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 Tinian 
 
      
 
    Lord Tinian sauntered through the gardens at the Xanti palace, the Lord by his side. Amidst the opulence of the gold-plated palace, the gardens were a luxury of a different kind. Three long, rectangular pools with inlaid edges reflected the azure sky among a smattering of lotus blossoms. Large white fish darted below the surface. Rows of palms and sycamores provided shade, and there was an unusual profusion of greenery. Jasmine hung near the shaded walkways, and the air was always redolent with the scent of roses and poppies. 
 
    Such gardens, needing as much water as they did, were luxuries few could afford. Tinian had taken pride in them—and in his place as the man who, for all intents and purposes, owned them. 
 
    He felt he deserved them. As the First Councillor of Xantos, he had led his people not only to prosperity, but also to an enlightened age of science and art. Davead had not always been friendly to Xantos, but at least the paranoid king had shown no fervent interest in war between the two countries, and Tinian had no desire to make war for war’s sake. 
 
    War could be a boon to trade, but the chaos it unleashed made profit a tricky thing to capture. No, Tinian had not been one of the foolish men who would start a war to stroke his own ego and make himself feel like a warrior. He had more refined sensibilities—unlike every man in recent memory who had sat on the Estalan throne, he told himself a bit snidely. 
 
    Unfortunately, one of those men was now walking beside him, having conquered Gold Port easily and taken the entire council hostage—including Tinian. For the entirety of his career, Tinian had sought to establish Xantos as a nation clearly superior to Estala. Estala was backwards, superstitious, overly religious, far from being a beacon of art, science, or culture. 
 
    And yet, Xantos now appeared to be a pawn in the battle between Estala’s two heirs. 
 
    Tinian tried to steady himself. He realised that the Lord, as Stefan liked to be called, was looking over at him. Tinian met his eyes and wished he had not. He told himself firmly that he did not believe in ghost stories, yet there was something in those eyes that did not seem entirely human, something the other councillors swore had not been there when Stefan had first come to Xantos. 
 
    Childish nonsense, Tinian told himself. 
 
    “Do you know how I conquered Xantos so easily?” the Lord asked. 
 
    It would be equally childish to make a prideful retort now. Tinian was not a child; he was the First Councillor, and he was descended from merchants who had spent years swallowing their pride and saying the words others wanted them to say. Let other men squabble over the definitions of pride and truth. Merchants always won in the end. 
 
    Tinian allowed no measure of his hatred to show. He bowed his head, showing every indication of respect.  
 
    “I do not know, Lord.” 
 
    “Look around you.” The Lord gestured to the gardens and the palace, and even—Tinian thought—to the clear blue sky above. “Look at this luxury. Do you know what luxury is?” 
 
    “No, Lord.” Tinian was suddenly aware of the screaming rising from the city below. A chill went through him, and he had the urge to run to the covered walkways and peer through the slit windows. 
 
    He had returned to Xantos the night before to find Stefan—or the Lord, as he called himself now—in the council chambers, the city already conquered. It had been a bloodless coup, but that had only made Tinian wary. Stefan had many hostages, including Alberto, Davead’s youngest son—the boy Tinian had intended to keep as his own hostage of sorts. 
 
    He repressed the thought that he was no better than Stefan. Tinian would never truly have hurt the boy, but tales of Stefan’s cruelty were well-known. Still…. 
 
    And now there were screams in the marketplace, telling him that something was happening—the exact “something” he had feared since he had first seen Stefan sitting in the First Councillor’s chair. 
 
    The Lord seemed oblivious to the sounds below. He strolled along the pretty paths with his hands linked behind his back, and what Tinian could see of his face behind the mask seemed at once serene and faintly disappointed by everything he saw. 
 
    “Luxury is a rot,” the Lord said, and there was a distant command in his voice that sounded very unlike the boy Tinian had once met. Tinian was forced to remind himself again that gods were not reborn into human bodies. Such a thing was ridiculous. 
 
    “Luxury is a growth,” the Lord went on. “The sort that grows unseen, unnoticed in the breast, sapping the strength of a body and crushing the vital organs.” He held one gloved hand in front of himself, staring at it almost curiously, and clenched his fingers tightly on the last word. The leather of his gloves creaked slightly, and the Lord ran his tongue around his lips. It was still as red as the rumours had claimed. 
 
    The wind changed, and the screaming grew louder, undercut by what Tinian suspected to be the beat of a drum. Fear twisted in his gut. What was happening? What was this charade? 
 
    He knew better than to ask. 
 
    “Perhaps you disagree with my assessment,” the Lord said, tilting his head toward Tinian. 
 
    “No, Lord. I do not.” 
 
    “Truly?” the Lord said, the slightly higher pitch of his voice indicating amusement. “Then have you knowingly weakened your own country? I might have overlooked a valuable ally in you, Tinian.” 
 
    Tinian summoned all of his skill as a merchant and swallowed down the bitter dregs of his pride, trying to ignore the Lord’s obvious jibe. 
 
    “I am a merchant, Lord. I supplied whatever the rich desired. In such simple transactions, I believed I could find a certain moral equity. It was only trade, or a bit of silk, or a gold plate. Where was the harm? And Xantos and Estala both flourished from it.” He lifted his chin, trying to summon the pride he had felt so long ago, but it was not there to be summoned. He continued with his false flattery. “And yet, as you say, you conquered Xantos easily. There must be merit to your words.” 
 
    The Lord stared at him for a long moment, and Tinian bowed his head. In truth, he was not certain his words were just an act. The Lord’s description of luxury made sense in a way. There were so many things a society needed: food, shelter, roads. If its energies went to frivolous items like silks and paintings, did that not starve the rest of it? 
 
    Tinian would have said no—and yet, here he was, a captive in his own palace. 
 
    “You would not be planning to betray me, would you, Tinian?” The Lord’s voice was soft, inviting confidence, but the cold hint of danger in it sent a chill down Tinian’s spine. 
 
    “No, Lord.” He spoke from fear alone, no longer the confident First Councillor. 
 
    “Good,” the Lord said, his voice still soft. “That is good, Tinian. I hope that together, we can build a new world. You will be able to explain to my Xanti children why change has come to Xantos. You will be able to explain why it is a kindness to purge them with fire.” 
 
    “With fire—” Tinian’s throat restricted. 
 
    “Come see.” The Lord climbed the stairs to the upper wall, his steps unhurried, as Tinian fought the urge to push past him and run to the battlements. 
 
    Smoke billowed into the air from the marketplace. Tinian squinted to see the Lord’s soldiers throwing bolts of silk and scrolls onto the flames. People were screaming as they were held back from the fire, squirming against their captors. For a moment he did not understand what was going on. Goods were the lifeblood of trade, yes, but they could be replaced. The people should not draw the Lord’s ire yet, not for this. 
 
    Then the smoke cleared a bit, just for a moment, and he saw why they were fighting. His hands clenched on the gold-dipped stones. The Lord was burning the weavers and tailors along with their goods. Drums were beat and a chant was carried on the wind: Anios, Anios, Anios… 
 
    “Through fire they will be redeemed,” the Lord assured him. “In the next life, they will be shriven, and those who are left will see the truth and can be saved. Rejoice, Tinian. Your people have the chance to escape damnation.” He smiled. “I hope they will embrace it. The world needs—I need—their worship.” 
 
    Tinian turned his head sharply toward the Lord before he moved away again. He rid his face of any expression, remaining as impassive as he could despite the anger seething within him. 
 
    For a fleeting moment, the veneer of the kindly god had slipped, and Tinian had heard the raw need in the Lord’s voice. It shook him to his core. What was this man now? Was he a madman, or was he something darker? Something more? 
 
    Tinian turned back to the pyres, fear and despair choking him. He must help the people, he knew that—but he did not know how. He suspected he was already defeated, and he very much feared he would watch the whole city burn, then be fed to the flames himself, and still the Lord would endure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Karine 
 
      
 
    On the first night, Karine and Reva hardly spoke. They had been given everything they might need to stay safe: the sort of carriage a noble might use, and a retinue of loyal guards provided by Serena, chosen based on their willingness to tolerate Menti. It was still not a subtle way to travel, but Serena had whispered confidently that this unsubtlety was the very genius of it. 
 
    “I will make sure that Luca is searching for two young women travelling alone,” she had said. “Leave it to me. Many of the guards here are still loyal.” 
 
    Reva had clasped her hand, frowning so deeply that lines appeared on her usually lovely face. “Be careful who hears you say such things. If Luca fears that you are attempting to take his place—” 
 
    “We both know that he already fears I am.” Serena’s smile was sad. “I will not stop doing what I can for Estala simply because my brother jumps at shadows. Luca is confused, but in time, he will understand that I would never attempt to take his throne. I could not in good conscience cause such a war.” 
 
    “When it was Stefan…” Karine began. 
 
    “Luca is not Stefan,” Serena said at once.  
 
    But Karine noticed that she did not seem very sure of that. She was a princess born and trained, however, and before the conversation could veer any further into dangerous waters, she led them out to the stables, where the carriage was being made ready. 
 
    Serena faced the guards who had been summoned and surveyed them as if she were a queen. “You know who this is.” She gestured to Reva. “This is Lady Reva Avalon, once betrothed to my brother Luca. All of you here have been selected for your discretion and your sympathies to the Menti. You will have heard rumours, and now I tell you the truth: both of my brothers are Menti, but Stefan is a dragon. When he comes for us, we must have defences—and that is why Lady Avalon is so important. She, too, is a dragon shifter.” 
 
    The men drew in their breath and murmured amongst themselves. Karine had shot an incredulous glance at Serena, but Reva, like the courtly lady she had been trained to be, was waiting to see what Serena’s plan was. 
 
    Karine did not think much of it. In her opinion, nobles and royalty did not have any idea how the world truly worked. This was a terrible risk. But she followed Reva’s example and kept her mouth shut. 
 
    “As Reva is one of the only people in Estala who can face Stefan in combat, she must be kept safe,” Serena explained. “There are whispers that some of Stefan’s agents remain in the palace. Tonight, we are removing Lady Avalon to safety, and you are an integral part of this plan. On the morrow, King Luca will pretend to discover Reva missing and will send up a hue and cry. There may be messengers on the roads, and all manner of people in royal livery saying that they seek her and her friend. At best, when you see those agents, it will be a ruse. At worst, it will be Stefan’s agents. Do not answer them. Admit nothing to them. Hide from them if you can, and follow Lady Avalon’s orders in everything. She is privy to details you may not know. Whatever she does, she does with good reason. Do you understand?” 
 
    The soldiers nodded, and Karine realised that she had misjudged the princess. Serena had cunningly ensured that the soldiers would not be alarmed when Luca started a search—and that whatever Reva must do to stay safe, the soldiers would follow her orders. 
 
    Though even Reva appeared impatient now, Serena spoke to each of the soldiers in turn, asking them personally for their loyalty. When it was done, she drew Reva and Karine aside. 
 
    “I have given you the best chance I can,” she told them, her voice quiet. She squeezed Reva’s hands. “Reva, one day I thought I would call you my sister, and I was glad of it. Your courage and your kindness have inspired me. I know that you will do what you can for Estala, wherever you go, and I will always remain your friend. Karine, I hardly got a chance to know you, but I see that there is much beneath the surface. You are a true friend to Reva, and a courageous, clever woman in your own right. I wish you safety, and I hope selfishly that you will stand by Reva, whatever comes.” 
 
    Before anything else, Serena was a princess, Karine reminded herself. No matter what she said, there was always a world of difference between her and the woman who stood before her. Karine had to remember that she probably did not truly care about her wellbeing at all. Were her words any more than flattery? Serena wanted Reva kept safe, and Karine was a useful tool for that purpose. But at the same time, Karine could not shake the suspicion that Serena had a good heart, and perhaps her kind words were not so much of an exaggeration. After all, Karine never would have guessed that Serena would even acknowledge her.  
 
    She sheepishly offered the princess a little curtsy, and when Serena drew her up to kiss her on both cheeks, Karine was surprised by her gentleness. 
 
    “Go now,” Serena said. “Quickly. Get as far away as you can, and I will do as much as I can to delay the search.” 
 
    Then they had left, well-provisioned and snug in their carriage, and Karine reflected that much had changed, only for a great deal to stay the same. They were no longer starving, scavenging berries and stealing potatoes, but they were still running away. 
 
    They travelled into the early morning before Reva asked the coachmen to drive off the main road and stop in the first small town they found which had an inn. It was the first time she had spoken all night, and though she was gracious and kind, the effort seemed to drain her. She sank back into her seat when she was done and was silent once more, her skin sallow and her expression drawn. 
 
    Karine herself was consumed with doubt. What if Luca had intended something more to be a part of his plan? Perhaps he had been luring the Ulezi into a trap, and he would have told Reva everything. What if Karine had made a mistake in telling Reva about Luca’s betrayal, and their escape from Reyalon had been too hasty? Perhaps Karine had broken Reva’s heart for no purpose. 
 
    Then she remembered Luca’s face and shivered. She remembered the desperation in Luca’s eyes. He had tried to veil it, but it was there. He was so obsessed with Stefan now that she had believed he would sacrifice Reva in order to defeat his brother. 
 
    She could not shake the feeling that they might have made a mistake. Perhaps they should have delayed for a day. Would it not have been a better course of action to show caution and wait? With the Ulezi hunting Reva, their travels could end in catastrophe. Still, she knew that with the coach and the soldiers, they had as  good of a chance as they could expect. 
 
    Around and around her thoughts circled, in the way of someone who was afraid and yet helpless, and Karine was relieved when the carriage drew to a halt. She heard the rough voices of the guards negotiating rates for stabling the horses and renting rooms. She pushed the curtains aside to obtain a better look at the small inn. 
 
