his bed and someone sat on it, their form cutting off most of the light from the window. “It’s me, Prince Cuinn. Jystar.”

The healer’s dark-skinned face moved into his line of vision. Cuinn licked his dry lips, then decided he’d try and sit up. Maybe that would restore some clarity to his groggy mind. Stabbing pain between his shoulders and down his back stopped him before he’d moved more than an inch.

He gave a grunt of pain, tried to turn his head to see what the cause of it was, then froze at the realisation he couldn’t see his wings.

His heart seemed to stop in his chest.

“I’m sorry, Prince Cuinn. I couldn’t save them.” Jystar spoke again, soft but firm, leaving no room for Cuinn to hope that he might mean something else. “You’re okay, but I’ve kept you unconscious to help the healing. You’re going to feel out of it for a while. You lost a lot of blood.”

Cuinn’s eyes closed and he pressed his face into the pillow, not wanting to betray the horror and nausea rising through him. He tried to suck in a breath, fists clenching, nails digging into his palms. “Talyn?” he managed to ask. If she were here, it would be okay. He could get through anything if she was here with him.

A hesitation, then, “We don’t know. She and Zamaril are still missing.”

The words hit him like a physical blow. He buried his face deeper in the pillow, pain and grief and horror roping through him in unrelenting waves. The weight on his feet shifted and moved up the bed, steering clear of his back. A damp nose nudged his cheek, then the weight settled at his left side.

“We’re in a safe house in the Poor Quarter.” Jystar kept talking, but seemed to give up after a few moments when Cuinn gave no appearance of hearing him.

The door opened and brisk footsteps crossed to the chair. Saniya’s voice sounded. “Is he awake?”

“He is.” Jystar sighed, sounding tired, worn. “I told him about his wings. He asked about the Ciantar. Have your people found any sign of her yet?”

“Nothing so far.” A hesitation. “Not even a single sign of what happened.”

Jystar said nothing. Cuinn tried to breathe through the pain. 

A brief silence, then, “The last group left on the dawn tide. Far as I could tell they made it out safely. You can’t linger here much longer. The patrols are increasing—they’re moving into the deepest parts of the Poor Quarter now.”

“He’s in no condition to travel, even if we could be sure he was going somewhere safe.” Worry filled Jystar’s voice, weighing unbearably against Cuinn’s song magic and making it impossible to escape the miasma of despair filling every inch of him.

Saniya’s voice sharpened. “You’re going to compromise me and my people if you stay here much longer.”

“We’re appreciative of your help, but—”

“I don’t care if you’re appreciative. There was a debt owed. I paid it, but my patience is running thin and you’re risking exposing all of us.” Another pause. “Let me know when he’s more alert. I want to talk to him.”

The door opened. Closed. Its sharp click jolted Cuinn out of the daze of emotion and pain he’d sunk into. 

“Your Highness?” Jystar asked. “I’m going to work on your back, all right?”

“Wolves?” he managed.

“Vengeance has been moving them out in small groups, helping them get north to Darmour.” Jystar swallowed. “I hope they reached it safely. You and I are all that’s left now. Saniya made the talons leave, insisted it was easier to keep you hidden here without a pack of Wolves surrounding you at all times.” A light touch on his back made him wince as pain rippled down his spine. “I’ll make it as painless as possible, Your Highness.”

It didn’t matter. Nothing Jystar did could hurt worse than what he was already feeling. His wings were gone. Talyn was lost. His throne was lost. Wolves had died. The rest had fled to uncertain safety. Silent tears streaked his cheeks.

How did he come back from that?








  
  
Chapter 2




Someone was trying to talk to her. Badgering her thoughts, drumming at her mind, pushing hard, but there was a block. An empty gap the voice couldn’t penetrate. And in that gap was fear. Terror. Something stalking her in complete darkness. 

The woman’s eyes flew open with a strangled cry.

Her heart thundered in her chest, and it took several moments before she calmed enough to become aware of the sweat slicking her skin and the weakness trembling through her muscles. The terror of the dream lingered, clinging to her like cobwebs. She shifted, forcing herself to widen her awareness in an attempt to banish the nightmare.

The effort required for that was almost impossible to summon. It shouldn’t be. Terror uncurled again, threatening to overwhelm her, but she forced it down. Seeking distraction, her gaze landed on the only source of light nearby, a small fire flickering in the middle of a dirt floor. A woman hunched over it, stirring something in a pot, staring at the smoke rising from the flames as if it held the answers to everything.

She blinked. This woman was familiar. The answer came grudgingly, drawn from the depths of her blurry memories. Kaeri. The woman had shared the name during one of her previous lucid moments, though she couldn’t remember which one, nor how many there’d been. They all blurred into one feverish dream.

She tried to speak, to get Kaeri’s attention, but a faint rasping sound was all she could manage.

Kaeri heard it, though. She swung around, green eyes taking her in with a single assessing glance. “Another nightmare?”

She swallowed and nodded. The feelings roused by the dream still filled her so thoroughly that it was hard to summon the coherence for speech. If only she could remember. Remember what terrors stalked her dreams. And why.

“Did it help you remember who you are? What happened to you?” Kaeri asked.

“No.” Her voice was hoarse, barely audible.

Kaeri’s mouth thinned. “Then the dreams are doing you no good at all. You need rest if you’re ever going to recover.”

The words were brisk, well meant, but the woman had caught Kaeri looking at her when Kaeri didn’t realise she was awake. Kaeri didn’t think she was going to recover. Too tired to keep fighting to stay alert, she allowed her eyes to slide closed, wondering if she was going to die.

As muddled and weak as she was, she understood that she was hurt. Badly. The unceasing, throbbing pain in her back and side told her that. And she wasn’t healing. Kaeri had said something about infection last time she was awake, and the fevers and weakness certainly bore that out.

Dimly, through a restless doze, she heard the other women who lived in the shared hut return. Voices sounded as they greeted Kaeri, asking after her as they always did, but silence soon returned. The women rarely stayed awake long, usually going straight to their narrow pallets to sleep. Only Kaeri ever spoke to her. She hadn’t yet been able to summon the clarity of thought to do more than wonder why that was. Or where the women came from… what they did in daylight hours.

She didn’t even know where she was. She was sure she’d asked the question before. Sure Kaeri had answered. But that memory was lost in the fever.

Time passed—it could have been seconds or hours—then Kaeri shook her gently and forced her to drink water from a wooden cup. Hot tea, slightly bitter, touched her tongue.

“Where am I?” She managed to force the words out. Her back felt like it was on fire, but the pain was both immediate and distant, shrouded in a haze of fever and grogginess.

“A labour camp.” Kaeri’s tone indicated she’d answered this more than once.

“Where?” Her eyes slid shut and she fought against the unconsciousness tugging insistently at her mind. Summoning every bit of will she had, she forced her eyes back open.

“Montagn.” Kaeri sat by her pallet, cross legged. Her fair skin was marred with soot, lank brown hair tied roughly at her neck. There was no softness, no give, in her eyes or voice. “I’m doing the best I can to treat you, but we don’t get proper healing supplies. Your wounds are infected and your body has no strength to fight it because you’re not eating or getting restful sleep. I’m barely getting enough water into you to keep you alive.”

“You’re saying I’m going to die?”

Kaeri nodded slightly. “It’s likely. I’m sorry.”

Did that upset her? She wasn’t sure. It should, but death would be an escape from the unending pain and illness. “It’s... all right.”

Again she had that sensation, like a voice was battering at her mind, trying to get through. But before she could grasp it, it was gone, faded away into nothingness. The gap loomed large, threatening to swallow her whole.

“I’ll do the best I can for you.” Kaeri moved away and the woman forced herself to summon enough energy to speak again.

“Kaeri?”

Kaeri heard the faint whisper and turned. “Yes?”

“Thank... thank you.”

Kaeri made a dismissive gesture and turned away, filling a cup with water from their shared jug and bringing it over. “Thank me by drinking this.”

The woman tried to drink. Tried even harder to remember.

But she couldn’t do either.








  
  
Chapter 3




He’d been hurt worse than this before, after the avalanche Vengeance had used to ambush him. He’d attacked that recovery with every ounce of determination he’d possessed, working relentlessly with Tiercelin’s help until he was well again. Strong again. He hadn’t even thought about giving up.

This time… Jystar did everything he could. The wounds on his back closed over. There was no infection or fever. Within days Cuinn could sit and stand and walk without much pain. But he didn’t have the determination he’d had before.

He tried to find it. He wanted to find it. But every time he stood up and almost fell over without the weight of his wings balancing him, every time he woke from a restless sleep to remember Talyn was missing and Halun had died, remembered his brother had betrayed him and taken away his one chance to make things better for his country, his people—the weight of those realisations crashed down over him with a force he couldn’t shoulder. And they buried him.

Jasper refused to leave the room, stuck as close to him as he could, but his tawncat couldn’t make a dent in Cuinn’s despair. Even good news from Andres—amongst the first group of Wolves to reach Darmour—failed to restore his will.

“They got to Darmour safely and Andres managed to contact Windsong at the Summer Palace.” Jystar’s hands trembled as he read the note to Cuinn, his relief so strong it soothed the edge of Cuinn’s pain for a few moments. “He was apparently waiting for us and had prepared a place to hide. Andres is in Darmour, shepherding each group of escaping Wolves to Windsong’s hideout.”

“Where?” Cuinn asked.

“Andres wouldn’t say in the note in case it was intercepted. But he says it’s secure, and isolated. He says Windsong might have saved us all.” Jystar sounded close to tears.

Part of Cuinn sagged with relief to hear that. To know what was left of Talyn’s Wolves were safe. He trusted Windsong as he trusted Talyn and her talons and he knew the man would look after them when Cuinn couldn’t.

That knowledge had a weight of its own, though, tainting his relief. They couldn’t hide forever. They’d be waiting for Cuinn to do something. Fix this somehow. Find a way forward.