    Finally, Reva came to life. She reached over to take Karine’s hand, her eyes shining and glassy. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly. “Your cleverness has saved my life, Karine—and your kindness. More than once. Without you, I do not know what I would have done. I have an idea, though. I will tell you when we are alone.” 
 
    Karine waited, intrigued, as the door of the carriage opened and one of the soldiers helped Reva down. None of them were wearing livery, and the carriage was unmarked. 
 
    “My lady,” one of them said. “How should we address you in the inn?” 
 
    “I will be Evelyn,” Reva said without a flicker. “A merchant’s daughter. My father hoped to wed me to a noble in Reyalon, but after the chaos in the city, he thinks it would be safer to send me to the country. You are bringing me to an estate he has purchased. This is my cousin and companion, Hannah.” 
 
    It was a clever lie, Karine thought, and she wondered whether Reva had been thinking about what story to tell as she had remained silent in the carriage. Reva was smart, and she knew wealthy merchants were always trying to pass themselves off as nobility. No one would question why there were so many guards, or why Reva’s clothing was so nice.  
 
    Karine mentally chastised herself for thinking that Reva had been moping over Luca. Instead, she had been considering their aliases for the journey. 
 
    “And I will come to see you before we leave,” Reva said. “Luca’s plan will require some of you to set out as runners very soon. I will explain it all.” 
 
    “Of course, my lady—I mean, miss.” He bowed respectfully and led them inside while Karine tried to guess what Reva was planning. She had to admit that she had no idea. 
 
    She shot Reva a puzzled glance as they were shown into the inn. Soon, however, she was distracted by the innkeeper’s wife bustling about the place, trying to make them comfortable. Karine wanted to tell Reva to be haughty and ungrateful, as a merchant would be if they were aspiring to nobility, but she did not have a chance. Reva was as she always was, kind and sympathetic, complimenting the woman on her cooking, speaking respectfully to the maids and the soldiers. Karine comforted herself with the fact that the innkeeper’s wife would never guess Reva was a lady, either. 
 
    “You’ll want to rest, I’m guessing,” the woman said kindly. “After travelling all night like that. I shudder to think what the city must be like these days.” 
 
    “Not as bad as it was,” Reva replied. “I hope Prince Luca will make a fine king.” 
 
    There was so much sadness and betrayal in her voice that even the innkeeper’s wife could hear it. She stopped her cleaning to regard Reva curiously. 
 
    “All will be well,” Karine promised her friend. “Why don’t you go to our room, and I’ll be up in just a moment?” 
 
    Reva left, her face blank, and Karine turned to the innkeeper’s wife. 
 
    “Her father would have married her to an old lord,” Karine lied as skilfully as she could. “But Evelyn loves a soldier in Prince Luca’s army. She is very afraid that there will be a war.” 
 
    “Ah, poor girl.” The innkeeper’s wife nodded in understanding. “It’s a hard world for a young woman, that’s for sure. Her father will marry her off as he likes. Fathers always do. I hope she will be lucky, like I was. We never married for love, but he’s been good to me.” 
 
    Karine glanced up the stairs, although Reva had disappeared. “I hope she will be lucky as well,” she said softly. 
 
    A few minutes later, she let herself into the room that had been set aside for them. Reva was sitting on the bed, and she looked up with a wry smile when Karine came in. 
 
    “Forgive me for speaking so foolishly. I will need to watch my tongue.” 
 
    “No harm done,” Karine assured her. “I told her that you loved a soldier and were worried about a war.” 
 
    “Clever Karine.” Reva reached out to clasp her hand. “What would I do without you?” 
 
    Karine began to laugh. She sat on the bed beside Reva and pressed a hand over her mouth to stop the giggles. “What would you do without me?” She shook her head. “What would we have done without you?” She sobered now. “Reva—the others. I just left them.” 
 
    “You did not,” Reva said strongly. “You left them in good hands, and you came to find help. Karine, I could never have freed us from the Gardens of Anios without the rest of you. We are going to go back and free them.” 
 
    “I know,” Karine replied. 
 
    “No.” Reva shook her head. “I mean to say, we are going to free them now.” 
 
    Karine’s jaw dropped open. 
 
    “Serena gave me the idea,” Reva said. “It is Luca’s orders that everyone wants, and everyone knows that he wants a Menti army. There will be a Menti army—but it will not be under his control. We shall gather them in one place and train them for the battle that is coming.” 
 
    “Reva.” Karine grimaced. “Are you sure? They were afraid of being made into soldiers before.” 
 
    “No one will be forced,” Reva said. “But I think most will see that they will never be safe while Stefan is alive. They will want to fight, I know they will. Luca will not divide his forces to strike at us, and we will be able to choose how we enter the battle. You see?” 
 
    “I think so.” Karine shook her head. “But how? How can we forge the orders? We would need…I don’t know what we would need.” 
 
    “Parchment, ink, wax, and a seal.” Reva smiled. “The first three, Serena has provided me with. The last one, Luca gave me unknowingly.” She pulled a heavy gold ring out of a pouch at her waist and held it in her palm. It winked at Karine. “We will write the orders and then give them to the soldiers to deliver.” 
 
    Karine shivered. She had wanted this since she had heard that Luca was keeping the Menti imprisoned, but the thought of actually going through with the plan made her almost light-headed. It was treason to forge the king’s orders. She met Reva’s eyes and found the other woman smiling sadly. 
 
    “I never would have believed I would do such a thing,” Reva said. “But it is small when measured against the captivity and abuse of so many. The Luca I once knew would have done the same thing.” 
 
    That spurred Karine into action. “Then we must do it. What do we say?” 
 
    “We will say that on the orders of Prince Luca, all of the Menti are to be brought to a training camp we will establish at Castle Dalur.” It was one of Francis’s castles, and it has not been redistributed to any other nobles as of yet. When the soldiers bring the Menti to us, we will send the soldiers away.” 
 
    “Luca will know where we are,” Karine argued. 
 
    “He will know where the Menti are. He will doubtless wonder if one of them is me. But I think he will be too ashamed to confront me, and without Tinian pulling his strings, I do not think he will come after me. He may even pretend that he issued the orders to save face. Either way, the Menti must join forces and must train. Stefan knows of the Gardens of Anios. They are not safe where they are.” She chewed her lip as she thought. “I simply do not know if we should go to Castle Dalur on our own, or….” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Karine said suddenly. “We should go to the Gardens where I was captured. Where Rohesa and Lottie are. I can shift my face to resemble the commanding officer there, so we can send soldiers as messengers to other Gardens.” 
 
    “Good,” Reva agreed. “Very good. Let us write the orders and think of a way to keep our guards from guessing what we are about.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Carlia 
 
      
 
    Summer sun beat down on Carlia’s wings, and her body flushed with the heat. Raised in the mountains of Estala, she had known cold and mist, snow on the evergreens, nights huddled around a fire. She had never known such heat as there was in Xantos. 
 
    She adored the sun on her scales. Even though she had loved her home, where her green-blue dragon-flesh was a perfect complement to the colours of the streams and the trees, something in her craved the baking warmth of Xantos. She was a creature of fire and flame, after all. 
 
    She was a dragon. 
 
    Carlia basked in the sun and fought the urge to roar her pleasure at acknowledging who she was. For years, her bloodline had been her greatest danger. Her father had feared, above all else, letting anyone know what they were. He had taught her to use her powers so she could control them. So she could hide. After years of holing up in the cave, was it any wonder that she had begun to fear her own Menti powers, even hate them? And she knew she was not the only one who felt this way. To deny themselves was like cutting off a limb, but at the same time, to acknowledge it and celebrate it was to invite danger. 
 
    Which made it odd that now was the time when she had accepted her powers fully. There had never been a time in her life when she was in more danger. The Ulezi had lost the trail of their family years ago, and although King Davead hated the Menti, he had not cracked down on them as hard as he could have done. 
 
    Now they were at the mercy of a zealot who claimed to be a god reborn, who had been notorious for his cruelty, and who had the Ulezi at his beck and call. The Ulezi knew Carlia’s bloodline still survived. Estala was at the mercy of a plague, and the people were resorting to desperate shows of piety, blaming the Menti for their sickness. 
 
    Carlia supposed that, now that the worst had happened, it had freed her from the shackles of her fears. She no longer had to worry about what would happen if the Ulezi learned that she existed, because they knew. 
 
    It was a strange kind of blessing. The fearful anticipation was over, and now they were dealing with their new reality. There was freedom in that knowledge. 
 
    She beat her wings and realised that she was beginning to tire. With the sun shining down on her, she had been revelling in her flight—but she and Sam were pushing their stamina every day, and although they were becoming stronger, they still found themselves exhausted each night, collapsing into dreamless sleep. 
 
    “Sam!” She spoke, as dragons always did, in their own tongue. She flapped her wings harder so they were flying shoulder to shoulder, flank to flank. Now that she had noticed it, the exhaustion was filling her mind. “I am beginning to tire.” 
 
    He glanced at her, his features somehow as familiar to her in this form as they were in his human form. She could read his expression by instinct. She saw that he wanted to press on—but that he was also tired. 
 
    He nodded and turned his head to view the land ahead. 
 
    “The foothills ahead,” he suggested. “There are piles of rocks that will make good shelter for us. But they are not easily accessed on foot.” 
 
    She nodded. They constantly had to fight their human urge to sleep in caves or groves of trees—places where other people might take shelter. Other people were dangerous to them now. No one could be trusted. 
 
    She willed herself to keep flying, telling herself that the distant tumble of rocks was not so far when one was travelling this quickly. Just one more beat of her wings, and then another. Another. Another. 
 
    She was focusing on yet another stroke of her wings when Sam suddenly tucked his wings against his sides and dove. Carlia felt a stab of fear that he had been struck by some arrow or spear—or that he had seen an enemy. 
 
    A moment later, though, she saw that he was tracking a herd of addax, goat-like beasts with corkscrew horns. The horns were death to many other creatures, but not to a dragon. 
 
    Sam arrowed down toward the herd. He was careful to hunt the way another predator would. He allowed the strong members to run ahead with their young and went after an older, lamer prey, one that could no longer sprint at full speed. His claws reached out to snatch up the beast, then he rose again. 
 
    Carlia met him at the rocks. He had killed the addax quickly and cleanly and was now dressing himself. She waited while Sam skinned his quarry, and when he was done gutting it, she roasted the corpse with her breath. Only after that did she change back. This way, there would be no fire to give them away when night fell. 
 
    Now in her human form, she shook the travelling bag off from around her ankle. The strap was made to fit her talons comfortably, supporting a bag that carried essential items like her clothes. She dressed quickly and took a piece of meat. They would wrap up the rest in oilcloth and eat it the next night. 
 
    Many humans were starving, Carlia thought with a twist of guilt, but she and Sam had so much food that they could not finish it all. It was not difficult for them to track addax and gazelles into the sands. In the sky, they were apex predators, able to easily overpower even fearful creatures like the addax. Why had she not seen herself as powerful before now? 
 
    They ate without making conversation, accustomed to sitting in companionable silence. 
 
    Since they had left Reyalon, however, there had been more left unsaid between them than ever before. They were seeking a new dragon—a scion of the last line, the one who had caused Mount Zean to erupt. They had seen their enemy’s strength as they flew over Gold Port, which they had learned had been conquered by the Lord and his ragtag army of zealous followers. 
 
    And they had left Reva behind. 
 
    Carlia was not a fool. She knew how Sam felt about Reva. His feelings had been clear from the moment he had brought her to their family’s cave. That was part of what had unsettled their father about Reva’s presence. Their father had not been able to bring himself to kill her outright, but it had been obvious that he had no love for her line—and that he mistrusted Sam’s affection for Reva. 
 
    Carlia suspected that Sam was not entirely honest with himself regarding Reva. Their family had hidden away for so long that neither of the children had allowed themselves to dream of having a family of their own. Whom would they pick for their lovers? Mating with humans could be a risky endeavour. Though it  was not unheard of, their father had regaled them both with enough terrifying tales to put them off ever falling for anyone but another dragon. And then there was the matter of Menti powers being banned by the king. There was no one they could trust with the secret of who they were.  
 
    In some ways, Reva had been the answer to a prayer—but she was devoted to Luca. She could not leave him, even after he began to slide into what Carlia feared was madness. King Davead had an irrational hatred of the Menti. Prince Stefan believed himself to be a god. Might Luca not be mad as well? 
 
    Reva, once Luca’s betrothed, felt a need to remain at his side and call him back from his poor decisions. Carlia was not sure that was wise, but she tried to understand. She simply did not know how to comfort her brother. She sensed he would not want to speak of it.  
 
    She was still thinking of what to say when Sam broke the silence. 
 
    “We should have a plan for this dragon,” he said. 
 
    “A plan?” Carlia was wary. Their father had had always created plans for everyone, plans that were really a way to control the world around him. Sam had sworn not to be like him, yet here he was with a plan. 
 
    Sam looked up at her. “If he’s like Stefan, I mean.” 
 
    A chill ran through her body. She had not considered that possibility. Until they met Reva, the siblings had believed that any other dragon they met would be their ally. How could it be otherwise? There were so few dragons, and they were all hunted by the Ulezi. Surely they would need to band together in order to survive. But then the story of Reva’s family had been revealed, and they learned the truth about Stefan—a Menti with dragon-shifting powers who nevertheless hunted all other Menti without mercy. 
 
    “What can we do if this new dragon is like Stefan?” Carlia asked hopelessly. 
 
    “You know the answer.” Sam stared at her, his eyes pools of blackness as night fell. 
 
    Carlia shivered and drew her knees up to her chest. In some ways, Sam and Aron were very different, but in other ways, they were the same. When they were faced with an unpleasant necessity, they hardened their hearts and gave themselves over to it entirely. 
 
    In Aron’s case, he had slaughtered a family—a fact that Carlia was still struggling to come to terms with. Seeing the same surety in Sam frightened her. 
 
    But she could not think of any other option. It was dangerous enough for Stefan to have an army at his back. If he had another dragon for an ally, he would be even more dangerous. Carlia was beginning to fear that he could not be defeated. 
 
    Sam saw her worry. 
 
    “We should also plan how to tell him everything that is going on,” he said. 
 
    Carlia broke into a grin. “Why are you so sure it is a man?” 
 
    “It would be only fair. There is you and Reva, and then there is…me.” 
 
    “And Stefan!” She was laughing. “Two boys and two girls.” 
 
    “Stefan does not count,” Sam said. 
 
    That sobered both of them. Stefan counted, perhaps, more than anyone else. 
 
    “Yes,” Carlia said. “We should think about what to tell this other dragon. About the Ulezi—about all of it.” 
 
    Minutes went by during which neither of them spoke.  
 
    “I wish we could tell them that Luca would protect them,” Sam said at last. “That the king of Estala is a Menti, and he will change the world for the better.” 
 
    A final piece of understanding snapped into place in Carlia’s mind. Luca was not simply Sam’s rival for Reva—he was the king Sam had been waiting for, dreaming about. Luca was a Menti king. After having lived as outcasts for so long, the Menti would never have thought that one of their own would be wearing the crown. The thought was ludicrous. 
 
    The fact that Luca was a Menti, and yet so weak, so uncertain, must disappoint Sam deeply. He had hoped to have a king who would protect his kind. Instead of an ally, he had someone who would do no more than bow to the Gold Council and sulk in his rooms. 
 
    Carlia had heard Reva speak of Luca as he had been when he was younger. She spoke of his kindness and his fairness. But could kindness and fairness become justice? 
 
    She did not know. 
 
    “We will have to tell this dragon about the Ulezi,” she said to stop herself from thinking about Luca too much. She had gone over each of these thoughts a hundred times or more during their journey, and she had never found a resolution. “She will need to know how urgent it is to hide herself.” She stressed the word “she” lightly and was rewarded with an absent-minded smile from Sam. 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “But we do it better this time. We failed with Reva. We should sit with them, speak to them. Ask them what they want to do—how they want to stay safe. We do not know where to take shelter here, and perhaps they can help us with that.” 
 
    Carlia was surprised. “You do not intend to go back.” 
 
    “Carlia.” He looked at her bleakly. “What is left for us there?” 
 
    She had nothing to say to that. She did not even want to look at his face. She could not bear for him to enumerate aloud all the things they had lost. She lay down, instead, and pretended to sleep—and although he must have known she was pretending, he did not say a word. He, too, lay down on the hard ground, and eventually both of them did sleep. Despite the rocky ground and the cool night breeze, it was easy to sleep when they were so exhausted. 
 
    They were awakened by a roar. Carlia sat up abruptly with her heart pounding.  
 
    “Was that—” Sam began. 
 
    “Yes.” She was trembling. There was no mistaking the sound of a dragon’s roar, but after so many days of searching, of flying with nothing but intuition to guide them, she had begun to doubt that they would ever find the last dragon. 
 
    She and Sam both slipped out of their clothes and transformed. They leapt into the air, wings flapping, and Carlia banked in a tight circle. 
 
    “There!” 
 
    It was a silver dragon, shining in the sun like a beacon. Carlia and Sam raced for it, and Carlia felt fierce joy blossoming in her chest. There was wonder, too—another dragon! Even when she was a dragon, she could not stop being amazed by the sight of one of her kind. 
 
    It must have sensed them behind it, because it wheeled to face them. It hung back in the air, sculling its wings, and Carlia sensed that it was afraid. 
 
    “We are not here to harm you,” she called to it, “but to protect you. There are many who seek dragons to kill them. We came to find you as soon as Mount Zean erupted. You can trust us.” 
 
    “How can I understand you?” It was a male voice, and Sam flashed Carlia a toothy grin. 
 
    “There is much to explain,” Carlia said. “Come with us. We will tell you everything.”


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Luca woke with a headache so intense that the beat of blood in his ears was almost too much to bear. He had gone to sleep by the fire, propped up in his chair, his senses deadened by drink. Now he could barely open his eyes to view the sunlight streaming through the gaps in the shutters. The bright light pierced through his early morning grogginess, making him groan. 
 
    “Prince Luca! Your Highness!” 
 
    So the pounding had not been in his head but at the door. Luca sat up straight, gently opening his eyes, fingers massaging his temples. On his first attempt at standing, he immediately doubled over, regretting the movement when the world swam. He groaned and kept his stomach where it was through force of will, then got up to stumble to the door. 
 
    At the door, he groped for his circlet and could not find it. It was on the table, glinting dully. He smoothed his hair down and unbarred the door. 
 
    The guards stared at him in shock for a moment. It was then that Luca realised how he must appear. Here he was, still in his clothes from the night before, rumpled and red-eyed, reeking of last night’s wine. Not even wearing his crown. 
 
    He straightened his spine in an attempt to resemble his regal title. “Yes?” 
 
    They snapped into action, position overriding shock. “This messenger arrived last night,” one of them said. The guards drew apart to reveal a man with the dark skin of Xantos, held in chains by another guard. 
 
    “Why is this man in chains?” Luca asked them. 
 
    “He came looking for Lord Tinian,” one of the guards replied. “He was caught sneaking into the palace and said he would only speak to Tinian. We knew that….” His voice faltered. Clearly, he had thought that perhaps Luca would not be heartened by the thought of Tinian’s departure. 
 
    The guard looked helplessly at his peers until one of them came to his aid. 
 
    “It is known that Lord Tinian was no true friend to Estala,” that guard said diplomatically. “With this man behaving as a spy might do, we thought it best to bring him here secured and allow you to decide what to do with him, Your Highness.” 
 
    Luca took a moment to compose himself. “I thank you. Bring him inside, and you three, stay here. You two, seek out….” 
 
    He considered. Who should he call on? 
 
    “Call Serena,” he said finally. He could not face Reva, not yet. “And Brother Axil. And Lord Rokkan.” He frowned. “And someone must find my—friend. Josef. I have not seen him yet today.”  
 
    He was not sure how to describe his Menti teacher. He did not think it was best to remind people of what he was. The Menti had been the enemy of the people for so long that he might make his own guards into his enemies. 
 
    The guards bowed. Three of them hauled the hapless messenger into the room, where he stood trembling, worried and tight-lipped. His nervous eyes darted around the room before resting warily on Luca. 
 
    Luca hoped that the man would talk. He should be strong, but he did not have it in him to threaten torture. 
 
    “Have you been fed?” he asked. “Do you want water? Food?” He gestured to the table, where the remains of his own meal were still untouched. 
 
    The messenger shook his head, so Luca shrugged and walked back to his chair. It was taking too much out of him to stand. He gazed at the shuttered windows while waiting for the others, wondering what time it was. Then his foggy mind sharpened with paranoia. What if Serena brought Reva with her? His stomach roiled at the thought of seeing her, and shame washed through him, turning his skin cold, making him feel as though all the blood were draining from his body. 
 
    His path had seemed so clear last night as he made his decision. The Ulezi would destroy Stefan, and then Luca would destroy the Ulezi. Josef would help him figure out how. He would tell Reva about the rest when it was done. There would be no bloodshed—or, at least, no war. Stefan’s remaining devotees would lose their religious fervour over time as Estala became more prosperous. 
 
    Now, in the light of day, his plan was filling him with a sick dread. When he had first called the Ulezi to him, he had thought he would be able to reason with it. He remembered his father telling him that everyone had a price. Luca had thought that if he found the Ulezi’s price, he could convince them to let Reva and the other dragons go. But he had not banked on the monstrous determination of the Ulezi. Their hatred had permeated the very air around them. 
 
    He did not think they had a price. 
 
    Worse, he was sure they would kill him if he dismissed them. He had sent the creature away on its journey, still hoping to use its kind even though he realised they were a weapon he could not control. 
 
    This morning, he was filled with shame. He knew deep down that Reva had not forgiven him for keeping the Menti in the Gardens of Anios, and he feared she would not forgive him for this. 
 
    And if she refused to forgive him, could he rightly blame her? They had attacked her. They had hunted her like a dog, yet he had decided to make them his allies. His weapons, he told himself, but he was not sure she would believe him. He was not sure he believed himself.  
 
    He glanced over at the shackled messenger and wanted this day to be over. 
 
    Serena arrived first, frowning as though she had braced herself for bad news. When she saw the man in chains, an expression of confusion passed over her face. 
 
    “What has happened?” she asked, almost hesitantly. 
 
    Luca gestured for her to sit. “I will explain when the others arrive.” He rubbed his face rather than watch Serena take in the evidence of his wine-soaked evening. Shame burned low in the pit of his stomach. His lonely drinking had been found out, and he knew that this was no fitting way for a king to behave. 
 
    He was surprised when he felt her touch on his hand. She pressed a goblet into his fingers—water, which tasted strange on his tongue. He pushed it away after one sip, but she gave him a sisterly glare, one of the first he could remember seeing in months. It felt like the last one had been years ago, before their father died, when she would come to his tower room and coax him to take his medicines. 
 
    He had to admit that as he drank some more of the water, he did feel better. She offered him a piece of fruit, and when he shook his head, feeling queasy at the sight of it, she laughed softly and forced a small chunk of bread into his hand. He nibbled it cautiously. By the time Lord Rokkan and Brother Axil arrived, he felt ten times stronger. 
 
    “Prince Luca?” Brother Axil asked. 
 
    “Who is this?” Lord Rokkan demanded. His hand was at the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “A messenger,” Luca said. He watched the man as he spoke. “He was caught sneaking into the palace and said he would speak only to Tinian.” His mouth twisted on the name. “I have not questioned him yet.” 
 
    “Wise,” Lord Rokkan replied. He regarded the messenger through squinting eyes. “Tinian is already sending spies back, you think?” 
 
    “That can hardly be,” Brother Axil said reasonably. “He asked to speak with Tinian. He must have thought Tinian was still here.” 
 
    The words were presented without any urgency, but they were calculated. Luca saw that in the way Axil appeared faintly pleased when the messenger’s wide-eyed gaze met the brother’s. Brother Axil had been the quieter foil to Lord Rokkan. Luca nodded slightly for Axil to continue. 
 
    “Did you not wonder why the ships were not in the harbour?” Brother Axil asked the messenger in an amused tone. 
 
    “But—if Lord Tinian is not here—if the fleet has sailed—?” The man’s voice held a note of panic. “No,” he whispered. “No, they cannot have gone back. They will have no idea. The city will be in flames by now. And how can they have gone back unknowing?” He seemed almost to have been speaking to himself, but now he raised his head toward the others in the room. “Why did he leave?” The man narrowed his eyes as though he was trying to solve a puzzle. 
 
    Everyone turned to Luca, and he summoned what measure of bravery he had. He had made the decision, so he must at least admit to it. “Lord Tinian and I had a difference of opinion. The alliance is broken. He left.” 
 
    “Then Lord Tinian sailed into a trap,” the messenger said bitterly. “You planned it all, didn’t you? You and your brother, Stefan. You wanted Xantos as well as Estala, so you made us think you were fighting. You made us choose between the two of you, and then you played us for fools.” He swallowed, and a trickle of sweat wormed its way down his temple. “Ah, and I muffled my oars so they would not know it was me.” Luca was surprised to hear grief in his voice now. “I did not know which fleet it was, and I cloaked myself in the fog. I could have warned them.” 
 
    A moment before, Luca and his companions had been prepared to rage at this man. Whatever he was accusing them of, it was clear he was impugning their honour. But they could make neither head nor tail of it. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Serena suggested finally, “we could start again. I tell you honestly, sir, that our battle with Stefan is in deadly earnest. He would have had me executed, I believe, if there were no benefit in marrying me for an alliance. Luca he hates twice over. I believe he has brought Estala to the brink of ruin. Our quarrel with Lord Tinian, while grave, is not a war. We do not seek to conquer Xantos. We merely disagreed about the best way to root out Stefan and bring him to justice. And when we find Stefan, that justice will be served.” 
 
    “When you find him?” the man whispered. “So you do not know?” 
 
    “Know what?” Lord Rokkan asked impatiently. “All we know is that you came here and accused us of—” 
 
    Luca held up a hand. It was merely to forestall more booming voices, for his head was stabbing sharply from the noise, but when everyone fell quiet and regarded him respectfully, he saw that he must have finally seemed quite kingly. 
 
    It would be funny if his head did not ache so much. 
 
    “What is the message you came here to deliver?” he asked. “What is it that we do not know?” 
 
    The messenger hesitated, but at length he nodded in resignation and dropped his gaze to the floor. “I can see that I should tell you,” he said. “It is clear that this is not a conspiracy. It was not that I was sent to make trouble or conspire against you, simply that I was one of Tinian’s eyes and ears left behind in Gold Port. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Luca said, wondering if anyone could hear the note of impatience in his voice. From the flash of Serena’s smile, he suspected she did, but she nodded at him to let him know he was doing well. 
 
    The messenger’s shoulders relaxed slightly. “They came so quickly,” he said. “Stefan’s army. They had taken fishing boats, or built some of their own. I don’t know. What I do know is that we were unprepared. By the time anyone realised what had happened, every member of the council had their family held hostage. The castle was taken. I barely managed to leave, and as I crossed the sea, there was a night when I came upon other ships. It was foggy, and I could not see who they were. Thinking they were your ships, or Stefan’s, I wrapped my oars and once even used my hands to push myself away from the hull of one of those ships.”  
 