 But he didn’t even know where to begin. Not without Talyn, his general, who could turn any loss into a victory. Not when he had lost his wings and therefore any chance of the winged folk accepting him as king.

He had no hope left to offer them.


      ***The opening door broke him from the constant cycle of hopeless thoughts. It was Saniya, and she clutched a piece of torn parchment in her hand. She tucked it into a pocket before dropping into the chair by his bed. Her expression was masked, and the sapphire eyes that marked her as a member of one of Mithranar’s most powerful families were duller than Talyn’s luminous Dumnorix eyes. Still, a glance from Saniya could immediately hold anyone’s attention, and it compelled Cuinn’s now.

“I think we can help each other, princeling.”

“How’s that?” His voice was flat, lifeless.

She gave him an impatient look. “You’re really giving up? After years of beating your head against the wall as the Shadowhawk, now is when you decide to quit?”

“No.” The word escaped him before he even thought about it, the response instinctive and raw. He swallowed. “I just don’t… I don’t know what to do next.”

“I do. Get out of the city before they catch you and kill you. Jystar is babying you. You’re strong enough to leave.”

He nodded, accepting the truth of that.

“And like I said, we can help each other.” She eyed him, reluctance for what she was about to say written all over her face. Cuinn could feel it with his magic, too. “You have a network here and in Darmour. So do I.”

“We destroyed your network.”

Saniya’s face tightened. “We’ve still got contacts, infrastructure and knowledge. And you didn’t kill all my people—it’s why I asked for the truce, to save what we had left. Slaves from Montagn who just wanted a better life, mostly. Your Ciantar granted me that. Which is why I’m here now. I propose an alliance.”

He shifted, tried to force himself to pay better attention. “An alliance to do what?”

“To merge what’s left of our people, knowledge and infrastructure. Then start stealing and moving supplies again. Your people in the north are going to need them.”

He huffed a bitter laugh. “You want to use my network to rebuild your own.”

“Exactly. And then I want to use our combined resources to go back to doing what we always did together, Shadowhawk.” Her eyes gleamed, her anticipation almost palpable.

He shook his head. “I’m not going back to being the Shadowhawk. It didn’t solve anything then, and it won’t now.”

She smiled without warmth, sitting back in her chair. “I figured you’d be looking to take the crown from your brother. So here’s my proposal. Our merged network undercuts Azrilan when and where we can to help the humans here, plus we provide supplies and information to your hidden army.”

He opened his mouth. To tell her there was no point, that there was no chance he could take the throne back, that even thinking there was a chance was foolish in the extreme. But that same instinct that had denied he’d given up earlier flared inside him again. So instead he asked, “Who would run this merged network?”

“We’ll have co-leads,” she said promptly. Clearly she’d put a lot of thought into this. Talyn’s cousin indeed. “Myself and one of your people. No decisions will be made without both leaders’ agreement.” She sat forward. “But this would be a logistical alliance only. We work together to irritate a common enemy. I’m not here to fight for you and I still have no desire to see winged folk on the Mithranan throne.”

“I’ll think about it.” It didn’t pay with someone as canny as Saniya to agree to anything too quickly. Weeks ago they’d been at war. She’d wanted his death. “Now tell me what you really came in here to say.” He’d sensed it nagging at her the whole conversation.

She tugged the parchment out of her pocket, passed it to him. “These were placed on all the city noticeboards this morning. Your mother died a few days ago. Azrilan is king of Mithranar.”

He stared, unseeing, at the words on the parchment.

His mother was dead. He was too hollow to even know how he felt about that.

“The coronation will be tomorrow night.” The chair scraped as Saniya stood and headed for the door. “You should be gone by then.”

He crumpled the note and let it drop from his hands. Saniya was right. If he wasn’t going to give up—even though he truly saw no way out of this—then he had to leave, go north to Darmour and re-join his Wolves. That was the first step.

But there was something he needed to do first.








  
  
Chapter 4




The shadows lengthened as dusk turned the day into night. Music drifted in the stillness, a hint of melody, not enough to overpower the hum of conversation or the occasional burst of laughter. 

Azrilan Acondor-Manunin stood in the centre of the open air platform, the focus of attention, those attending the reception in his honour circling him like he held a gravitational pull. 

Already ahara of Montagn, Azrilan was now king of Mithranar.

He looked the part—handsome, debonair, his dark hair cut neatly, charcoal wings glimmering in the lamplight. He held himself straighter than he ever had before, sloughing off all of the languidness, the deference he’d once pretended.

There was no more powerful man in the world now. Not with the Dumnorix king dead and the new warlord of Firthland presumably still stabilising his rule after launching a coup against his uncle. 

Tarcos. Cuinn’s lip curled, but he pushed away thoughts of that man before they could take hold and threaten to destroy his focus.

A glass of wine hung loosely from Azrilan’s fingers, almost forgotten as he smiled and chatted with Irial Swiftwing and Jenseno Blacksoar—the eldest sons of Kingcouncil lords once Cuinn’s friends but now clearly in Azrilan’s favour. The entire court was present for the celebration of the crowning of a king, some hovering in the humid air while others gathered in groups on the platform.

Falcons were there too. More than had ever been present at an official reception before. Cuinn couldn’t do more than glance at the winged folk in the sky before he had to look away, despair roping through him. He’d never identified himself via his wings, had often been frustrated that they set him apart from the humans in Mithranar in a way they shouldn’t. But losing the ability to fly… it ate at him. He couldn’t stop it even though he told himself he should let it go. That there were far more important things to despair about.

But the thought of never feeling the air in his face, through his feathers, of looking down on the world from above… it was devastating.

He swallowed, tried to force those thoughts away and concentrate. He stood well hidden by a pillar on the eastern side of the platform, the shadows wrapped around him so tightly he was invisible as long as he didn’t move. His back ached, his legs trembled—he’d been there too long already.

But he stayed.

He’d needed to do this. To see Azrilan and the Mithranan court one last time before he fled Dock City.

Another burst of laughter erupted nearby. Annae Ravensweep was chuckling with her father-in-law and Lord Jurian Stormflight. Charl Nightdrift was with the group too, but his face was stony, shoulders hunched slightly. Tirin Goldfeather lingered on the edges of the platform, clearly uncomfortable.

Cuinn noted those things.

He also noted the lack of Firthlander Bearmen amongst the Falcon guards. 

Saniya’s people had reported that Tarcos had taken his warriors with him when he’d departed a week earlier, leaving behind only his naval ships blockading Feather Bay. Azrilan had also been confident enough not to bring any Montagni soldiers with him to Mithranar apart from a small Berserker honour guard. They weren’t here tonight—no doubt a result of Azrilan’s understanding they would make his winged court uneasy. After all, as fearsome as they were, they were human. Azrilan was no fool.

Bitterness curled in Cuinn, edged with the familiar despairing hopelessness he did his best to push away. The shadows around him flickered, his hold loosening, and he swore inwardly. His energy was draining—he needed to focus better.

His gaze fell on Azrilan again. There was no trace of sadness in his face, of grief at their mother’s loss. There was only triumph and satisfaction, both clear in his expression and stance but also broadcasting for any song mage to read. He wasn’t even trying to hide the glee he felt in his victory.

For the first time since waking in the safehouse, Cuinn felt something other than pain or despair or hopelessness. He felt anger. It flared in his chest, burning through the other emotions. He grabbed onto it, welcoming it, feeding it. Allowing it to bring back a spark of life to his heart.

He hated what Azrilan had done. Hated his brother in a way he’d never hated Mithanis.

Before he’d even realised what he was doing, Cuinn began moving, shrouding himself in just enough shadow to keep his features and form largely hidden from anyone glancing his way. The servant’s uniform he wore and his lack of wings did the rest.

After all, humans were beneath most winged folk’s notice. 

By the time he’d moved closer to where Azrilan stood, he was sweating through his clothes. But he barely noticed. His entire attention focused on his target, the source of the fury winding through him.

The prince of games.

The brother who’d always had a word of affection for Cuinn when Mithanis never had and his mother rarely did. Who’d winked at Cuinn every time Mithanis was furious at him or lost his temper. Who’d made him feel sometimes like he was on Cuinn’s side when nobody else was.

A brother who’d been pretending and lying for years. Manipulating him. A man who’d killed Halun and ripped out his wings. Who’d torn Talyn from his life.

Cuinn’s mouth curled. He forgot his aching back and his weariness, sinking fully into his building fury and using it to gather his magic. He sent out a tendril of emotion towards his brother, just a little push of anger, enough to make the winged king start suddenly and look around. Eventually Azrilan’s dark eyes fell on the shadowy area where Cuinn stood.

For a heartbeat, he dropped the shadows, letting Azrilan see him standing there, using glamour to make himself look healthy, strong.

And he smiled. Let Azrilan feel the rage winding through him.

Then he lifted his hand in a mocking wave.

And mouthed, “I’m coming for you.”

They were silly words. Hopeless. An empty threat. But despite all of that, Cuinn wanted to make them come true. He wanted it with every fibre of his being. Wanted it more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life before.

And in that moment, standing there staring at Azrilan, he found that determination he thought he’d lost. The same determination that had sent him out on the streets of Dock City night after night, year after year, to keep trying. This would be no different.

He would do everything he could to take what Azrilan had stolen away from him. 

He would bring Azrilan down. Or he would die trying. There was no middle ground anymore.

Before the prince of games could twitch, take a step, begin yelling for the Falcons, Cuinn drew the shadows around him completely and turned, striding away, hidden in darkness.

Shouts erupted on the platform behind him. The hum of wings beating furiously sounded as Falcons lifted off or moved in his direction. The music was drowned out completely for a moment.

But Cuinn moved through the darkness, avoiding the pools of light from lit lanterns and torches, stilling every time a Falcon passed above, trusting his shadow ability to hide him. In this slow, cautious way he eventually made it down to the lowest sections of the citadel, below where the Wolves’ barracks had been.