    The man shuddered at his memories. Luca could picture the silent gliding of the man’s boat between the ships of the fleet. It must have been a terrifying moment.  
 
    “And so I did not warn them what they were returning to, letting my people sail into a trap.” 
 
    For a moment, none of it seemed to sink in, and then Serena lifted a hand to her mouth. “And Alberto,” she whispered. 
 
    Luca was nearly sick on the floor. Lord Tinian had taken Alberto hostage, and that meant Stefan had him. Luca could well imagine what the demands would be in return for Alberto’s safety. He sank his head into one hand, horrified. 
 
    It was Lord Rokkan who broke the silence. “You know ways into and out of Gold Port,” he said brusquely to the messenger, and waited for a nod before he continued. “We need you now. Stefan is a menace. It is in everyone’s best interest to deal with him. We will use your knowledge to find the best way to get our own troops to Gold Port—or assassins.” He looked at Luca and Serena. “Begging your pardon.” 
 
    Luca, who had contracted his own assassins not twelve hours before, smiled thinly. “There is no need to beg my pardon. Stefan….” 
 
    “Stefan seems determined to prove that the only way to make Estala safe is for him to die,” Serena said tightly. 
 
    Luca sighed. “I thank you for telling us. Lord Rokkan, will you see to it that the messenger is housed? You will no doubt need to discourse further in order to formulate your plan.” He observed the messenger for a moment or two and clearly saw the man’s wide-eyed fear. “I have no wish to harm you.” 
 
    Luca gestured for Rokkan to take the messenger away. After they left, the room was silent. At length, Serena strode to the door and spoke quietly with one of the guards. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Luca asked sharply. He was afraid that she was summoning Reva. 
 
    “I sent them to bring bathwater and breakfast,” she said simply. “A bite of bread and a gulp of water is no breakfast. Especially considering the night you had.” 
 
    Luca relaxed and nodded. Then he looked between her and Brother Axil. “What do we do?” The problem was so vast that the idea of doing anything seemed absurd. 
 
    “We do exactly what you said,” Brother Axil said. “We formulate a plan to defeat Stefan in Xantos.” 
 
    “Now he holds a castle,” Luca argued. “He has their fleet.” 
 
    “Do you think those soldiers are loyal to him? I do not. We may not be able to rely on Tinian, but men will fight for their homeland. With the messenger, we can pass word to them all that we are coming, and they will take up arms and join us.” 
 
    Luca was hesitant. Could it truly be so simple, after all the heartache they had endured? 
 
    “I, for one, am greatly cheered,” Brother Axil said. “As of last night, we believed that Xantos was no longer our ally, and we had no idea where Stefan was. Now we do, and the Xanti will have to join forces with us.” He smiled, deeply satisfied. 
 
    A scream came from somewhere inside the walls, and after a moment, Luca realised that it must be coming from the servants’ corridors. The group ran toward the door, with Brother Axil pulling Luca aside and shouting for a guard. 
 
    The guards hurried into the dark hallway, and though Luca feared the clash of metal, there were only raised voices. He and Serena frowned at one another, and a few moments later, the guards came out, supporting Josef. 
 
    “Josef.” Luca went to his side, ignoring Brother Axil’s tight-lipped expression. “What has happened to you?” 
 
    “The girl,” Josef said through gritted teeth. “The one with golden hair who aids Lady Avalon—she bound me and left me in the hallway.” He paused. “I believe she took my face,” he added. “She is a shapeshifter.” 
 
    Brother Axil drew in a sharp breath, but it was nothing compared to the cold sense of dread spreading across Luca’s skin. With sudden clarity, he remembered the night before, when the Ulezi had seemed so wary of Josef, and when Josef had seemed so reticent. 
 
    His throat constricted, and he struggled to breathe. He did not want to acknowledge it, but there was no running from the truth. Karine knew what he had promised the Ulezi, and he was suddenly certain that she had told Reva everything. 
 
    “I need to speak to Josef alone,” he said to Serena and Brother Axil. 
 
    Josef would know what to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Reva spoke to Barnabas, who had been chosen by Serena to head their team.  
 
    Reva remembered him vaguely from her year in Nesra’s Keep, as he had once commanded the troops responsible for guarding Davead’s children. But Stefan had pushed the loyal commander aside when he took the throne, favouring his own men. Barnabas had always been kind to her, she recalled—though, as children often were, she had been absorbed in her own little world and had not taken much notice of him. She remembered that he had been indulgent with all of the children, always holding his finger up to his lips to show that he would keep a secret, which he often had to do when he found Reva and Luca exploring the older parts of the castle where they were not supposed to go. 
 
    “I am glad that the monster is gone,” he said darkly to Reva. “I never liked Stefan, even when he was a boy. A wicked thing to say about a child, I know. But he was never right, that one.” 
 
    Reva herself had been surprised to learn how cruel Stefan had become, but she nodded. She had to believe what she had seen over the past several months. If Stefan had ever possessed any kindness, it was long gone. 
 
    And that was why it was so important to stop him, she told herself. She could not help but feel guilty about the lies she was about to tell. After all, Barnabas was here under false pretences, as part of Serena’s plot—a plot that might well be considered treasonous. Now, Reva was about to make him just as unknowingly complicit in another. 
 
    But this was important. The more she thought about Luca’s betrayal, the more she realised she had no idea how far he would go to win the war. A lump formed in her throat at the thought of how much bloodshed was to come, but she forced herself to smile nonetheless. Barnabas could not know what was troubling her. He could not suspect that she was acting without Luca’s knowledge. 
 
    “Captain,” she began, “I know it must be strange for you to serve Menti.” 
 
    At first, he blustered slightly, blushing and stammering, but she maintained her kindly expression, and eventually he sighed. “It is strange—begging yer pardon, of course, my lady. The Menti were our enemies. I was always watching for signs that they’d infiltrated the palace. We thought they might hurt the royal children, y’see. Again, my lady—” 
 
    “I completely understand.” Reva leaned forward for a moment to lay her hand over his. She noticed that her warmth seemed to steady him. “Indeed, I did not always know I was a Menti. It was quite a shock to learn the truth, I assure you. Like you, I had always thought of the Menti as my enemies.” 
 
    “I had never thought about what it would be like to find out. They say it was the same with Prince Luca. He had no idea until it happened.” The man shrugged as though he was at a loss in trying to picture the event. 
 
    As always, thinking of Luca hurt, but Reva nodded. “It was. It is the same for many of us. I understand how strange this is for you, because it is no less strange for us.” 
 
    Barnabas’s face softened. “You were always kind, Lady Avalon, even when you’d just arrived and were an orphan. I’m glad to serve you.” 
 
    You may not be so glad when you learn the truth, Reva thought, but she squeezed his hand. She would be as gracious and self-assured as Serena had been. She must. The other Menti were depending on her. 
 
    “As you may know, King Davead established prison camps for the Menti,” Reva said. She had given a great deal of thought to how she should explain this, and she hoped she had made the correct choice. “While I was fleeing from Stefan’s soldiers, I was captured and brought to one. When Prince Luca took Reyalon and learned of the camps, he ordered the torture stopped, of course, but there was nowhere safe to bring the Menti who had been imprisoned.” 
 
    It was an easy lie to tell in some ways, because it was what she wished had happened, and Karine had told her last night that a lie with a bit of truth to it was always more convincing than one spun out of thin air. 
 
    Barnabas looked both sickened and angry. “They did that to you, my lady? They tortured you?” 
 
    Reva leaned away from Barnabas and folded her shaking hands in her lap. “Yes,” she said simply. “You must remember, the Menti were the enemies of Estala by King Davead’s decree. You and I both know that Stefan and his followers would have done even worse if he had held the throne for longer than he did.” 
 
    Barnabas’s face darkened, and he nodded. 
 
    “Stefan is gaining followers all the time,” she continued. “For this reason, the Menti must be taught to defend themselves. Although all of our citizens are suffering right now, and I do not wish to place any citizen above any other, the Menti have powers that will aid us as we defeat Stefan.” 
 
    At this, the guard captain’s face cleared, and he nodded in understanding. “I’d not thought of that,” he said again. “I should’ve. We all feared the Menti for their powers, after all. To think of them being our army….” He shook his head. “I’d never have thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    “Nor I,” Reva said with a little laugh. “And yet, here we are. Captain, we will be travelling to the Gardens of Anios—there are many—so that the Menti may come to Castle Dalur and be trained.” 
 
    She gestured to the orders she and Karine had written the night before, all neatly tied with ribbon and bearing shiny wax seals showing the royal crest. 
 
    “After we arrive at the first camp, Karine and I will accompany the first group to Castle Dalur and begin training while you and your men carry messages with all secrecy and haste to the other camps.” 
 
    “Should we not accompany you?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Until we get to the first camp.” Reva had no wish to be alone and undefended on these roads, and she told herself that every man here had signed on knowing that there might be danger in the task. 
 
    Barnabas nodded in understanding. “I’ll tell the men.” 
 
    And so the plan was set in place, the cogs began to turn, and the travelling began.  
 
    The journey was both interminable and terrifying. Confined to the carriage, day in and day out, Reva and Karine sat almost entirely in silence. They could not speak openly of their machinations for fear the guards would hear them, and after a day and a half, they had exhausted all of the old fairy tales they could think to tell each other. 
 
    The only relief was that there was no attack, either from the Ulezi or from Stefan’s followers, but even that provided no surety. Reva constantly feared that an attack was coming around the next bend in the road, or from the next stand of trees. Often, she and Karine gripped each other’s hands in wordless fear. 
 
    By the time they heard the shout that the Gardens of Anios had been sighted, they were exhausted by their travels. 
 
    “There is something you should know,” Karine said. Her voice was so soft that Reva could hardly make it out. “There is…a man at this camp.” 
 
    “A man?” Reva stared at her in incomprehension for a moment, then noticed the rising blush in Karine’s cheeks. She gave a little laugh and pressed a hand over her mouth. Karine did not seem amused in the slightest, but Reva was. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” Karine hastened to explain. “His name is Lieutenant Gerras. He delivered the orders from Prince Luca and oversaw them. He was…kind. He helped me find Lottie. I couldn’t leave until I knew she was at least alive, you see, and he was making sure we all had care and food.” She bit her lip. “I stole his face to get out,” she admitted finally. 
 
    Reva’s mouth dropped open. Now she understood why Karine was so nervous. Lieutenant Gerras would likely have guessed by now how Karine had escaped, and he might not be pleased that she had chosen his face as a disguise. 
 
    She examined Karine’s blush and studiously careful expression and felt a stab of amusement. Karine really did resemble a woman in the throes of a first love, whether she knew it or not, and Reva would be interested to meet this Lieutenant Gerras. 
 
    “I see,” was all she said. She kept her voice neutral. “We will have to keep him from recognising you.” She could not resist testing Karine a little, so she added, “After all, we will require protection on the road. He will have to accompany us, perhaps spending the days in close proximity.” 
 
    When Karine’s cheeks flamed, Reva knew she had been correct in her suspicions. She hid her smile. 
 
    “I will make an excuse for you to stay in the carriage,” she promised Karine. “When Barnabas and the men are gone, you can change your face and come out.” 
 
    Karine nodded eagerly, and Reva found herself curious about this man. She had never met anyone at the camps who felt kindness for the Menti. If Karine had tender feelings for Lieutenant Gerras, he must be unusual. 
 
    The gates were opened with alacrity after Barnabas called out that they were carrying orders from the king, but Karine gasped suddenly and reached out to clutch Reva’s hand. 
 
    “Reva, be careful. Lieutenant Gerras actually did have orders from Luca. Don’t give away anything that would show you’re lying.” 
 
    “I will be careful,” Reva promised. But she was nervous despite herself. When the door to the carriage opened, she took Barnabas’s hand to descend the steps and drew him aside. “Guard the carriage closely,” she told him. “Karine is upset. She was hurt very badly during her stay here, worse than I was. Though things are different now, she is still afraid. I hope you can understand.” 
 
    Barnabas nodded. Then his eyes focused over Reva’s head. “Is this the man in charge of the camp?” 
 
    Reva turned to see a man approaching. He had curly black hair and a quick, watchful gaze. In a flash, she had an idea of how best to cement her place as Luca’s rightful emissary. 
 
    “Lieutenant Gerras?” She kept her voice light and relaxed, and was pleased to see that he was taken aback. 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” he said, bowing low in deference to her fine clothes. “You have me at a disadvantage, my lady.” Evidently, he had decided that it was best to err on the side of too much deference instead of too little. 
 
    “I come bearing more orders from Prince Luca,” Reva lied, “as well as his thanks for your continued service. I am Lady Reva Avalon.” She frowned. “Where are the Sisters?” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras’s mouth tightened. “There were…incidents.” He clearly was not sure how to proceed. “Cruelties. My lady, I was sent here specifically to ensure that the prisoners—my apologies, the Menti—were treated kindly. The Sisters and I had differences of opinion on that score. I have greatly curtailed their duties.” 
 
    Reva found herself smiling. “Lieutenant, I believe you and I will get on very well together. I am glad that you were steadfast in carrying out your orders. If you will give me a moment, I will send my retinue onwards to deliver the orders to other camps, and then I will explain why I am here.” 
 
    It did not take long to send the other soldiers away, though Barnabas was still worried by the prospect of leaving Reva defenceless. 
 
    “Let me accompany you,” he told Reva. “Please, my lady. Me and a few of the others. We have enough to send messengers to the other camps.” 
 
    Reva wavered, but nodded. She would explain to Karine later—and find something to tell Barnabas. 
 
    She followed Lieutenant Gerras to a small room he used as a study. She guessed that it had once been a closet, and he grimaced as he gave her the only chair. 
 
    “I am afraid this is hardly a fitting place to receive you, my lady.” 
 
    “Please.” Reva shook her head. “We are in the midst of war and famine, Lieutenant. I do not intend to complain about the state of a chair.” 
 
    He laughed, and his posture relaxed slightly. “What are my orders from the king?” 
 
    “He bids us to accompany the Menti to Castle Dalur. You know of it? It is somewhat north of here, once in the possession of Francis Unna. Before his death at Stefan’s orders, of course.” 
 
    As she had guessed, Lieutenant Gerras was well aware of Francis. After all, Francis had been one of the most successful generals in Davead’s army. The lieutenant nodded now. 
 
    “There, the Menti will train for armed combat,” Reva explained. “Not all of them will wish to fight, of course, but it is important that as many as possible are trained for the battle to come. To speak frankly, Lieutenant, it is clear that Stefan’s forces will not disperse peacefully.” 
 
    The lieutenant’s lips tightened, and he nodded. 
 
    “We will set out in two days,” Reva told him bluntly. “I know it will be quite a task to pack the supplies so quickly, but our enemy grows stronger by the day, and he knows the location of these camps.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras nodded. “And the Sisters?” he asked. 
 
    A vengeful piece of her wanted to order the Sisters’ execution, but she knew her conscience would not allow for that. 
 
    “We will bring them to Castle Dalur,” she said. This was what she had written in her orders before she knew of the Sisters’ ongoing abuses. “There are dungeons there. They will not be kept cruelly, but once every group has arrived, they will all be brought to Reyalon to face Prince Luca’s justice.” 
 
    From his expression, she knew Lieutenant Gerras approved. 
 
    “There is much to do,” he said. “I will begin at once.” He paused, then went on, “I neglected to ask. May I see the orders?” 
 
    Danger thrilled along Reva’s nerves, but she kept her chin up and a smile on her face. “Of course. I should have shown them to you at once.” She held out the scroll. 
 
    He took it with a grateful smile, and Reva left, holding her head high and hoping she had not made a grave mistake. Lieutenant Gerras was clearly a man of honour. What would he do if he suspected that their orders were not legitimate? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Lord 
 
      
 
    The Lord stared down at the priests crouched before him, and his stomach churned with contempt. The old men had pressed their faces to the floor of the throne room, as pathetic as anything the Lord could remember having seen. They were nothing. They were defeated. They were powerless, here in the Gold Palace with most of the Xanti councillors watching them from the back of the room, as powerless as newborn babies. 
 
    Yet, they were not his. He could smell adoration in the air, and he could smell defiance equally well—and these men were defiant. Clearly, they were not making speeches or rallying Gold Port to open rebellion. Perhaps they even accepted that they were defeated and he had won. But they were not his. They had prostrated themselves before him because he held the throne here, not because they loved him, or believed him to be their true Prince of Gods. They had not come here because they worshipped him. He could conquer them, and he could force them to say prayers of adoration, but the prayers would never be true. 
 
    His lip curled at the thought. They did not have the first idea how much they were costing him. He craved their veneration, but his need went beyond mere desire. His strength depended on the belief of his followers. If he had ten thousand behind him, and not one truly worshipped him…. 
 
    He might as well be mortal. 
 
    He wanted to snarl, but he kept his fury in check. He must win them to his side. The people in the marketplace could be convinced more easily if he had the priests on his side. 
 
    He swallowed his hatred and stood, then strolled down the steps of the dais to walk among them. His guards had snapped to attention and were scanning the ranks of old men as if one of them might actually think to kill the Lord. 
 
    The Lord smiled. They could try, perhaps, but they would never succeed. He had no fear of an old man with a knife. 
 
    “Why are you here?” he asked finally. 
 
    There was silence. No one wanted to answer him. They had been rounded up and brought to him, and none of them wanted to say out loud why that was. 
 
    “To beg for mercy, Your Majesty,” one of them said at last. 
 
    The Lord stopped and turned his head in the direction of the voice. “Sit up. You will call me ‘Lord,’ for that is what I am. I am no mortal king. Do you understand that?” 
 
    The priest swallowed. “You believe you are Anios,” he said quietly. It was half a question. He did not seem entirely aware of what he was saying. He frowned at the Lord as one might frown at a madman. 
 
    The Lord’s fingers barely had to twitch before the priest was impaled on a spear. Doubtless the man would have steeled himself had he known what was coming, but he was surprised. He gave a choking cry, startled into pain, and died while his fellow priests kept their faces pressed to the ground, shaking in fear. He died alone. 
 
    The Lord watched the blood pool on the marble tiles and felt his hunger stir. He ignored it. 
 
    “I am the Prince of Truth,” he told the priests. “I am Anios reborn, gracing this pathetic world with a god’s presence and honour you hardly deserve. I have given you the prospect of salvation. If you scorn me, it will not only be you who suffers. It will be the souls to whom you could have shown the truth.” 
 
    He did not have their adoration, but he felt their sudden interest. 
 
    “You came to plead for mercy, you said.” He let the words hang in the air. 
 
    No one wanted to answer, but eventually one of them found the courage. He sat up. “Yes…Lord.” 
 
    He shaped his mouth around the title as though it were the affectation of a madman, but the Lord decided to let it pass for now. He gestured for the priest to continue. 
 
    “You have killed many in the marketplace,” the priest said. He did not seem to know how to begin this negotiation. “We beg you for mercy, kind Lord. These people are your citizens now. Surely their work will profit you. If more are killed, then…then there will be fewer workers and merchants to help Xantos prosper.” 
 
    The Lord stared as the man’s face turned grey with dread. The priest dropped his gaze to the ground as the Lord’s lips twitched in amusement. The priest could not see this, of course, because the Lord was wearing his mask, as always. 
 
    “Do you think I care for profit?” he asked. “What is gold to a god?” 
 
    There was another, longer silence. The trembling priest turned left and right with his arms open, apparently begging for anyone else to help him, and to the Lord’s disquiet, some of the guards even seemed worried by this pronouncement. 
 
    He now remembered the speech he had given them back in Estala. He had promised them fame and fortune. He tried to recover, feeling suddenly lost and without a compass to steer him, and found himself reaching for the shadow of Stefan inside himself. 
 
    “It is my followers who profit,” the Lord said. “Not I. Why does a god return? To lead humanity to the truth.” He leaned toward the guards, his fists clenched to show his might. “Those who follow me will be showered with riches beyond their wildest dreams. But I am a god, and riches are none of my concern. So, tell me: why should I spare those who rebel against me and weaken Xantos? Why should I not, instead, give their holdings to those who have seen the truth?” He gestured to the guards and saw a few heads nod, others murmuring in excitement. 
 
    He felt the rush of their satisfaction. They were once more on his side, absolutely devoted to him, driven by their greed. He could feel the stir of avarice in some of the priests as well, along with some even less savoury desires. 
 
    But others were stubbornly unmoved. 
 
    “Why did you execute those in the marketplace?” the priest pressed him. “How did they rebel against you, Lord? How did they weaken Xantos?” 
 
    “Their silks and their golds were used to rot Estala and enrich the enemies of the Order of Insight,” the Lord replied. “While people starved and died of sickness, these people relished in their luxury, and in Estala, the devout tried to take the punishment for all humanity.” He swept a hand out at the guards. “Have you seen the welts they gave themselves? Have you heard their cries to heaven? I did. I came to them. And then I came here and saw the citizens with full purses and bolts of silks, growing fat on their luxury while the devout suffered. Those who have died were a warning to the others—and you can tell them that.” He swept his gaze around the room. “All of you can tell them that. That is why you were brought here.” 
 
    “Should we tell them to scourge themselves?” the priest demanded. He was sneering at the Lord. “Should we tell them that the prince, defeated by his younger brother—a mere boy—desires them to cast off their silks and abandon the lives they have earned?” 
 
    Their hatred was growing, and the Lord felt it sickening him like the very plague. A growl formed at the back of his throat, and it was at that moment that he decided to end this nonsense. 
 
    “Kill them,” he ordered. “Kill the priests.” 
 
    “Lord—” one of them began, but when the Lord whipped his head around to face him, the man fell to his knees, trembling with fear. 
 
    It did not take long. The priests were not armed, nor were they fighters. In the end, there was a wash of blood on the marble floor, and one of the councillors was vomiting in a corner.  
 
    The Lord’s lip curled. What weak stomachs these Xanti had. 
 
    “My Lord.” It was Tinian’s voice, surprisingly steady. 
 
    The Lord turned in surprise, brows raised. “Yes?” 
 
    “I wonder if I might have a moment of your time.” Tinian bowed his head respectfully. “In private.” 
 
    Are you going to try to kill me? The Lord studied Tinian for a moment. No, he decided at length. He could sense in the man much in the way of repressed anger, but very little of the resolve he would expect, or any thoughts of simmering violence. 
 
    “Of course, Lord Tinian.” He gestured to the garden and walked that way, heedless of his bloody footprints on the ground. Once in the garden, he turned to Tinian. “What is it you wish to say?” 
 
    “Lord, I do not wish to question you in front of the others.” Tinian kept his gaze forward. He was consumed with fear now, the Lord sensed. “The priests might have been of some use, however.” 
 
    The Lord grimaced behind his mask. Tinian was right, damn him. Killing the priests had been an act of anger—or, if he allowed himself to admit it, of weakness. He had brought them here to turn them to his side, and he had failed. 
 
    He did not speak, however, so Tinian continued. “As you say, the people in the marketplace are….” He swallowed. “Wicked. But I sense you hope for their salvation.” 
 
    “I do, yes.” The Lord kept his voice from warming. 
 
    “You are kind,” Tinian said. The words wavered, and the Lord felt pure hatred from him now. It was costing him to say these words, but he was saying them regardless. “You would wish for as many as possible to know the truth so that they might worship appropriately.” 
 
    The Lord smiled. Tinian’s hatred was amusing. He seemed as if he could not believe the very words that were coming out of his mouth. 
 
    “I do wish that,” he told Tinian. Tinian must learn to speak these words until his hatred had melted away and only adoration remained. Here, alone, with only Tinian’s dislike to endure, the Lord could bear it—he could play the long game. “You think I should have let the priests live.” 
 
    “So they could speak the truth to the people,” Tinian said carefully. “Lord, the priests are always hoping for the salvation of the people. Surely, some of them could have been persuaded. The junior priests….” 
 
    “Should be summoned,” the Lord said. 
 
    Tinian licked his lips. He did not seem sure what to say to that. “Yes,” he said at last, but cautiously. “Perhaps you could determine what their message should be, and I could tell them. So that you are not troubled by it, of course.” 
 
    “So that I do not kill them all,” the Lord replied, amused. “Oh, do not be so grave, Tinian. You have made your point, and I am reasonable. I will not kill another score of priests when they might help us.” 
 
    “Oh.” Tinian swallowed. He managed a trembling smile in deference to the joke. Then, emboldened, he lifted his chin. “In my experience, citizens do best with clear expectations: how to pray, how to dress. If we were to distribute edicts—” 
 
    “That is enough, Tinian.” The Lord did not need this man thinking he was essential. “You may go.” 
 
    For a moment, Tinian hesitated as though he was ready to disagree, but instead he nodded and left with a bow. The Lord could feel his relief and his hatred mixing in equal measure as he hurried down the path to return to the palace. 
 
    The Lord continued onward. He had another reason for coming to the garden. 
 
    He found his reason at the end of the walk: Alberto, dabbling his fingers in one of the pools and watching the fish with Lord Riziq’s daughter Oriana. The two were being watched over by Mikkel, who had spent the past several days trying to find out if Alberto was being used by the other lords to provide information on Stefan. 
 
    When he saw the Lord, Alberto scrambled to his feet and bowed low, nudging Oriana to be respectful as well. She curtsied, although warily. 
 
    “Keep playing,” the Lord said mildly. “I did not mean to interrupt.” He had meant only to ascertain that his hostages were still here, and to remind them that he could arrive at any time. He wondered idly if they had heard the screams from the council chambers. To Mikkel, he said, “Walk with me.” 
 
    They strolled nearby, circling a small fountain as the children began to play once more. Alberto shot them a cautious glance over his shoulder, and the Lord resolved to visit more frequently in order to nurture that fear. He smelled more than simple fear from the boy. He was not yet skilled at reading human facial expressions, but he was sure that Alberto had a curiously guilty expression on his face, as though he had been plotting something. Such ideas must be put to rest. 
 
    “We need to find a way to convert the people,” he said abruptly. 
 
    For two interminable weeks, he had waited increasingly impatiently for the people to convert of their own accord. They had not, however. Despite his initial examples, there was no adoration and there was no worship. They accepted his presence without rebellion, but they gave him nothing, and they did nothing to aid his armies. 
 
    He must have their strength if he intended to attack Luca and win. He would not be secure until the boy was dead. 
 
    Filthy fire mage. The Lord’s lip curled at the thoughts of his brother. It was time for Luca to die. A deep resonance told him he had hit upon a thought that Stefan held dear as well. 
 
    He pushed the squalling mess of a human soul back into its cage and slammed the door. He did not need Stefan right now. Mikkel understood what the Lord was, and he revelled in it. 
 
    “They are still resistant, Lord?” Mikkel asked. As always, his eyes were burning with the fervour of a true believer. Even his skin had a reddish tinge to it, as though he were running a fever. “Perhaps more executions, then. If they have been given a chance to see the truth and they have rejected it—” 
 
    “No.” The Lord’s voice came out more harsh than he had intended, almost desperate. “No, they must be made to see.” 
 
    Mikkel took a moment to digest this. “You are merciful, my Lord. Perhaps….” He let his voice trail off. 
 
    “Perhaps?” The Lord’s tone was dangerous. 
 