The anger faded the further he got, stripping him of its strength and leaving only heartsick weariness in its place. Once he was certain that he’d evaded any pursuit, he stopped in a dark corner, pressed his palms against warm marble, and began to cry.

When Saniya had passed him the announcement about his mother’s death, he’d brushed off the news, unable to properly feel it amidst everything else. But seeing her court tonight. Everyone drinking wine and talking. Her court. Without her there. Knowing she’d never be amongst them again.

His mother hadn’t been loyal to him. Hadn’t protected him from his brothers. Had actively made life for humans in Mithranar worse. But he’d loved her anyway, and she had loved him, at least a little. The tears streamed down his face and he swallowed back the sobs, not wanting to make a sound. 

Here, alone and protected by the shadows, he allowed himself to grieve. Not just for her. For his wings. For Talyn and Zamaril and Halun. The other Wolves that had died.

Once the tears had run dry, he used the hem of his tunic to scrub his face clean and then a hint of glamour to remove any trace he’d been crying. Then he shifted away from the wall and moved for the rendezvous point. He was limping by then, the pain in his back a constant throbbing, his energy almost completely deserting him.

Saniya and Jystar waited for him in a dark walkway, both looking incredibly disapproving. Jasper broke from the shadows to pad over and bump his head against Cuinn’s leg.

“You didn’t let any of them see you?” Saniya asked sharply.

“Azrilan did.”

Jystar paled visibly, while Saniya’s expression tightened. Cuinn almost staggered with the force of the fear that leapt off them. “What is it?”

“My people have been moving about discreetly, looking for traces of Talyn. One of them found a message in the old spot we used to communicate with Navis.”

Cuinn frowned. “Navis? What—”

Saniya moved closer, voice filled with a low fury that he sensed wasn’t directed at him. “Navis and Savin are one and the same man.”

As Cuinn stared at her, uncomprehending, Saniya dug into her pocket, yanked out a dirty, torn page and passed it to him. “This is the message we found.”

Brother dearest,

You do have friends in low places, don’t you? I assume those friends will get this message to you—my friend used this spot to communicate with them. Shadows are the most useful of creatures, aren’t they? But you would know that, wouldn’t you, Cuinn? 

Cuinn glanced up at Saniya. “A Shadow…”

“Gaping fools, the lot of us, missing that.” Saniya hissed. “Try re-arranging the flea-shitting letters of his name.”

Savin. Navis. Cold fingers of horror trailed down Cuinn’s spine. Had Navis been a plant from the beginning, guiding him along the path Azrilan wanted him to follow? He must have been. Pushing down the horror of that, he returned to the note.

Enough with the niceties. Mithanis is dealt with, and you’re the only threat remaining to me. Tarcos left me a useful little group of spies and killers; “hounds,” he called them. He said they would hunt and kill anything I ask them to.

They’re coming for you. Unless you come to me first. I don’t want you dead, but I can’t afford for you to be outside of my control either. Your choice, brother dearest. Turn yourself in or find a knife at your throat one night very soon. 

Az

“Cuinn, you need to go now. Tonight.” Saniya snatched the note from his hands. “They could already be on your tail, especially now you basically just paraded yourself in front of him.”

“She’s right.” Jystar glanced around as he spoke, as if expecting assassins to jump out at them any moment. “The Ciantar taught us about Shadows and Armun. It’s not a matter of if they find you, but when.”

“All right.” He held up a hand, trying to stop them from talking so he could have a moment to think. They were right. He couldn’t face down Shadows on his own, especially without the Wolves around him. He had to go… but wherever he went they would follow.

Which meant if he went north to Darmour, he’d only be placing the Wolves in danger, not to mention revealing their hideout to any Shadow tracking him there. But turning himself in to Azrilan wasn’t an option, because after what he’d just done, Cuinn felt a glimmer of hope amidst the ache in his chest, enough to keep him on his feet despite his exhaustion and pain.

Azrilan had been scared at the sight of Cuinn.

Absolutely terrified.

And he hadn’t been able to hide it.

He looked up, nodded at Saniya and Jystar. “We go tonight.”

Saniya’s shoulders relaxed. “We’ll separate here just in case, and instead of going back to the safehouse, we meet at the docks. Cuinn—the alley where you used to leave messages for me?”

“Agreed. Jystar, you take Jasper and I’ll meet you both there.”

“I think you should have protection,” Jystar protested. “I’ll come with you—”

“A winged man, a human and a tawncat together will be far too visible. I am the Shadowhawk. If I can’t move through these streets safely, then nobody can,” he said firmly. “As a winged man, you can talk your way out of trouble better if you’re alone. Jasper knows how to disappear if needed.”

“He’s right,” Saniya said crisply. “Go, both of you.”

Cuinn didn’t look back.


      ***As he walked, he focused his glamour, ensuring his face showed the bland human features of the Shadowhawk. It was easier now, not having to hide his wings. Pain stabbed at him—reminders that they were lost to him were constant and unrelenting. As was the surge of devastating loss he couldn’t control.

He tried to stop himself from glancing over his shoulder, tried to ignore the prickle down the back of his neck at the thought of Shadows or Armun following him through the streets. Talyn had told him all about Firthland’s spy and assassin force. Cuinn had no chance if Azrilan’s hounds caught up to him. Fear lurked in the pit of his belly.

There were fewer people on the streets than he was accustomed to, and more Falcons patrolling the skies above—Azrilan clearly didn’t trust the City Patrol. Fear and unease hung heavy on the air, enough of Dock City’s citizens feeling it that it had become a palpable presence to a song mage as powerful as Cuinn. He didn’t try and shield himself from it, instead letting himself soak in it.

He wanted to remember. To use it as fuel.

As he walked, he looked for her, even though he told himself it was pointless. She’d come down to the city with Zamaril right before the attack and nobody had seen either of them since.

Aching loss ripped through him, like it had every second moment since he’d woken in the safehouse. She was gone and he didn’t know where or how. 

It hurt too much to think about, so he pushed thoughts of her away, to deal with when he was stronger, when he could think of some way of trying to find her or… he swallowed and re-focused on his immediate surroundings.

One by one he left messages in all the usual places for his contacts in each Quarter. Navis had never known his other drop locations, but even so, he approached each cautiously, wrapped deep in shadow. At each one, he left a note to wait for further word, that he would have news for them soon. He warned them to stay hidden and quiet until then.

His footsteps eventually came to a halt at the end of a quiet street looking out over the sprawling, tangled series of jetties making up the docks. Although his gaze ran over the ships and smaller fishing vessels, his thoughts were distant.

He didn’t want to leave. Had to constantly fight the feeling that he was abandoning his home and his people by running away. But there was no other choice. He couldn’t do anything while hiding out in the Poor Quarter. Especially if Shadows were after him; they could be on his tail already. A shudder went through him at the thought.

The determination he’d found earlier roused in his chest, battling with the fear and sense of hopelessness. He didn’t know how he would defeat Azrilan. He knew he couldn’t do it as he was now. Not on the run, afraid for his life, with no army, no resources, no…

A thought occurred to him as he stood there, staring towards the south. Over miles of ocean. A crazy, wild thought.

Unbidden, a smile tugged at his mouth. Talyn’s plans were often crazy and wild.

A possible next step revealed itself. One Azrilan would never expect… wouldn’t know enough to expect.

After all, he had no idea that the Acondors weren’t Cuinn’s only family.


      ***Saniya and Jystar waited for him at the meeting spot, deep in a narrow alley between two popular sailors’ inns. Jasper was with them, only his green eyes visible in the shadows.

“Saniya, I’m taking you up on your offer.” He forced briskness to his voice despite his own doubts telling him he was crazy for doing this. Allying himself with people who had murdered innocents and tried to kill him was far from the easiest thing he’d done, and after everything, he wasn’t sure he could trust Vengeance. Yet his network and Vengeance had both successfully undermined the Acondors for years, and Cuinn was willing to do whatever it took to take down Azrilan. “With one extra condition.”

Her gaze narrowed. “Which is what, exactly?” 

“You use our combined resources to find Talyn and Zamaril. Or at least learn what happened to them.”

“Agreed.” There was no hesitation in Saniya’s response.

He tugged a creased piece of parchment from his pocket and gave it to Jystar. “Talon Tye will be the co-lead of our allied network. Jystar, you’ll take those orders to Andres and the Wolves—the note includes a list of all the codes and locations for communicating with my network in each Quarter. You tell the Wolves to stay safe and grow strong. Windsong is in charge until I return.”

“Until you return.” Jystar looked blank. “What are you talking about?”

He turned his gaze to Saniya. “I’m not going to Darmour with Jystar. I’m going south instead. Can you get me there?”

“Not directly, not with the blockade,” she said. “But I can get you across the channel to Acleu. From there you’ll be able to get on a merchant ship heading south.”

“Prince Cuinn, I—”

Cuinn lay a hand on Jystar’s shoulder, cutting him off. “Your orders are to get yourself safely north. Tell the Wolves I’m well and that I will return. In the meantime, they’re to train hard and grow strong.” He looked at Saniya again. “Recruit where you can.”

She hesitated. “I proposed an alliance to rebuild our networks for mutual benefit. I’m not fighting for you or risking my people’s lives any more than necessary.” 

“I’m not asking you to fight for me, but you said you were willing to help support my army. I want your help recruiting. Will you agree to those terms?” Cuinn offered his hand.

“Yes.” Saniya shook it, her grip sure and confident. He felt only determination and sincerity from her, but used more of his magic to probe deeper, make sure there was nothing under the surface. When he did, he found only regret, bitterness, and a hint of relief?

Saniya glanced away. “Give us a moment, Jystar.”

Looking significantly unhappy, the healer moved out of hearing distance. Saniya seemed suddenly… uneasy. Cuinn’s magic told him she was wrestling with something. He waited her out.

She took a breath, met his gaze. “My second’s name is Leon. I trust him implicitly. I’ll have him contact Andres as soon as he gets Jystar’s message and returns to Dock City—they can coordinate the merge of our groups together.”