    “Perhaps you are too merciful,” Mikkel replied. “As a father would be with a favourite child.” 
 
    “I assure you, Xantos is no favourite child. It is a pit. It is so rotted that a spark could burn it all in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Then why try to save it?” Mikkel responded. 
 
    You do not understand at all, do you? The Lord sneered beneath the mask. Mikkel did not realise the Lord’s weakness; he did not see that adoration strengthened him. Dead supplicants aided nothing. The people of Xantos—people he abhorred, people he counted as less valuable than worms—must love him. It was a hateful necessity. 
 
    It made him furious. 
 
    “Why try to save humanity at all?” the Lord snapped, and swung his head toward Mikkel. “All of you are venal, prideful, hateful. Why should I have returned, and why should I leave a single one of you alive when I leave?” 
 
    Mikkel stopped, his face draining of blood. 
 
    The Lord clenched his hands in their leather gloves. Now, while Mikkel was off-balance, he could still be reeled back in. In a city that hated him, the Lord desperately needed Mikkel’s worship. 
 
    He hated that, too. He felt far too much like Tinian as he reached out to clasp Mikkel’s shoulder. 
 
    “Love, Mikkel,” he said. “The love of a parent. A child may have many flaws, yes? May be almost irredeemable, yes? But the parent loves his child. He wishes to see that child grow strong and wise. Even though Xantos is hateful in itself, its citizens are my children. Think how great the world would be if, instead of ashes, Xantos was filled with citizens who lived righteously.” 
 
    Mikkel had recovered from his shock. He bowed, and his face was once again clear. “I am sorry I forced you to speak so harshly with me, Lord.” 
 
    “All is forgiven,” the Lord assured him. “Now, let us find the hook that will lead the people to their own salvation.” 
 
    As things stood, he was hardly human, but with the strength of a nation behind him…. 
 
    The Lord held back a laugh. Why, with so much adoration to bolster him, he could match Luca’s Menti alone and still triumph. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ato 
 
      
 
    He listened to the dragons tell their tale as they sat within their rocky camp. As a kindness, the two other dragons had carried clothing for him to wear, and he made certain to turn away as the girl changed—Carlia, she said her name was, and she was as pale as anyone he had ever seen. He had heard tales of the people in Estala, of course, but he had never quite believed them. How could someone be so pale and not burn in the sun? 
 
    He knew very little about the matters they spoke of so confidently. Often, they grew frustrated, though they tried to hide it. He had heard something about an army travelling to Mount Zean, and he knew that King Davead had died. But those were Estalan issues, and he had paid little attention to them. 
 
    Now, these other dragons were telling him that it mattered a great deal—that another dragon was trying to rule the world, and that they must band together to kill him, because this rogue dragon had allied himself with monsters called the Ulezi. 
 
    After Carlia and Sam had finished talking, they sat in silence for some time. Ato felt their eyes on him as they waited patiently for him to speak. But he was not ready to speak. Instead, he stood and climbed up onto one of the rocks to get a better view of the landscape stretching out before them. He had not come very far from his home. Part of him still wanted to return. He knew, with a strange sort of surety, that he was within a day’s flight of his twin, Aina. Each of them had always shared that knowledge about the other. In his mind’s eye, he had seen her once or twice at home, watching the road. 
 
    It was Sam who broke the silence. “What are you thinking about? You look homesick.” He spoke in the dragons’ tongue, even in his human form. 
 
    Ato regarded him with surprise at hearing that strange language spoken by a human mouth. “I am homesick. How did you know?” 
 
    “You are staring at the landscape the same way I do,” the boy said. His dark hair fell loose into his eyes, and he brushed it back absentmindedly. Ato got the sense that he had never learned to take much care with his appearance. It was not fair to call him a boy, perhaps. He was grown. But he was younger than Ato, and Ato barely considered himself a man. He had not married yet, or fathered children…. 
 
    And likely, he would never do so. Leli would find another man—or he hoped she would. He hoped she would not spend years waiting for him, even though the thought of her making a home with someone else filled him with pain. 
 
    “Who did you leave behind?” Ato asked Sam. Anything to distract his thoughts from Leli. 
 
    “At home? No one.” There was something very final in the boy’s voice. “But at the palace, there was—a girl.” He hesitated before saying the last two words. 
 
    Ato gave him a smile and a wink, and then remembered how he felt about Leli. 
 
    “She is the other dragon,” Sam said. 
 
    “The one who stayed behind with the king?” Ato was surprised, and then he caught a shadow crossing over the boy’s face and realised what the story must be. “I’m sorry. It can’t be easy. A king is not like other men.” 
 
    “She was betrothed to him once,” Sam said. “I expect she will be again.” 
 
    “This is useless,” said a voice from behind them. 
 
    Both Sam and Ato turned to see Carlia frowning at them. She had crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Give him a few moments, at least, to take it all in,” Sam told his sister. 
 
    “Fine words from the boy who kidnapped Reva,” she shot back. 
 
    He recoiled in hurt, and Ato examined their stern faces with caution. The last thing he wanted to do was get involved in some family drama between people he hardly knew. 
 
    Carlia seemed unsure of herself for a moment, but she forged ahead. “It is all well and good to be homesick, but we are all homesick, and if we do not fight now, we will never have a home again. Stefan will build a world where every citizen will call the priests of Anios to kill their Menti neighbours, and we will be slaughtered by the Ulezi. We do not have time to talk about lost sweethearts.” 
 
    Ato wanted to argue, instinctively, but Sam nodded silently. 
 
    “You agree with her?” Ato asked. 
 
    “She is right,” Sam said with a helpless lift of his shoulders. “I wish it were not so, but it is. The situation is grave. We must find a way to defeat Stefan.” 
 
    Carlia led the way back to the camp, and the men followed her. She waited until they had seated themselves, and then she said, “We cannot go to fight Stefan alone.” 
 
    “Why not?” Sam demanded. “He would be one dragon against three.” 
 
    “Ato has never fought before as a dragon,” she observed. “Neither have we, not truly.” 
 
    “Neither has Stefan, I would bet.” Sam narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “But he is a warrior,” she argued. “A trained warrior with an army that will follow his commands. He has many followers who know how to capture Menti, and who can say if he has the Ulezi. It is too dangerous.” 
 
    “Then, what can we do?” Sam persisted. “We cannot hide ourselves away and wait for it all to pass. We must fight.” 
 
    “Brother.” She shook her head at him. “You know the answer as well as I do.” 
 
    Sam stiffened. “No. I will not go back. I cannot watch—” 
 
    “If it were anything less than the fate of Estala, I would not ask you to!” Her eyes flashed with anger, and Ato was taken aback by her fierceness. “But this will harm every citizen in both Estala and Xantos. The Menti will be killed. The common folk will suffer as Stefan deprives them of food and medicine and builds shrines to honour him. He is a madman, Sam. He cannot sit on the throne.” 
 
    “They can defeat him without us,” Sam muttered, but he appeared defeated himself. 
 
    “We have to go back,” Carlia said, “and tell them that we have found Ato. With four dragons to Stefan’s one, and a full army at our back—not to mention Luca’s Menti—we will have a chance to defeat Stefan and free Estala. Then we can go.” 
 
    Sam allowed his head to fall into his hands. 
 
    Ato understood his despair. He could see that what they were telling him was true. It weighed on them, and they spoke to him with genuine anguish. But he, too, had things that weighed heavily on him—and as ridiculous as it was to worry about one’s family in the midst of a war, he could not leave until he had said his goodbyes. 
 
    “I need to see my sister,” he told them. 
 
    They both turned to him wordlessly. 
 
    “Tomorrow. I will not tell her what I truly am, just that I am Menti. I will say I have different powers. She can come up with lies to tell my family…and my betrothed.” 
 
    “Oh, Ato,” Carlia said. “You can still go back to your family when this is over.” 
 
    “What if I do not? Perhaps it’s better for them to think I am dead. Aina….” He considered the question. Aina would be furious. She would not want him to go. “Aina will lie for me,” he finished. “She will keep my secret if I make her promise to do so.” She would try to talk him out of it, but he would not allow that. 
 
    The other two appeared doubtful, but they nodded. 
 
    “As long as no word can get back to Stefan,” Sam said, and his sister nodded again.  
 
    Ato was pleased to see them in agreement once more. He had never fought with Aina the way some other siblings he knew fought, and it always worried him to see a family torn apart. He wondered what had happened to their parents, but he remembered Sam’s face when he spoke of having nothing left at home. 
 
    They flew overnight, arriving in the early morning so Ato could make his way into the scrub brush where the goats liked to graze. 
 
    His sister always came to greet the goats in the morning and make sure all of them were accounted for, and this morning was no different. He stood waiting as she came up the path, noting her drawn countenance and her slow steps. She noticed that the goats were uneasy, however. Ato was half-sure that they sensed his awakened powers. 
 
    He wanted to let her see him, but he waited until she was very close, as he was afraid she would yell his name and alert his family. He stepped out of the brush to put a finger over her lips, and her eyes widened in joy and confusion. 
 
    Both faded to anger quickly enough. “Where have you been?” she demanded. “I’ve seen you in the strangest places. What is happening, Ato? On the day you left, I thought I would die of fever. I thought I saw you stumbling like a plague victim.” 
 
    “I thought I had the plague,” he said. “I left rather than infect any of you.” 
 
    “Ato, you fool.” She thumped his chest. “I would’ve found you a doctor!” 
 
    “And tended me yourself? And caught the sickness?” he said patiently. “But I wasn’t sick, Aina. Please, listen. I don’t have much time. I need you to tell Mama and Papa something.” 
 
    She froze. Then realisation came to her, and her shoulders drooped. “You’re not coming back,” she said. “But why?” 
 
    Tell her you are a fire mage, Sam had said as they flew. Fire mages are the most common. No one will question it if they hear the story, or take much notice. 
 
    “Aina.” Ato licked his lips. Even though he was not telling her a true story, it was still a story that could hurt him. He was nervous to think what she might do. Would she throw stones at him and curse his name? Call the priests? They had both been raised on their grandmother’s stories, and in his heart, he knew Aina would never do such things, but still, he feared. 
 
    Menti were hated. 
 
    She stomped her foot. “Ato, tell me.” 
 
    “I have Menti powers,” Ato said, and her jaw dropped open. “I thought I was sick, and then I found my powers. And the sickness went away. I can wield fire.” 
 
    Her eyes were as round as saucers. “You’re a Menti? Show me!” She was grinning like a child now, almost clapping her hands. “Ato, show me!” 
 
    He felt a stab of panic. He should have known that she would ask this. “I can’t show you,” he said. When she frowned, he searched for a reason to give her. “I can’t control it well yet, and I might burn the bushes. Or you. Or a goat.” 
 
    “That one,” Aina said, pointing to a grey and white goat at the corner of the herd. Her eyes were dancing. “She’s a mean-tempered git. Always biting my ankle.” 
 
    Ato laughed and caught her up in a hug. He had missed her. When he was gone from her, it was as if part of his heart was gone. 
 
    For a moment, she hugged him back just as fiercely, and then she pulled away from him. “What about me?” she asked. “Do I not have powers?” 
 
    Ato felt a pang. For years they had gone everywhere together, had done everything as much the same as they could. He had been nervous about marrying Leli and moving to a different house, and now he was going to travel all the way to Estala to fight with powers his sister did not possess. 
 
    “I think the magic runs in our line,” he told her honestly. “Maybe you have it. Just a spark, Aina. Maybe your children will have it.” Then he realised what he must say. “And that is why you must lie for me. It is for the whole family. No one can know what I am.” 
 
    “Ato.” She shook her head. “Do you really think Leli will care? She loves you. Whatever you do with fire, you’d be a good husband to her, eh? Out here, things have never been so bad for Menti.” 
 
    “I….” He wanted to stay. He wanted it so badly. “I wish I could explain, but I can’t. There’s a reason I have to go. There’s a reason it has to be secret.” 
 
    She was crestfallen. “And you can’t tell even me. Even your own twin.” 
 
    He lowered his eyes, unable to find the words to explain what he must do. 
 
    She didn’t even know the whole of what he was hiding, and she was furious. “When have I ever betrayed you?” 
 
    “Never! But this is to shield you.” 
 
    “The only way the truth could come out is if I told someone,” she challenged him. “And I never will. If you mean to leave me forever, if you mean for me to tell Leli some lie, then I want to know why.” 
 
    Ato swallowed hard. He had promised Sam that he would not do this, but Aina was his family. She had to know how to protect herself. She was right: she did deserve to know why he was going. 
 
    He stepped back from her and shed his clothes, and she frowned, crossing her arms and staring above his head with an impatient expression. 
 
    Then he transformed, and her jaw dropped. She stared as he shifted into a dragon with silver scales. She walked up to him, trembling, and reached up to lay her hand on his snout. 
 
    Can you understand me? Ato asked her. He knew the answer would be silence. She was not what he was. 
 
    Yes. She told him. Oh, Ato. You are beautiful. 
 
    You can understand me? He changed back at once. “Are you—do you think—” 
 
    “No.” She smiled sadly as a tear dripped down her cheek. “No, I saw you transform, and it was like I had always known it. Like even Mother had always known it. She named you Ato. She knew. And you are right that it runs in my veins. But I am not a dragon. I am not like you.” 
 
    “I have to go.” Ato put his clothes on once more. “There is another dragon, the man who has the throne in Estala. He is a dragon himself, but he has aligned with those who will harm all Menti. Only a dragon can face a dragon.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Because he met us,” a new voice said. Sam came out from behind the rocks with Carlia and bowed to Aina. “Forgive me. We did not mean to eavesdrop.” 
 
    “Yes, we did,” Carlia said to him, then turned to Aina. “We feared for Ato. We were here to protect him. We are shifters like your brother. Stefan, the dark force Ato spoke of—he hunts Menti. When Mount Zean erupted, we knew there was another dragon, and we came to find him before Stefan could. We will protect your brother.” 
 
    Aina brushed her tears away angrily. Ato knew that his sister had always hated crying in front of others, and he hated himself for what he was putting her through. 
 
    “What do I tell them?” 
 
    “Tell them…tell them that I died,” Ato said, filled with grief. “Aina, I don’t know if I will ever come back. Tell them that I died. Tell Leli—” 
 
    “I’ll tell her.” Of course Aina knew what he wanted to say. “But not that you died. I won’t tell her that. I’ll tell her that you had to go, that you were very sick, and that there’s a chance you’ll be back someday. I won’t let you walk away and think you have nothing to stay alive for.” She gave him one last fierce hug and directed her gaze to Sam and Carlia. “Make sure he comes back,” she said. 
 
    Then she ran down the hill, tears on her cheeks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Two days after arriving at the Gardens, they were ready to move on to Castle Dalur. Lieutenant Gerras’s men, clearly loyal to their commanding officer, made sure that all the Menti who would be walking had adequate footwraps and shawls. There had been no time or resources to get boots for everyone, but the journey would be undertaken at a reasonable pace over easy terrain. Reva knew that getting the Menti to Castle Dalur and making sure they were trained soon was more important than waiting for boots. And of course there was the issue of where those boots would come from. The longer they waited at the Gardens, the riskier their situation would become. Their requesting supplies could get back to Luca, and then her plan would be discovered. 
 
    The sick, injured, and weak were helped onto padded wagons. Among them was Lottie, whose wound was healing well now that she had proper care. She smiled at Reva and gave her a wink as one of the more handsome soldiers lifted her into the wagon. It was a relief to see her joking around, and it lifted Reva’s spirits. There was so much to worry about that she had not had many chances to laugh lately.  
 
    Karine, afraid of being recognised, had not only changed her face but had also become quite taciturn. She avoided Lieutenant Gerras assiduously, and as Reva was obliged to spend much of her time with the soldier, she saw little of her friend. 
 
    Reva wrapped her shawl around her shoulders and began one last check along the line. Some of the supply carts had already left, and the carts carrying the injured were beginning to leave as well. Behind them walked many of the Menti, finally without their shackles. The sight of them no longer in chains made Reva’s throat feel thick with emotion. Soon, she would live in a free world. Soon, Stefan would be annihilated, and Estala could evolve into the progressive place it was supposed to be. 
 
    Reva and Lieutenant Gerras had argued about the chains. Though he was not inclined to be cruel to the Menti, he feared that he and his soldiers would be attacked if the Menti were unchained—or that the sisters would be killed by a mob, turning their convoy into chaos. 
 
    “I will speak to them,” Reva had said, her words unequivocal.  
 
    She raised her chin and remembered her days of feeling the manacles bite into her skin. Her life had been full of pain. She remembered having learned to smile while Francis punished her for not having given him a son. She remembered her escape, and her training with Sam. She had survived, and she would now protect all those in her care.  
 
    She shook her head at Lieutenant Gerras. “I will not keep the Menti helpless. We will not treat them like prisoners. They need to be shown that they are equal to us.” She leaned closer to him and whispered, “They need to be shown that we will treat them with kindness and respect. They have done nothing to deserve their imprisonment, Lieutenant.” 
 
    He had been reluctant, but Rohesa and Karine had helped to spread Reva’s message among the Menti, murmuring to them of how Reva had freed another of the Gardens and how she intended to do the same here. All the Menti needed to do was bide their time and pretend they were acting in accordance with the King’s laws. The reception to this was positive, and the Menti agreed to follow Reva’s lead. 
 
    She nodded to them as she walked by, offering her shawl to a slip of a girl shivering in her torn dress. She might have been as old as fifteen, but her body was the size of a child’s. She clasped Reva’s hand gratefully. Such a girl could be her own one day, Reva reflected. Brown-eyed and dark-haired. Perhaps if she had married Luca after all, they would have children with his lighter skin and her dark eyes and dark hair. Beautiful children, wayward but kind.  
 
    She turned away from the girl with tears in her eyes. Why had Luca ruined everything? Why had he betrayed her and turned his back on the people who loved him? 
 
    She sniffed away her tears and glanced back at the end of the line where the sisters were chained and guarded. They were glowering, furious and resentful of their shackles, and a shiver of remorse ran through her. But their chains were nothing in comparison to the hardships they had put the Menti through. Reva stood still as the Sisters’ eyes burned with hatred. Let them hate her. She did not care. She would not fear these women. The world was changing, and they were nothing more than trained attack dogs. She resolved to make sure that they did not learn about the defences and layout of Castle Dalur before she headed back to the front of the line. 
 
    “Good news,” Lieutenant Gerras told her. He was smiling, which was a nice substitute for his usual stern disposition. Reva had decided to walk, and he was doing the same; a young aide was riding the Lieutenant’s horse up near the wagons that carried the injured. 
 
    “Oh?” Reva returned the smile. Over the past few days, she had come to see what Karine liked about the lieutenant. He was kind but just, decisive and yet open to suggestion, and he was handsome in a way he seemed wholly unaware of. 
 
    She simply could not get Karine to speak to the man, but she resolved that she would figure out how to do so. 
 
    “Yes,” Gerras told her. “I sent word to the other garrisons by carrier pigeon. Not only have several sent provisions to Castle Dalur, they report that the roads are clear. No activity has been seen from Stefan’s supposed army.” 
 
    Reva frowned. 
 
    “I do not like the silence, either,” Gerras said. “But the fact is, we are a company of soldiers travelling with people who are not in chains. There would be no good reason for Stefan’s army to lose the element of surprise by attacking us when they could mass their forces secretly to attack Reyalon instead.” 
 
    “So, your good news is that Stefan’s army is massing to attack Nesra’s Keep? Not everyone would consider that good news.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras laughed, and Reva saw Karine’s eyes flick in their direction. It was Gerras’s laugh that had attracted her attention, and Reva instinctively knew that Karine longed to be in Reva’s shoes. When Karine noticed that Reva was watching her, she turned her face away hastily, a bright pink flush spreading up her neck.  
 
    Reva shook her head a little. When would Karine stop playing this game? She had been passing herself off as a plain, mousy girl called Hannah, and every time Gerras came near her, “Hannah” scuttled off like a startled rodent. If the two of them would just talk…. 
 
    “You are quite right, my lady. Please do forgive my insensitivity. King Luca—my apologies, Prince Luca—has his own troops,” Gerras said. “He is well-fortified in Nesra’s Keep, and Stefan’s rabble has no true chance of taking Reyalon. I say, let them waste their strength battering themselves against the walls.” 
 
    Reva tried to smile. The truth was, with Stefan taking the form of a dragon, she could not be certain how well the city could hold out. If Stefan could hate Menti but still put himself forward as Anios reborn, how long would it be until he dropped all pretence of principles and brought other Menti to his cause? 
 
    Menti who hated other Menti and wanted all of them eradicated.  
 
    Reva shuddered. There was nothing as powerfully dark as the hatred of one’s own kind. Her own parents had been killed by Menti. Anyone deluded enough to hate their own powers and yet still use them was someone who was truly dangerous. 
 
    Gerras moved farther up the line to speak with his men, and the convoy continued on. Reva fell into a slow march that she kept up for the rest of the day, and at night she slept on a thin bed roll listening to the sound of the soldiers’ songs.  
 
    The next day came and brought more of the same. And then the next day. Her thighs ached from walking. 
 
    The journey to Castle Dalur was achingly slow. Reva could not stop worrying about their safety despite the lieutenant’s assurances, but their people were tired, and they needed patience. They needed time. The Menti at the Gardens of Anios had been starved and beaten for months, and Lieutenant Gerras had had only a few weeks to try to undo the damage. Though they walked as quickly as they were able to, the journey took close to two weeks. 
 
    Karine continued to make herself as scarce as she could. She carried messages between Reva and the other Menti, scurrying past Lieutenant Gerras as she went. But one night around the fire, Reva watched as Karine and Gerras got into a spirited debate about Menti rights and how best to begin the training at Castle Dalur. It ended only when Karine suddenly seemed to remember to whom she was talking, leapt to her feet, and fled into the darkness. Gerras could only watch, his jaw hanging open and his brow furrowed. Reva sighed and left Karine to deal with her thoughts. Gerras was always as polite to her as he was to everyone else, but Karine was almost rude in her efforts to avoid him. 
 
    Finally, they arrived at Castle Dalur at midday to find it almost ready for inhabitants. The soldiers from the other garrisons had done a cursory cleaning of the living quarters and had the kitchens up and running as well as manning the walls and beginning to fix anything that had fallen into disrepair. 
 
    After seeing that the Sisters, blindfolded, were being led to the dungeons, Reva steeled herself for the inevitable and went to speak with Lieutenant Gerras. He was in the courtyard of the guards’ quarters, conversing with a young captain, both of them frowning. 
 
    “Ah, Lady Avalon.” Lieutenant Gerras appeared somewhat relieved. “May I present Captain Weston? Captain, this is the lady Reva Avalon.” 
 
    “Captain.” Reva smiled and curtsied, knowing that charm was her best weapon here. “I thank you for helping to make Castle Dalur ready. You may not know this, but I am General Unna’s widow. When Prince Luca announced that he would need a training ground, I volunteered Castle Dalur.” 
 
    Captain Weston was intrigued, but he seemed unconvinced. “Lady Avalon, forgive my scepticism, but do you mean to tell me that the king has ordered us to give shelter and supplies to Menti?” 
 
    “You need not apologise,” Reva said with a smile. She hoped there was no edge to her voice. “After the wars and King Davead’s many edicts, this is quite a change. I told Lieutenant Gerras that it was quite a shock to learn of my own Menti powers. It was even more of a shock to learn of my husband’s. As you may or may not have heard, he sacrificed himself to destroy part of Stefan’s army, causing a landslide to occur.” 
 
    “General Unna was a Menti?” Captain Weston seemed nearly apoplectic. 
 
    “Captain, however much of a shock to the system this is to you, imagine how unpleasant it must be for those of us who have found out that we are Menti.” Reva kept her smile firmly fixed in place. “To grow up believing that the Menti are evil, that they are our enemies, and then to find that we have the very powers we have been taught to fear? The truth is, Menti are no different from you and me in temperament. They are simply endowed with powers that will make them allies to the king. As such, he has decreed that they are to be trained. Can he count on your support?” 
 
    Captain Weston swallowed. His throat worked soundlessly for a moment, then, finally, he nodded. “Yes.” His tone was clipped. “I have seen the orders. It all simply seems unbelievable.” 
 
    “There is very little about the past several months that does seem believable,” Reva replied. “However, if it will make you a bit less nervous, my instructions are to release any soldiers here to return to other duties. The Menti will take responsibility for their own defence and for the running of the castle.” 
 
    Weston’s shoulders relaxed in relief, and he let out a short exhale. “I will tell my men at once. Lieutenant. My lady.” He bowed and strode away. 
 
    “Reva!” Karine, still in her Hannah guise, called from somewhere nearby. She came into the courtyard at a run, flushed and laughing. “Lottie says—” She stopped dead when she saw Lieutenant Gerras. “I’ll come back later.” 
 
    “I would prefer that you stay a moment,” Lieutenant Gerras said. For the first time in their brief acquaintance, he was using his tone of command on someone who wasn’t one of his soldiers. His gaze passed between Reva and Karine. “I wish to speak to the two of you.” 
 
    Reva felt as if ice water had been dumped down her back, but she reminded herself of her powers. She could defend the two of them if she needed to do so.  
 
    She nodded and gestured for Karine to come and stand with her. 
 
    “I wanted to speak to you of a young woman I met when I first came to the Gardens,” Lieutenant Gerras said. “Her name was Karine. I met her when I first rode through the gates, in fact. She was defending a child who was being whipped for some paltry offense, and she was courageous enough to ask me—someone she had no true cause to trust—to help her find an injured friend.” 
 
    Reva inclined her head with what she hoped was an appropriately intrigued expression. At her side, Karine was fairly vibrating with tension. 
 
    “A few nights later,” Lieutenant Gerras went on, “she disappeared. She used my countenance to do so. I questioned the women who had apparently been brought with her, but both of them claimed to know nothing about why she would have left. It was such a strange action that I spent rather a lot of time thinking about it. I admit, I was somewhat annoyed that my face had been used for her escape, but although I had only known her briefly, I could not help but think that she must have some purpose in leaving—a purpose beyond her own freedom, of course. When you came to tell us that the Menti were free, Lady Avalon, I wished I could tell her that her friends were no longer being held prisoner.”  
 
    His eyes strayed to Karine’s disguise. “And then I began to wonder if perhaps the young woman who had argued so passionately with me a few nights ago might not be that same woman. Perhaps Karine had left in order to bring word to Nesra’s Keep and persuade the king that the Menti should not just be kept in a better state, but truly freed.” 
 
    There was a pause while Reva turned to her friend. And then, before Reva’s eyes, Karine released her disguise and transformed into her true self. She was blushing furiously. 
 
    “Yes,” she said quietly. “It is me. I thought you would be angry to see me.” 
 
    “To be angry, I would have to think that you had done what you did for no reason,” Lieutenant Gerras replied.  
 
    His expression was more alive than Reva had ever seen it: eyes wide and bright, mouth angled up in a smile. He was happy to see her. Reva wondered when the two of them would realise that they were in love with each other.  
 
    Not today, of course.  
 
    She stood very still and tried not to let either one of them remember that she was there, but Lieutenant Gerras broke the spell and turned to her. 
 