Cuinn frowned. Saniya was a known quantity, Talyn’s cousin. He knew nothing of this Leon. “That wasn’t what you proposed. Where will you be?”

A thick silence fell before Saniya answered. “Talyn let me live. She let me go free, and she did it because she knew it was what her father would have wanted.” She scowled. “And I know that my father would want me to find Trystaan’s daughter. Leon and Andres will be busy rebuilding our resources and undercutting Azrilan—they won’t have the time or opportunity to properly search. So I’m going to.”

Cuinn swallowed, one hand reaching out to brace himself against the alley wall as the strength threatened to leave his legs. There was nobody better to look for Talyn. The weight lifting from his shoulders made him momentarily dizzy. “Thank you.”

Her voice turned brisk again. She was clearly made uncomfortable by the gratitude in his tone. “Wait here. I’ll get Jystar on his boat and then send someone to collect you once I’ve organised another trip across the channel.” She hesitated. “Good luck wherever you’re going.”

And then she turned and strode away, stopping at the edge of the alley to wait for Jystar to make his farewells.

“Mithranar will be mine,” Cuinn spoke fiercely as Jystar re-joined him. “Azrilan will not win. He will die, along with Tarcos Hadvezer. Tell them that, Jystar.”

Jystar stilled, then bowed, one hand over his heart. “Your Highness.”

“Tell Windsong I will always be grateful for what he’s done. Tell the Wolves I’ll be back.” He reached to grip the healer’s shoulder. “And tell them Talyn will be back too.”

Jystar’s breath hissed. “Your Highness, I don’t think—”

“She’s not dead.” He lifted a hand. “I know it’s foolish to stand here and say that to you knowing what we know. But she’s not dead. She’s out there somewhere, and I know that wherever she is, she’ll be fighting to come back to you and the Wolves. And you need to tell them to be ready for when she does.”

Something like hope flashed over Jystar’s face then, and his shoulders straightened. “I’ll make sure they get the message, Your Highness.”


      ***Once Jystar was gone with Saniya, Cuinn hunkered down, humming a small note. Jasper instantly looked at him, green eyes locked on Cuinn’s. 

Cuinn reached out to press his hand against the tawncat’s soft black fur. Jasper let out a purr. “When Vengeance kidnapped me and hid me away in those tunnels, you knew I was in trouble, and you found me. Because we’re family.” He stared into the cat’s fixed gaze. “Now I need you to find Talyn for me, because I can’t. Help Saniya. Bring Talyn home.”

Jasper turned his head, pressed it into Cuinn’s palm, then bumped his nose against Cuinn’s shoulder. 

Cuinn lifted himself gingerly to his feet.

Jasper gave him one final look and he was gone.

Cuinn found himself alone, with his thoughts and memories. Again the realisations crashed through him: his wings gone, Talyn missing, Halun dead. 

His grief seemed endless sometimes, like it was going to drown him in its agony. But whereas in those first few days after the attack it had taken him down and held him there, now each time, breath by breath, he fought his way back to the surface.

Talyn had felt this pain after Sari’s death. He’d sensed it in her. Felt how she’d fought so hard to manage it. Watched her win that battle over and over again. He could do that too. He would keep doing it. And each time he did, some of the pain turned to scar tissue, to a hardness inside him that had never been there before. But he welcomed that too, because he was going to need that hardness in the days and months ahead.

Cuinn walked forward to the end of the alley, eyes fixed on the docks and the harbour beyond it. He stared to the south. 

The time of the Shadowhawk was gone.

Now he needed to be more.








  
  
Chapter 5




Even when she was conscious, it was like being trapped in a feverish, restless nightmare from which there was no escape. 

If Kaeri had held any hope whatsoever, it seemed to fade as her condition grew considerably worse. She drifted endlessly from fever dream to fever dream. And still that… something… trying to batter through her dreams, to reach her somehow. Failing every time.

She’d come awake screaming, stay conscious long enough to take a few sips of water and swallow some soup, before her strength would give out again and she’d sink back into the nightmares. 

Days passed, one bleeding into another, until she had no idea of time anymore. Just endless illness. Some core part of her knew she was getting worse. But she didn’t know what to do about it.

And then came a different dream. First it was only flashes, a glimpse of green grass and the brightest blue sky she’d ever seen. She scrambled after those images, tried to hold onto them, to escape the nightmares.

Was this dying? She thought maybe it was.

In the snatches she could grab, a man’s voice spoke, indistinct at first, but becoming clearer the harder she tried to reach that place with the blue sky. 

Her body grew sicker, weaker. And the glimpses grew more frequent, stayed a little longer. Eventually, she didn’t have to scramble for them anymore. Wherever that place was, she began to sink towards it.

Then a man’s face flashed before her, older, beautiful, tanned skin with sapphire eyes. She knew that face—but couldn’t find the memory associated with it. And then another man appeared with him, this one familiar too, with dark skin and hazel eyes. She tried harder to reach him, reach them, and in her struggles the pain flared white-hot, breaking through the fog of fever. She screamed, writhing, but kept trying, kept fighting.

They helped her. With indistinct voices the two men encouraged her over and over. Once she swore the man with the sapphire eyes had taken hold of her arm—with rough, calloused palms like those of a farmer—and helped her when she needed just a little bit extra to fight.

They stayed with her, never leaving, as the pain worsened and the fever grew hotter, burning through her, taking what was left of her life. 

And then, suddenly, she was in that place. The grass under her feet. Blue sky above. All of it with a dreamlike quality, as if it might vanish at any second.

“Talyn?”

A man stood before her. He had magnificent wings that gleamed the same blue as his eyes and wore a familiar smile on his face. 

“Da?” The word came out without thinking.

At his nod, his smile—the soft one he’d always reserved for her alone—the knowledge of who she was came crashing down around her, followed by a rush of memory that had her swaying on her feet. Not all of it was there, not why she was here or how she’d gotten so hurt. Those memories remained locked away and she didn’t go chasing them.

 “I…” Tears filled her eyes. “Am I dead?”

“Very close to it, I’m afraid.” He stepped forward. “Which is why we’re talking right now. Talyn, you’ve got a fight on your hands, but I’m here to help.”

She swallowed, for a moment struck by the sheer wonder of seeing her father standing in front of her. She opened her mouth, tried to figure out what to say, and simply said, “I miss you. I miss you so much, Da.”

“I miss you too, my girl.” He drew her into a fierce hug. He wasn’t quite solid under her hands, but she hugged him back anyway. Her da was here. It was overwhelming and wonderful and heartbreaking all at once and for a long moment, she buried her head in his chest and closed her eyes, allowing him to rock her gently back and forth.

“Where are we?” She pulled away reluctantly.

“An in-between place that only the most experienced of winged folk healers know about,” Trystaan said. “You’re here because you’re close to death, Talyn. But being here means I can reach you, which is a good thing.”

“It’s better than good.” Tears welled in her eyes. “You’re helping me,” she said in wonder.

She could feel it, distantly, a little bit of strength returning, some of the fever easing.

“Tiercelin told me how—I have secondary healing magic. He wanted to come too, but it’s not… it wasn’t possible for all of us.”

All of us?

“Tiercelin…” She bit her lip as more tears welled. She missed him too, so much. “What do I do?” she asked helplessly.

“My magic is helping your body to beat the infection,” he said soberly. “But I can’t heal your wounds, do you understand? Tiercelin thinks the blow to your head is the source of your memory loss, but he says it probably won’t last. You’ll have to be strong. You have a difficult road ahead.”

She managed a smile. “I’ve done difficult before.”

“You have.” He framed her cheek with his hand. “Be the Ciantar I could never be, Talyn.”

“I love you.” She swallowed back more tears. “Please don’t go.”

“It’s time, Talyn. And I love you,” he whispered. “Always.”

She searched for all the words she needed to say, found some of them. “Say hello to Tiercelin for me. Tell him I love him and miss him. Tell him we all do.”

“He loves you too.” He pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead.

He was gone before she was ready, fading from view until she stood alone under the blue sky.

The fields and the sky faded too, and with it Talyn’s awareness. For a long time there was pain and restless nightmares and a horrible weakness. Dimly, she sensed her body fighting, doing its best to rally now the infection was gone.

But she was so, so tired. There was nothing left to fight with.

When she opened her eyes and found herself in the field again, she blinked in confusion. But before she could follow that thought, wonder why she was back, her gaze was caught by movement in her peripheral vision.

She turned to see a tall warrior striding over the grass, Callanan cloak hanging from her shoulders, her face stretched in a laughing smile. The bright light of reckless confidence lit up her hazel eyes, and her hands glimmered with her silver Callanan magic like they always had when she was excited.

“Sari,” Talyn breathed.

Then she ran.

“Oh Tal, it’s good to see you.” Sari threw her arms around Talyn as they collided. 

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything but stand there and hold onto her partner as fiercely as she knew how, fiercely enough to stop her ever being pulled away again. Each day since Sari’s death she’d hoped for this, wanting her back with every breath she took, every single moment, every time she opened her eyes in the morning. Now it was here she couldn’t even comprehend the complete and utter relief and joy of it.

“You going to say something?” Sari chuckled.

Talyn shook her head, forced herself to swallow around the lump in her throat and loosen her grip enough to stand back. “You… you have no idea,” she whispered.

The laughter faded from Sari’s face. “I can imagine. If you had died and I had lived…”

“I didn’t want to live. I didn’t know how.”

Another smile spread across her partner’s face. “But you’ve learned how. You’ve been amazing.”

Talyn’s eyes flooded with tears. “I didn’t want to. I still don’t want to. You have no idea how much I miss you, how hard it was to lose you. I want it all back, Sari.”

“I’m so sorry,” Sari said softly. 

“I didn’t even get to say goodbye.” The pain of that surged, broke through her, had her biting her lip hard. “Not even a moment to tell you what you meant to me, to thank you for always having my back, no matter what.”

“I didn’t need you to tell me, Talyn. Just like you don’t need me to tell you. We just knew,” Sari said simply.

Talyn nodded acknowledgement of that. “And you didn’t leave me completely.”

“I had no idea Callanan magic worked like that.” Sari’s laugh pealed out. “Doesn’t it get annoying, having me in your head all the time?”

“No.” Talyn huffed a laugh. “No. It’s the most wonderful thing that ever happened to me.”

“I don’t know. I think I’d want to kick you out regularly if you were in my head.”

Talyn grinned. “No you wouldn’t.”

“Yes I would.”

Her smile faded. “I don’t suppose there’s any way you can come back with me?”

“I am with you, Tal,” Sari whispered. “Always.”

She nodded. Tried to accept it.

“And I’m here now for a reason.” Sari took hold of her hands. “You have to fight harder. For me, please?”

“I am fighting.” Talyn frowned, confused.

“I need you to do more,” Sari said. “Your body has lost too much blood and it’s failing, even with the fever gone.”

“I’m trying to—”

“I know you miss me, and your dad and Tiercelin. I know part of you probably wants to stay here.” Sadness filled Sari’s face. “I would, if I were in your shoes. But you can’t. You have to fight with everything you have, no doubts, no hesitation. I know you don’t remember everything yet, but there’s someone waiting back there for you, Tal, someone you love just as much as me or your da. Trust me like you always have. You have to go.”

Talyn swallowed, opened her mouth to deny Sari’s words, before she realised she couldn’t. Part of her did want this. To be back with Sari properly. With her father and the Wolves she’d lost. To not have to hurt anymore.

“It feels like losing you again,” she admitted, mortified as her eyes flooded with tears. “But I know I can’t stay. I know, I just…”

Sari’s voice firmed, and she took Talyn’s hands. “You need to hold on, fight back to awareness so you can drink and eat, help your body heal. Let me in. Let me help you. I’m your partner. Always and forever.”

Sari’s grip on her hands tightened and she felt their Callanan partnership bond strengthen, expand. With it came a rush of dizzying strength. “I’ll fight.”

“Good. As hard as you can, Tal.”

“With everything I have,” Talyn promised.

She wanted to say more, to tell Sari how big Tarquin had gotten, how Leviana and Cynia still missed her every day too, but before she could even open her mouth, their combined Callanan power surged and she was wrenched away in flash of silver and sapphire light.

The field was gone.

The darkness faded.

And she fought. With everything she had, she fought to return to life. 


      ***Talyn blinked awake. It was dark, and she hurt all over. Sweat dried on her skin from the fever that had been burning her up but was now broken.

Her back arched at the intensity of the pain no longer hidden by delirium, her hands digging into the cool dirt floor as agony flooded through her head like stitches being torn out of a wound. 

The pain dug deeper into her bones, bringing everything into sharp awareness. More memories came flooding back.

She remembered pitch darkness. Being underground. Savin’s dying body sprawled on the dirt as too-strong arms dragged her away. She’d been dizzy, in pain, blood flowing freely from the stab wound in her right side.

Bearmen.

Why were Bearmen helping Savin? He’d ambushed them... Zamaril! Where was Zamaril?

The man holding her had asked a question. Another one replied. His words were mostly indistinct but she made out the words ‘warlord’ and ‘orders’.

She was dying. She and Zamaril had walked straight into Savin’s trap and now she was dying.

Talyn drowned in her memories, and the more she remembered, the more she came back to herself. Slowly the pain began to abate and as it did, a sweet rush flooded her body. 

Her magic. 

This power, she remembered this. Her winged folk blood.

Winged folk.

She was Ciantar. She was Dumnorix. She was Callanan and Aimsir.

Callanan. She was Callanan. Her Callanan partner...

“SARI!” she screamed, didn’t know if it was audible or not, didn’t care. She just needed...

“I’m here.” Her partner collided with her, wrapping Talyn with her magic, the two of them slamming back together. “You did it!”

“That was you, all this time nagging in the back of my head.” She was almost delirious with relief. Her partner was still there. She hadn’t gone. 

“I was shouting, screaming, but you couldn’t hear me. You couldn’t hear me.” Sari’s voice sobbed with relief and sadness.

“I can hear you now. What happened to me?”

“You were hit on the head and lost your memories.” Sari held on tight. “Let’s bring them back.” 

Images flashed through Talyn’s mind then, so fast she could barely recognise them, but each one bought back everything she’d forgotten. 

The citadel in Mithranar, glittering in its splendour on a sunny afternoon.

The grey and white of the Wolves’ uniforms as they drilled in the barracks.

Zamaril’s mocking tone.

Theac and his scowl.

The light in Corrin’s green eyes when he played the flute.

The sober look Andres would get on his face when he was thinking deeply about something. 

Halun’s way of talking without using any words.

A winged prince. Golden and silver and full of magic. His voice, his song, his everything. The unexpected joy of loving him.

Her heart stopped. Cuinn. Where was he?

“You’re awake?” Kaeri’s face appeared in her field of vision as the woman leaned over her, astonishment in her face and voice. “Can you hear me?”

Talyn blinked. “I hear you,” she said, the words rasping. 

“Drink this, now!” 

The command in Kaeri’s voice had Talyn shifting her mouth towards the cup of water before she knew what she was doing. Pain stabbed through her again, but she ignored it, sipping the water. Sari said she needed to drink to heal. She’d promised.

“All of it,” Kaeri insisted when she began slumping back to the pallet. “Drink.”

Somehow she forced herself to drink all the water. The last of it trickled down her chin as her strength gave out and her head sank back to the ground.

“Sari?”

“I’m here. You’re back. We’re back.” 

Talyn swallowed, her consciousness already slipping away again, this time from exhaustion. “I am Talyn Ciantar.”

And then she slept.








  
  
Chapter 6




Next time Talyn woke she lay still, marvelling. There had been no nightmare. She’d come awake from real sleep. 

But pain quickly followed on the heels of lucidity. Her body ached all over, with several sharp lines of burning pain down her back and one hot ball of agony on her lower right side, under her ribs. The pain there was so strong a sharp gasp of breath escaped her, unbidden.

The next thing she became aware of was a rhythmic tapping on the roof. A slight turn of her head and she was looking out at a curtain of falling rain through the arched opening that served as a doorway. The light of the day was fading, but she could still make out the muddy ground beyond the door, spotted with deep puddles. It must have been raining a while.

She blinked. That had been a clear thought.

Immediately she reached for her memories. The green field was still there. Sari and her father… before that… a dark tunnel. Savin, triumph twisting his face. She’d killed him, remembered clearly the sensation of his warm blood soaking her hands.

She’d been stabbed. She’d lost sight of Zamaril. And after that… the first thing she remembered was this hut.

A cold slide of dread in her chest followed. Cuinn. Her Wolves. What had happened? If they’d ambushed her and Zamaril… surely that meant they were going after Cuinn too. But who? Had she hallucinated the Bearmen?

She needed to find Cuinn and her Wolves. Get to wherever they were. But she had no idea how much time had passed, or where she was. Heart racing, she was quickly spiralling into a breathless panic when there was movement at the doorway and Kaeri entered the hut, rain soaking her shoulders and hair.

The instinct to lunge upwards, to demand answers to her questions, was close to overwhelming. 

“Calm, Talyn. Learn your situation first,” Sari counselled urgently. “Wherever you are, it looks like you’re a prisoner, but those holding you might not know who you are, and if so, you’re probably safer that way.”

Kaeri came over and crouched beside the pallet. And Talyn, her memories restored, recognised her instantly. 

Kaeri Venador.

Paler, gaunt, definitely less polished than the last time Talyn had seen her. But it was Ahara Venador’s daughter nonetheless.

Shock and confusion jolted through her, dislodging some of the panic still swirling in her gut. What was the favourite child of the Montagni ahara doing in this hut, dirty and careworn, tending to Talyn’s wounds? She opened her mouth to ask the question, but shut it just as abruptly. Sari was right… best to understand what was going on before revealing anything. 

She tried to draw on her self-control, as she always had before, to manage her fear and pain and panic. It was harder than it had ever been. Her desperate desire to know what had happened to Cuinn, to her Wolves, was so strong it came perilously close to overpowering common sense.

“Talyn, I’m here.” Sari wrapped her in reassurance. “You could put Cuinn in more danger if you talk about him. Just be patient.”

“Something wrong?” Kaeri asked, presumably seeing the surprise that had flashed over Talyn’s face and then the subsequent battle with her emotions.

“Your name… Kaeri?” she managed. Her throat was so parched it hurt to talk.

Kaeri’s eyes widened in surprise. “You remember me telling you that?”

“Not dead... yet.”

“No.” Disbelief edged Kaeri’s blunt voice. “Your fever broke two days ago. You’ve been sleeping normally ever since. I don’t understand how, but I think you’ve turned a corner. It should have been impossible.”

“What... happened?”

“Have some water before you keep talking.” Kaeri placed a wooden mug at Talyn’s mouth and she shifted her head to drink. The liquid was cold and clear, but the movement caused agony to rip down her spine and right side.

She gasped, choking on the water.

“Keep as still as you can. Your wounds haven’t closed over properly. Hopefully you’ll heal faster now the infection has cleared.”

Talyn summoned all her strength. “Tell me... my injuries?”

Kaeri coaxed her to take another sip, then set the cup down. “You must have fought hard when you arrived here because the guards beat you, then whipped you into submission. The whipping tore several layers of skin from your back. The injuries you already had—the worst of which was a stab wound just under your right ribs—were infected when you got here. By some stroke of luck the strike missed your kidney or you would have died weeks ago.”

Even so, that was bad. Very bad. “Anything... else?”

“You’ve got a nasty cut on your forehead—it was swollen and bruised. I think that’s why you can’t remember anything.”

Talyn closed her eyes as a wave of weakness washed over her.

“Drink more,” Kaeri urged.

Talyn did as she was bidden; the cool water soothed her throat, helped her marshal her thoughts. She needed to know where they were. “Did you say... labour camp?”

“That’s right.” Kaeri hesitated. “We’re in a labour camp for slaves.”

Slaves. It was only then that Talyn registered the swirling blue tattoo on Kaeri’s left cheek. Her chest tightened. If Kaeri was a slave then so was Talyn. She didn’t even know where to start with processing that, so for now she pushed the knowledge away. “How long?”

“You’ve been here just over two weeks. Do you remember anything?”

So long… so much could have happened. Fear for Cuinn, for her Wolves, swept through her so profoundly she could do nothing but lie there for a long moment and ride it out. Once again she had to fight down the desire to ask Kaeri about them. Not now, not when she was so weary and sick she could barely think straight.

“I remember a little bit. Not much,” she whispered, eventually. 

“Good.” Kaeri touched her head softly. “Sleep now. Your body needs the rest. We can talk next time you wake.”

Another wave of weariness washed over her and despite her fear and pain, Talyn sank into a deep sleep.


      ***It was almost another full day before Talyn woke again. Kaeri was hovering over the fire, the two other women from their hut settling on their pallets on the other side of the open space. Both had fair skin and brown hair, but the tattoo mark on their cheeks wasn’t as fresh and bright as the one Kaeri wore. Neither spoke to Talyn, though they glanced her way frequently when they didn’t think she was looking. She wondered what it was about her that unsettled them so much.

“How are you feeling?” Kaeri asked, noticing she’d woken.

Talyn frowned. “In pain. Tired. Thirsty.” Terrified. 

“Thirsty is good.” Kaeri carried over a cup of water. “Drink all of this and then you have to eat something.”

Her stomach turned at the very thought of food, but Talyn dutifully sipped at the water until it was all gone. Kaeri then helped her to a half-sitting position, pain tearing through her with every movement. Once she was up, Kaeri presented her with a small bowl of rice. “Eat.”

It was dark out, and the other two women were already asleep. Talyn scooped up a spoon of rice, forced half of it into her mouth, and chewed slowly. Her stomach roiled. Her back throbbed.

“You don’t seem to sleep much,” Talyn noted, focusing on the small fire where Kaeri was boiling water for tea. Maybe the distraction of conversation would help her get the food down before she vomited it all back up. Not to mention help her learn more about her situation.

“I don’t sleep well.”

“How did you know how to help me?” It was hard to imagine the favoured child of the ahara learning healing skills.

“The favoured child of the ahara has somehow become a slave, and her healing skills are what’s confusing you?” Sari asked.

“Leave me alone, I’m recovering from a head wound.”

“Excuses, excuses.” Sari sniffed. 

Talyn smiled inwardly, taking strength from her partner’s presence.

“I learned the basics of healing from some of my father’s soldiers.”

Talyn thought on that a moment, decided to try and probe further to see whether Kaeri would reveal who she was. “Your father is a Montagni lord?”

“Of sorts.” Kaeri flashed a bitter smile. Then she sighed and reached for the bubbling kettle. Her hands busied themselves adding herbs into two cups and then pouring the liquid over them. The sharp scent of the tea filled the room—something sweet edged with a sourer smell.

“Montagni woman aren’t allowed to fight, are they? Like in Mithranar?”

“You remember that?”

“I do,” she hedged. “It was just there, in my mind, the knowledge.”

Kaeri brought the tea over, flashing an approving glance at the empty rice bowl. “You’re mostly right. Slave women are expected to fight if necessary, but female citizens do not. It’s not considered proper. I trained with my father’s soldiers when he wasn’t paying attention.”

Talyn shifted, wincing. Her stomach had not enjoyed the food, but the tea and conversation were helping keep it down. “If you’re the daughter of a lord, then what are you doing here?”

“The answer to that is the reason I don’t sleep anymore.” Her tone was curt, dismissive, clearly flagging that she didn’t want to talk about it any further. But underlying the words was a pain Talyn recognised all too well. She nodded and sipped at her tea.

“And you don’t know who I am? The guards didn’t tell you?” Talyn tried to probe further.

“They dragged you in here, dumped you on the ground, then barked at me to look after you,” Kaeri said in disgust. “There was no polite exchange of names.”

“I remember some flashes from my nightmares, like the citadel in Mithranar,” she said carefully. 

Interest flashed over Kaeri’s face. “You’re Mithranan?”

“Maybe.” Talyn shrugged, pretending casualness she didn’t feel. “Did something happen there that might have led to me ending up a slave in Montagn?”

Kaeri’s face closed over. “A lot has happened in Montagn recently that will no doubt effect Mithranar. But I was dumped in here not long before you. I have no idea what’s happened in the outside world since.”

Rising, Kaeri crossed back to the fire, her rigid bearing indicating she had no desire to discuss the subject any further. Talyn tried to swallow down her disappointment.

“What do you think?” she asked Sari.

“Honestly? I think she might be an ally. But best to hold counsel for a little longer.” 

“Tomorrow you should start moving about,” Kaeri said, voice lighter. “If you’re not on your feet soon, the guards here will force you up. Right now you’re a burden, and they don’t tolerate slaves being burdens for very long.”

The words hung in the air. Talyn carefully put her cup down. Time to address that development head on. “So I’m really a slave?”

Kaeri grimaced. “I guess the pain from your back is masking the one from the healing tattoo they put on your left cheek. Yes, you’re a slave.”

Talyn instinctively lifted a hand to check, wincing as the movement caused agony to flare in her right side. 

She was a slave.

“Oh, Talyn.”

Her thoughts went straight to Halun. She wondered if the big man was okay, where he was at this moment. Wished he was there with her. His silent presence had always been a comfort.

Did it matter that she was a slave? She wasn’t sure… suspected that the panic and fear she was barely holding at bay regarding Cuinn and her Wolves dwarfed any negative emotion she might have over learning she was a slave.

From the simmering fire in Kaeri’s eyes, Talyn had a feeling the ahara’s daughter wasn’t coping with the idea well. Weariness stole over her, and she stifled a yawn, wanting to try and find out more before she slept again. “What sort of work do slaves do here?” she asked.

“We make weapons,” Kaeri said grimly. “Everything you could think of. Swords, axes, arrows, bows, knives, daggers.”

“Oh.” Something about Kaeri’s words stirred something in Talyn, but the thought was too distant and she couldn’t quite manage to pin it down. Kaeri said something more, but Talyn didn’t hear as exhaustion claimed her and she slid back down onto her stomach, eyes closing before her head hit the surface.

Even so, worry followed her into restful sleep. Cuinn. Where was he?








  
  
Chapter 7




Cuinn didn’t sleep much on the journey south, unable to bear being alone with his thoughts in the dark quiet of his bunk. To keep himself busy he worked at simple tasks to help the crew. While he coiled rope or helped in the galley, he tried to keep his thinking productive, focused on the present and the future instead of dwelling on what had happened. Often he failed. There was too much pain inside him to win that battle regularly. 

It still took his breath away—not only learning the truth of who his brother was, but knowing that he’d missed it for so long. Cuinn Acondor, the most powerful song mage of his generation, nicknamed the prince of song for his power, and he’d completely missed Azrilan using that same magic on all of them to hide his ambition, his planning.

And Talyn had missed it too. Missed Tarcos Hadvezer trying to use her as a strategic piece to take the Twin Thrones from the Dumnorix. Missed him teaming up with Azrilan and throwing her life away when she chose to marry Cuinn instead of him.

He loved her more than life itself. The thought that she was out there, possibly hurt, in trouble, and he couldn’t help... and more than that, he just missed her. Missed her smile, her laugh, the way her sharp sapphire gaze softened whenever they were together. 

He pushed the despair away with little success. 

Tarcos had made clear his intentions to invade the Twin Thrones and take them for his own. And it had been equally clear that Azrilan was willing to help him in that endeavour if necessary.

But Azrilan couldn’t help Tarcos immediately. Cuinn understood enough about Montagni politics to know it was going to take time for Azrilan—especially as a winged man—to establish his rule over all the powerful Houses. And even when he did, it would take some convincing to send them to war on Tarcos’s behalf. 

Cuinn had a little time to figure out a plan, a way forward. He needed allies, and the Dumnorix were powerful. If they’d managed to rally themselves after Aethain’s death. If Tarcos hadn’t already invaded and taken their kingdom out from under them.

His chest tightened with doubt and anxiety at the thought of what he was trying to do. It was a constant nagging shadow in the back of his mind. He felt weak and vulnerable without his wings. Unable to confidently pick the right path forward without Talyn. Unable to focus through the grief and fear weighing him down.

He couldn’t hide in the shadows as a criminal anymore. That mask was gone. Now he was just a winged man without wings. A prince without a throne. And the closer he came to his destination, the more it felt like he’d made a terrible mistake.

What could he offer the Dumnorix?

He forced himself to take a deep, shuddering breath, reaching for the spark of determination that had brought him this far. It was faint, but he held onto it with everything he had. It didn’t stop the doubt curdling his belly, but it gave him enough to keep moving forward despite that doubt.

One step at a time.

He’d just gotten himself under control when shouts came from high in the rigging—Port Lachley harbour had come into sight. Cuinn dropped the rope he’d been coiling without thinking, going to the railing to stare at the approaching landmass.

The Twin Thrones.

The last time he’d made this approach, it had been with Talyn and a ship full of Wolves, seeking sanctuary after Mithanis had attacked them. Or had it been Azrilan?

All that time it must have been Azrilan whispering in Mithanis’ ear, urging him on, sowing the seeds of conflict, setting Cuinn and Mithanis up for inevitable confrontation. And whichever brother defeated the other, well, that was one less powerful brother for Azrilan to deal with.

A prince of games indeed.

And now Cuinn was here, in Port Lachley. Where the family he hadn’t realised existed lived, a family he barely knew. He had to hope Theac and Corrin had made it safely. If they had, then Talyn’s family would also know that she was missing. They must be devastated. They probably blamed Cuinn, and so they should. 

As the ship drew closer, what had on first appearances looked like a crowded approach to the port resolved to four Conmoran navy vessels patrolling the ocean around it. His breath caught in his chest and for a moment his pain was eclipsed by relief.

The Twin Thrones was on war footing.

Which meant Theac and Corrin had probably made it and warned them.

Abruptly turning away from the railing, he went down to the sleeping quarters of the ship. With quick movements he tugged off the clothes he’d been working in and changed.

It was still strange how easy it was to put on a shirt and jacket without the awkwardness of wings. Dressing himself took moments now, where before it had taken almost a quarter-turn depending on what he’d chosen to wear. He wondered whether he’d ever grow accustomed to the change. Whether it would ever start feeling like a good thing, rather than the tight ball of pain and vulnerability that lodged in his chest every time he thought about it.

Once dressed, he ran a hand over the growing stubble on his scalp—he’d shaved it before leaving Dock City to reduce the chances of being recognised—and straightened his jacket. 

It wouldn’t do to have the Kingshield refuse to allow him anywhere near the castle fortress because he looked more like a street ruffian than Prince Cuinn Acondor. Scrutinising himself, he added a touch of glamour to make the clothes seem a little finer, the cut a little better. Satisfied, he let go of the magic so as not to waste energy, then finished packing his bag. 

Within a full-turn he was disembarking onto a narrow jetty amidst the handful of other passengers on the ship. Back on solid ground, he had to re-adjust to the feeling of being off balance as he walked without his wings to steady him. Tears flooded his eyes and he scrubbed roughly at them.

His gait mustn’t look too strange though, because nobody glanced in his direction with anything but passing interest as he walked through the city. He marked the soldiers patrolling the streets in their midnight-blue Conmoran uniforms—they hadn’t been there when he’d visited with Talyn—but kept his head down and stride long. They weren’t bothering anyone, just keeping a watchful eye out.

It was a long walk from the harbour to the eastern city gates where the main road led out to the east of Conmor, splitting off not far beyond the city to wind its way up to the castle fortress perched on the eastern bluff of the harbour. 

Plenty of traffic was heading to or from the castle so Cuinn didn’t stand out as he joined them, though his legs soon burned from the steady incline of the winding road.

The main gates of the castle stood open and the large entry courtyard was even busier than the road, packed with people, horses and carts carrying supplies in and out of the castle or wealthier folk waiting to attend meetings with one or more of the lords in residence. The sharp crack of chisel on stone resounded through the morning air from a group of workers reinforcing a section of the outer wall. 

The gates bristled with soldiers, though again, they weren’t harassing anyone, just asking the occasional question or looking over some of the larger loads coming in on carts.

It struck him, for a moment, how different this was. The palace at the citadel wasn’t open to its citizens like this place clearly was. The Dumnorix fortress was formidable, and he’d seen how it could be locked down on the night Aethain had been murdered, but it was also clearly a place Conmoran citizens should feel welcome to enter. Even in a time of trouble.

Dismissing his idle thoughts, he cast his gaze around, searching the chaotic throng of people and animals, until he spotted six Kingshield guarding the entrance into the inner courtyard of the castle—an area decidedly not for the public.

His shoulders relaxed in relief. He hadn’t been certain any of the Dumnorix would be in residence at Port Lachley. Talyn had left them two months earlier and they’d had no news of the family since. But the presence of Kingshield meant at least one of them was here.

On the heels of relief came nerves and apprehension.

As glad as he was to have found them, he was equally anxious about what came next. He wasn’t at all certain that he could pull it off.

But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try.

Four sharp gazes landed on Cuinn, watching his approach to the inner gates, while the other two Kingshield continued scanning the courtyard. So well-trained, these men and women. They were the model off which Talyn had built his Wolves.

“Can we help you?” One of the guards stepped forward. She was slight, but the unusual grace in her movement indicated she’d been Callanan once. The sabai they all learned gave them a winged folk-like agility.

“Yes.” Briefly he hesitated. He wasn’t known to these guards and he no longer had wings to prove his identity. So instead he hoped Talyn’s name would get him in. He hadn’t failed to notice when he was here last that the other warriors in the castle idolised her. Not that she’d noticed. “I am a friend of Lady Talyn Dumnorix, and I was hoping you would convey a message to her family that I’d like to see them.”

The guard stilled, and two of the other Kingshield stepped towards them at the sound of Talyn’s name. Holding to their duty, the other three merely glanced in his direction before returning to watching the courtyard. “You have news of Lady Talyn?” the ex-Callanan asked.

“Is she coming back?” another added. A flash of his emotion washed over Cuinn, a touch of recklessness with a hint of his bond with his horse—this one had been Aimsir.

“Wait!” the woman said sharply, before Cuinn could answer. “Are you with the two soldiers that came from Mithranar?”

“Yes. I am.” His voice flooded with eagerness, relief. “They made it here?”

“They’re staying as guests of the family.” She hesitated, running her eyes over him. “I’m Kila.”

“Cuinn Acondor.” He offered his hand.

“You’re the Mithranan prince?” The male Kingshield started in surprise and he and Kila shared a shocked glance. “The one Lady Talyn was to marry?”

“That’s me.” He swallowed the surge of pain, though he was sure it was obvious on his face. “Will you take me to see whoever of the family is in residence?”

“Right away.” Kila waved for one of the other Kingshield to open the inner gates. “Come through. This is Felix.”

The Aimsir nodded in a friendly fashion as he fell into step with Cuinn. Apparently he was now getting an escort. Talyn’s name had worked the magic he’d hoped for.

“Is she okay? Lady Talyn? We haven’t had any news of her since she left.”

He should have prepared himself for this, but he hadn’t. The pain curled, but he fought it down. He took a breath, shook his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t know.” 

Kila and Felix shared another look but fell silent, asking him no more questions as they escorted him up another set of steps and into a cavernous entrance hall. They turned right off the hall and walked down a wide corridor decorated with rich tapestries.

Cuinn’s stomach clenched, the anxiety he’d already been feeling surging through him in a wave. He didn’t know these people, and being here without Talyn felt awkward, uncomfortable.  

The Kingshield had no such hesitations. Felix spoke briefly with the two guards standing outside a set of closed doors on the left, then waved Cuinn over before pushing them open.

Felix winked at him. “Good luck in there. The Dumnorix are a fierce, intimidating lot, but they’re good people.”

Bolstered by the unexpected support of these two Kingshield he’d never met before, Cuinn walked into the great hall. The massive arched windows down the western side showed grey ocean and equally grey sky.

Both Alyna and Ariar were there, leaning over a table covered in rolled and unrolled parchment. Soar, the SkyRider Chieftain, sat frowning in a chair. An unfamiliar woman was there too, wearing the green Callanan cloak, her short stature eclipsed by the fierceness of her scowl. The First Blade? 

They all turned at the sound of the opening doors and his boots rapping on the floor.

Alyna’s hand went to her mouth at the sight of him, and her eyes widened with shock. Ariar paled, straightening up from the table and heading towards him in quick strides. “Cuinn!”

Ariar had dropped Cuinn’s title unconsciously, a habit of all Dumnorix when speaking to family. A sharp look from Alyna indicated she’d picked up his mistake, but Cuinn pretended not to notice. Her next look was for the First Blade, who immediately turned and left the hall via a side exit, leaving only family behind.

“Do you have news on Talyn?” Alyna asked, violet gaze on Cuinn’s face, pleading. Ariar paused halfway to him, hope lighting his blue eyes. Soar’s hand curled on the arm of his chair.

“I’m sorry.” Tears filled his eyes, his song magic flooding him with the family’s grief and worry. It was overwhelming, and it took a moment before he could speak again. He fought hard to disassociate himself from their emotion, hold it at bay, but even so, he was sure he must look like a miserable fool rather than the strong prince he’d wanted to show them. “I don’t.”

Ariar swallowed, but resumed walking, stopping at Cuinn’s side and lifting a hand to his shoulder. “You look awful. Come and sit down.”

“I’m fine.” Cuinn shook his head.

“We didn’t know if you were even still alive.” Soar rose to his feet. “Your Wolves said you’d been badly hurt, that your wings…” Soar’s voice trailed off and every single Dumnorix in the room flinched as they all realised that his wings were gone.

It was Alyna who spoke next, her eyes still unwaveringly on Cuinn. Grief drew deep lines on her face. “Is she dead?”

Cuinn met her gaze. “She lives, Alyna. I don’t know how, or where she is, or even what happened to her. But she lives.”

“How do you know?”

“I can’t explain that to you.” He filled his voice with the conviction he felt, used it to keep his fear at bay. “But I’m certain.”

Ariar’s hand returned to his shoulder, squeezing tightly before letting go. Soar leaned forward, eyes closing briefly. And Alyna let out a sob, sinking into a chair. She took a long, shuddering breath, then nodded. “Then we’ll find her. No matter what.”

“I don’t want to give you false hope. Whatever happened… there’s no trace. Not a single clue to follow,” he said, then turned to Alyna, urgency thrumming through him. He had to make sure… “The Kingshield told me Theac and Corrin made it here. They warned you about Tarcos?”

Ariar turned grim. “They did. Two days before a force of Montagni and Firthlander soldiers boiled out of the Ayrlemyre Mountains, trying to march north into Conmor. We’re at war, Cuinn.”

“Without their warning, we wouldn’t have had forces ready. We may not have contained their first push,” Soar said quietly.

“As it is, for now they remain contained in the mountains.” Ariar’s words were positive, but his voice was laced with bitterness. “It’s Viscarin all over again.”

Cuinn searched his memory. Viscarin, architect of the Firthlander invasion of Conmor and Calumnia generations earlier. The man Cuinn’s ancestor Rianna had killed before giving the Twin Thrones to her younger brother Alendor, the ancestor of the people gathered in this room now. 

“Has Aeris been found?” he asked quietly.

A moment’s silence, then, “He remains missing,” Soar said.

And presumed dead. Soar didn’t have to say the words aloud. Tarcos had sent a Shadow to kill the king of the Twin Thrones—he would not have left his heir alive.

“I’m sorry.” Cuinn wrapped his words in magic, reassurance mixed with empathy and a touch of shared grief. “Have you chosen a regent?”

“We’re ruling by committee.” Ariar’s eyes strayed to Alyna. “With war so suddenly upon us we figure that’s best for now. At least until we know for certain about Aeris. And Talyn now too.”

“And the lords?” he asked.

“The Conmoran Lords’ Council is furious at the incursion into our territory and we fight daily to talk them down from their insistence on launching an all out invasion of Firthland and stretching our forces too thinly in the process. Fortunately, declaration of war remains in the remit of the Dumnorix,” Alyna said. “The Calumnian lords are anxious, but they trust us. For now.”

Alyna’s glance in Cuinn’s direction spoke volumes. They needed Talyn here. As much as she would deny it until her dying breath, Talyn had been born to lead. And her strategic mind would have been the asset they needed to win the war. They needed her as regent.

“Cuinn, we need to know what happened, what’s going on,” Alyna said sharply. “Your Wolves were only able to tell us pieces, enough to warn us, but that’s all. We can’t plan properly if we don’t know the whole story.”

“That’s why I came.” Cuinn took a steadying breath. “To help you in any way I can.” And to ask for their help in return. But he couldn’t ask that straight out. He’d have to approach it carefully. Try and win their trust first.

“Sit.” Soar pointed to a chair. “Tell us.”

“It will be best if I start from the beginning,” he said, settling himself before he started talking.

When he got to telling them about that horrible night, he did his best to relate the events calmly, but mostly failed. In several places his voice broke and he had to stop, gather himself, before continuing on. “Mithranar is fully under Azrilan’s control. Falcons loyal to me have either escaped Dock City or been killed. The harbour remains blockaded. Montagni merchant ships are still trading south to Firthland and the Twin Thrones, but there’s not much getting in and out of Dock City or Darmour. Plenty of smuggling traffic is sneaking across the channel in both directions, though, which is how I got out.”

There was a long silence while each of them processed Cuinn’s story. He was glad of the respite. His mouth was dry and cracked and his palms were slicked with sweat; saying all that out loud had left him feeling like he’d run up a mountain and back.

“You said…” Alyna visibly calmed herself. “You said there was no trace of what happened to Talyn, but you must have some idea.”

It was in her cracking voice, in the flinch that rippled across both Soar and Ariar’s faces. They thought Talyn was dead. To them there could be no other explanation. They knew as well as Cuinn did that Talyn wouldn’t be missing if she were still alive. She would have found a way, she would have been there fighting with her Wolves, with Cuinn.

Because she was warrior born. And she loved them. For a moment he couldn’t breathe. But Alyna’s question still hung on the air. And he did have an answer—he’d had enough time to think about what had happened, to put all the pieces he’d missed together in his mind.

“My guess is that Savin led her and Zamaril into an ambush of some sort.” Cuinn forced the words out. Forced away that memory of the two of them walking away from him, off to meet the Shadow, unknowing of everything that was coming. “They disappeared after going to meet him.”

Ariar rubbed a hand over his face, looking weary and beaten. “That’s the Shadow you said was posted to Mithranar on the Firthlander warlord’s orders?”

“That’s what we thought,” Cuinn said bitterly. “Instead he was clearly loyal to Tarcos, and there to help Azrilan.” 

“You’re telling me you think a Shadow orchestrated Vengeance, half the Shadowhawk’s activities, Mithanis learning of Talyn’s parentage and almost getting her executed. All of it.” Soar’s expression was an odd mix of disbelieving and horrified.

Cuinn frowned at his words. Something about them created a half-formed thought, an almost idea. But he couldn’t quite grab onto it.

Alyna frowned. “Vengeance was never working for Montagn?”

“They’re not innocent in all this, but no, they were manipulated by Savin.” Cuinn’s mouth curled, bitterness leaking from his words. “Used as a tool by Azrilan to seed unrest. Their original purpose—trying to make life better for the humans—was twisted to meet those ends. Tarcos wants to throw off the yoke of the Twin Thrones and claim your kingdom for his own. Azrilan wanted Mithranar and Montagn. They figured out they could help each other do that.”

Bitterness and anger flared in the room, and Cuinn used a touch of magic to dampen it. He understood it, but the emotions were still too raw in himself for him to be able to manage those flaring around him too. Instead he changed the subject to practicalities. “Tarcos is not Viscarin, starting a war alone,” he said. “He has a powerful ally in my brother. Azrilan will bring Montagn into this war sooner rather than later.”

“Are you sure?” Ariar asked.

Cuinn nodded. “He will need time to establish his leadership in Arataire but as soon as he’s done that...”

A heavy silence settled over the room. 

“When your Wolves told us about their alliance…” Alyna started, pausing before continuing. “I could scarcely believe it. I never saw this in Tarcos. He seemed a strong, capable young man. The perfect heir.”

“None of us saw it,” Cuinn said bitterly. “But he hated that the Firthlander warlord was under the thumb of a Dumnorix sovereign, and he fomented that discontent amongst the niever-flyers and Armun. His uncle thought they were deserting. They weren’t—they were joining Tarcos’s secret army.”

“We know,” Ariar said grimly. “The strange brigand movements into the foothills this past year? It was a distraction to keep our attention from the deeper mountains where Tarcos was ferrying in his traitor niever-flyers and Bearmen. Montagni too, we think, though only a token force.”

Impotent frustration replaced the bitterness that had been hanging like a cloud over the room. The Dumnorix were berating themselves, furiously guilty they hadn’t noticed what was going on under their noses. The emotion was strikingly familiar—identical to how Cuinn felt—and oddly it comforted him. Made him feel a touch less out of place amongst them.

“Forget what’s happened,” Cuinn said firmly, the same thing he’d told himself a hundred times. “You need to plan how to contain their invading force to the mountains once Azrilan starts sending Montagni troops in force. He’s got a big navy, and he’ll try to hit you in other places, probably your ports.”

“And what about you?” Alyna asked carefully. “Why are you here, Prince Cuinn?”

“I’m going to take back my throne,” he said quietly. “I’m no fool. I know I can’t do it now, not weakened and without support. I know it will take time. But I am determined.”

“You should start with getting a healer to look at you,” Alyna said. “We’ll summon your Wolves too. They’ll want to see you.”

He hesitated. Alyna’s words and tone were a clear dismissal, but impatience rose in him, unexpectedly strong. The sooner he secured the Dumnorix’s help, the sooner he could return home, start doing something to destroy his brother.

But sense intervened. If he asked them now, when they still barely knew him and he looked like a trembling, grieving wreck, there would be no help forthcoming. No, he needed to win them to his side with something substantial. So he nodded. “Thank you. I’d really like to see them too.”


      ***He was so caught up in his thoughts, tossing over Soar’s words about Savin again and again to try and catch hold of the idea that had been sparked by them, that it took him a few moments to register the two familiar Callanan waiting for him outside. He stopped dead when he saw them, but had no idea what to say.

Their gaze took in his lack of wings, his no doubt ragged appearance, and the fact he was alone.

“She’s not with you?” Leviana asked.

“No, I’m sorry. I…” He gritted his teeth at having to say the words aloud again. “We think she was lured to an ambush by a Shadow loyal to Tarcos, but after that… we just don’t know.” He cleared his throat. “It’s good to see you both.”

“And you, Prince Cuinn.” Cynia tried for a smile, but didn’t quite succeed. His words hit both Callanan like a blow. It weighed hard on his magic. His shoulders sagged.

After a moment, Leviana gave herself a little shake, as if trying to dispel her worry. “We’re sorry too, for what happened in Mithranar.”

Cuinn took a breath. “I need to go and see my Wolves. Will you walk with me?”

“We’d love to.” Leviana fell into step with him, Cynia flanking his other side. “How long are you staying?”

“Hopefully not long,” he said in a non-committal tone.

A shared glance full of something he couldn’t read.

“And then what?” Cynia asked.

“I’m still thinking on that.” It was as close as he was willing to get to an admission that he had no idea.

“What about getting Talyn back?” Leviana said sharply.

He sucked in a breath, stung. “If I had any idea where she was, there is nothing that could stop me from… but there are people looking for her. Good people who have the skills I don’t. Wherever she is, I know she’s fighting too,” he added. “You know that. She’ll find her way back.”

Neither of them disputed his words. Cynia reached out to touch his shoulder briefly. He instantly felt better.

Soon after they came to a stop outside a non-descript door in a relatively busy hallway. He searched for a way to break the awkward silence that had fallen, and his mind once again went to Soar’s words earlier. “Can I ask something?” 

“Anything,” Leviana said.

“The Armun and Shadows that were posted in Calumnia and Conmor when Tarcos invaded. What happened to them?”

“They were arrested and taken south to be held at Callanan Tower. Indefinitely.” Cynia’s voice was cold.

“Has anyone thought to ask them whether they support what Tarcos is doing? Surely you could use the services of a good spy or assassin right now.” 

“Armun and Shadows are trained in manipulation and lies. We couldn’t be sure anything they were telling us was the truth.” This from Leviana.

Cuinn mulled that over for a moment. The idea tickled at his mind again. Savin. What he’d done in Dock City. How he’d… Cuinn’s eyes widened as he realised what his brain had been trying to tell him.

“What?” Leviana asked suspiciously.

He tried to tamp down the excitement that flared in him. It was crazy, crazier than deciding to leave Mithranar entirely and come to Port Lachley. He didn’t care. “Is there an Armun you do trust? Someone you’ve worked with before, someone Talyn and Sari trusted too?”

Leviana and Cynia looked at each other. Turned back to Cuinn.

“Saundin.” They spoke at the same time.

“Do you have a way of getting in contact with him, discreetly?”

Another shared glance. “It’s possible.”

Relief loosened some of the constant tightness he carried around his chest. Maybe he could find a way. One step at a time.

Until he could fix everything.
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