    “You have released us from our obligations,” he said. “But if it would meet with your approval, my men and I will stay. We can run the castle, allowing you to focus on training, and perhaps provide some instruction on how best to aid the other troops.”  
 
    His eyes strayed back to Karine, and Reva knew he was thinking of more passionate debates and perhaps some moonlit walks around the battlements during their idle time. 
 
    “I would be very pleased to have the soldiers remain,” she said. 
 
    “Good.” He could barely keep his eyes off Karine. “I will, ah…I will send word to the garrison nearby for more supplies. We will need them.”  
 
    He cleared his throat, bowed to Reva, gave a lingering bow to Karine, and left with a blush rising in his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’s possible,” Lord Rokkan said bluntly. 
 
    The windows of the council chamber had been opened to relieve the day’s heat, and the room was heady with the scent of flowers. With the faint tang of the sea carried on the breeze, and the sounds of the city and the castle surrounding them, it should have been an idyllic day for a meeting. 
 
    Instead, what Luca was hearing in no uncertain terms was that there was little hope of mounting a campaign against Gold Port to defeat his brother. 
 
    “There has to be a way.” Luca rubbed his jaw in frustration. When Rokkan frowned, he held out his hands pleadingly. “General, please listen to me. There has to be a way, because Stefan must be defeated. I appreciate that it will be difficult—” 
 
    “Not difficult, Your Highness.” Lord Rokkan shook his head. “Impossible.” 
 
    “But it cannot be impossible,” Luca said. His voice was beginning to rise, and he hated that. He did not want to sound like a child. “Stefan beggared this country to build shrines when the people were dying of plague. He burned ships in the harbour that were carrying medicine free of charge. He cannot ever have the throne of Estala again. He must be defeated.” 
 
    Lord Rokkan sank into silence. Around the table, Luca’s generals—Lord Bellanon, Lord Feryn, and Lord Essad—avoided his gaze, instead trailing their eyes along the ceiling, or the windows, or the floors. Brother Axil, as he generally did, appeared watchful, but Serena was another councillor avoiding eye contact, and her face was flushed red like it always had been when they were children and she was feeling guilty about something.  
 
    He examined her more closely. Yes, she did have that same guilty expression on her face, just like the time she had broken his bow and hidden the pieces under Matias’s bed. 
 
    He pulled his thoughts away. There were more important issues at hand. “My brother is a lunatic. He has started a cult based on him being a god. He is also, if I may remind you, a dragon Menti. He must be dealt with. Quickly.” 
 
    “Your Highness.” Lord Feryn cleared his throat. “What do you mean when you say ‘dealt with’?” 
 
    Luca considered how to answer, but before he had the chance, Serena broke in with weary grace. “He means executed, Lord Feryn.” 
 
    There was shocked silence around the table.  
 
    Serena rolled her eyes impatiently. “We are in the middle of a war. We have just discussed how we will send our soldiers to die. What benefit is there in pretending that the situation may somehow be peacefully resolved? Many of Stefan’s soldiers will die when he sends them against us. He is a traitor, and I firmly believe that he killed our father to take the throne. He would kill Luca in a heartbeat, and he will never accept defeat.” Her voice rose. “And why should he be allowed to? He began all of this misery.” 
 
    “What my sister means,” Luca said hastily, “is that Stefan has made it clear that he will not accept my rule, and that he intends to wage war. His crimes are many, and they are undisputed.” 
 
    “This is not a fruitful area of discussion,” Brother Axil murmured. “Lord Feryn, if your conscience troubles you over a single death, I suggest you not serve as a general.” 
 
    Lord Feryn fell silent, and Luca resisted the urge to scratch his jaw again. His councillors were beginning to go at each other’s throats, and he could not have that. 
 
    “None of us like war,” he said. “None of us would wage it if we could make another choice. But we cannot. Stefan has forced our hand.” 
 
    There were nods around the room. Brother Axil appeared quietly pleased. 
 
    “He might not have,” Lord Rokkan suggested. “There is something we have not considered yet. While an assault might be almost impossible to pull off successfully, we could assassinate Stefan.” 
 
    That simple statement was met with obvious shock. 
 
    “As the Brother has pointed out,” Rokkan said acidly, “we are discussing the deaths of thousands. What does it matter if Stefan dies on the battlefield, in the king’s court, or in his own bedchamber before the war can begin? More to the point, why should we not spare the armies if we can do so?” 
 
    Luca considered this. Fratricide left a sick taste in his mouth, but sending an entire army, knowing that many would die, was surely no better. 
 
    “Where would you find an assassin, Lord Rokkan?” Serena’s face was impossible to read. 
 
    “Not a single assassin,” Rokkan said. “A group of elite soldiers sent under cover of darkness. Our spy can tell them some ways in and out of the city, and words to use to let Tinian’s forces know who they are. I think we can safely assume that Tinian is not in favour of Stefan’s rule.” 
 
    “He might have planned all of this,” Lord Bellanon said. 
 
    Luca nodded. He did not trust Tinian in the slightest. 
 
    “Don’t be absurd,” Rokkan said sharply. “The man’s a snake, and he’d sell his own grandmother for a good rate on grain, but that doesn’t mean he wants Stefan on the throne. Stefan burned his goods and reneged on his deals. He started a cult of ascetics. They’ll hate him in Gold Port. You know what merchants do? They get as much as they can for free. If we march in there to kill Stefan ourselves, Tinian will thank whomever he prays to that he didn’t have to hire assassins himself.” 
 
     “However colourfully he speaks,” Serena said with a faint smile, “I agree with the general, Luca. Tinian will help us in this, and we will have the chance to avoid a battle. Surely, that is worth a try.” 
 
    Luca chewed his lip. He did not like this idea. When he had done what was right for his people, Tinian had made a point of leaving him undefended, as well as taking Alberto as a hostage. It was undeniably a hostile act, and Luca was still resentful. He was even glad in a way that Tinian had left, thinking he had the upper hand…only to learn that he did not. 
 
    But such thoughts were not worthy of a king, and Alberto would also suffer if Luca failed to take action, as would the citizens of Xantos. 
 
    He simply could not trust Tinian. Not yet. 
 
    “Tinian’s help might make an invasion possible as well,” Rokkan said. 
 
    If he had hoped to persuade Luca, he had gone about it the wrong way. Luca was far more wary of trusting an entire invasion to Tinian’s goodwill. 
 
    “Tinian’s soldiers are likely not loyal to Stefan,” Rokkan pointed out. “If we have any way of mobilising them as we arrive, we’ll be able to get into the city easily enough. Even if they don’t command the gates and the palace, they know those places. They can get in, take out the guards they need to—” 
 
    “I will think about it.” Luca cut him off with a tired swipe of his hand. In response to Rokkan’s raised eyebrows, he forced a smile. “I thank you, Lord Rokkan, for your input. These are well-reasoned plans. I must simply choose, and I would ask for some time to do so.” 
 
    Lord Rokkan nodded reluctantly. “Choose quickly, Your Highness,” he warned bluntly. “Stefan had many more converts to his cult than I would have expected. Why anyone would want to whip themselves bloody…. The point is, he’s dangerous, and the more time you give him, the more dangerous he gets.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Luca replied. “You are dismissed.” 
 
    He was not surprised when Brother Axil followed him into his chambers. His Governor had been hovering around him for days, carefully speaking of nothing important. Now, as Luca poured himself a glass of wine and took a careful sip, he glanced at Brother Axil. 
 
    “You should say what you have been wanting to say for…however long.” 
 
    Brother Axil pulled his lips into a thin line. “Reva. Where is she?” 
 
    Luca downed the entire glass of wine in one gulp. His throat burned, and his eyes began to water. He coughed and wiped his mouth, already regretting having taken the drink. Now his head was going to be fuzzy. 
 
    “She is gone,” he said shortly. 
 
    “Where?” Brother Axil pressed. 
 
    “I do not know.”  
 
    And she is hardly likely to let me find her. He thought of the other dragon, with his dark hair and his proud bearing, and thought his heart might break. Reva was better off with that dragon than she ever would be with him.  
 
    He stared longingly at the wine, wondering if it would be kingly to down another cup. Then he sucked in a deep breath and decided against it. The wine would not stop him thinking of her. Reva would never forgive him for what he had done. 
 
    “Prince Luca….” Brother Axil was twisting his hands. “She is not hurt, is she?” 
 
    Luca paused for a moment, wondering why Axil would ask, and then he turned to his old governor. “Do you think I hurt her?” 
 
    “I do not know what to think,” Brother Axil said carefully. “You withdrew into yourself, you had dark moods, and suddenly she has disappeared without a trace. No one has seen her, and you do not try to find her.” 
 
    “She is angry with me,” Luca said. He did not look back at his governor. “I have not hurt her. I would not.” But his voice broke on the words. He had made a deal with the Ulezi that very well might hurt her. 
 
    “Reva is a woman with strong morals. She has a sense of duty. She would not leave unless it was necessary.” 
 
    “It was necessary!” Luca snapped. “I cannot—I do not want to speak of it. I do not know where she is.” He shook his head. This was not helping. “You may go.” 
 
    Axil hesitated. “And Lord Rokkan’s suggestions—” 
 
    “I will think about them.” Luca managed to hold on to his composure. “I want to be alone. Please leave.” 
 
    Brother Axil bowed and withdrew, and Luca went to the windows and threw them open. He breathed in the summer air as he leaned heavily on the sill. He could smell sun-warmed wood and dust, along with the scents of food being served to the soldiers in the training yards nearby. Although the king’s rooms looked over the gardens, his father had liked being able to hear the soldiers train. 
 
    Luca listened to the shouts as the soldiers gave orders and laughed with each other. As a boy, he had listened to those same shouts from his chambers, too sickly to join in. He had never been comfortable with the soldiers when he was younger, knowing they would never respect him as they did Matias, but now he wanted nothing more than to go down to the yards, take up a practice sword, and train with them. 
 
    There was a freedom in training with others. He had been given a taste of it at the Menti camp in Xantos, and he had enjoyed it. They had pushed him harder than he could ever push himself. They had taught him to be creative with his strategies. 
 
    They were probably training now, in fact.  
 
    He chewed his lip thoughtfully. What if he joined them? It could clear his mind, chase the alcohol out of his veins. He could hear Tania’s laugh again. He could be Ludo, not Prince Luca. 
 
    He was halfway to the door when his smile died. If they knew what he had done, why Reva had left, they would leave as well. 
 
    They would be right to. 
 
    Luca turned back to the room, pressing his hands to his temples. The truth was, he was tiring of Josef’s constant flattery, and his insinuations of how people should treat a king. Luca could not say why, simply that it grated on his nerves. 
 
    He had noticed that those among the council tended to treat him like a king when he was paying attention to them and discussing the merits of their arguments. In short, when he was simply trying to devote himself to his duties rather than trying to behave as he thought a king should do. 
 
    Was Josef truly teaching him anything he could not learn with Geraldo and the others? Should he finally get out of the man’s clutches and be his own person? 
 
    He remembered Tania’s smile and the easy way she had flung water from her fingertips. He remembered the way Joss could buffet him with wind. Nico, Win—even Shia, whom Luca had never liked very much. All of them were so vibrant, so alive. 
 
    If Luca went to train with them, they would persuade him to let them fight. They would show him how powerful they were together, and they would tempt him to make an assault, the way Lord Rokkan thought Luca wanted to do. 
 
    Everyone thought he wanted glory in battle, and yet Serena’s words haunted him: We are speaking about the deaths of thousands. 
 
    He had spoken confidently about the fact that they had to wage war because Stefan had forced their hand—but he himself was the one he was trying to convince. In reality, despite knowing that Stefan would kill even more through starvation and execution than Luca would in a battle, Luca could not bring himself to give the order to launch an assault. 
 
    It had been different, somehow, when Tinian was pulling the strings. Then, it had all seemed inevitable. Luca had just come from a battle. He knew Tinian would side with Serena if Luca did not ally with him. Tinian had been the one who had given the order to sail. 
 
    Luca could not do that. But if he fought Stefan himself—that, he could accept. 
 
    Where would you find an assassin? Serena had asked.  
 
    The assassin would be Luca. It would have to be.  
 
    Serena would make a fine queen, he told himself. Probably a better queen than he was a king. He resisted the urge to train with the rest of the Menti from Geraldo’s camp. The fate of the world hinged on Stefan being defeated, and Luca could not live with himself if he sent others to die. 
 
    That made his course clear.  
 
    Luca sighed and rang for Josef. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    “Rohesa!” Reva called. “Forward!” 
 
    Rohesa surged forward with the rest of the shifters as Reva watched with a frown. She had planned to teach the shifters to charge and flank, but it had taken the better part of a day simply to get all of the shifters to move forward at the same time. They had only managed a good charge once and had not even come close to trying a flanking manoeuvre. 
 
    Not to mention, the dusty interior of Castle Dalur’s training yards was hardly comparable to a real battle. How would the Menti behave when there were troops approaching—mounted troops, perhaps? 
 
    She shook her head and set her jaw. Worrying was not going to solve the problem; training was. 
 
    “Fire wielders, throw your bolts at the back wall!” Reva called. 
 
    The fire wielders settled into their various stances and threw fire as well as they could, but many of them had never been trained at all, and were unable to practice their magic on their own. The fireballs were all different sizes, and some were barely balls or bolts at all. As Reva watched, one flamed out, uncontrolled, and landed, sparking, on the fur of a wolf shifter, Gemma. 
 
    There was a yip of pain, audible even over the pounding of paws and the roar of the fireballs, and the yard dissolved into chaos. The other shifters scattered out of instinct, and Reva ran for Gemma, heedless of the other fireballs sizzling overhead in successive volleys. 
 
    Gemma’s fur was smoking, and the wolf seemed too scared to focus on transforming back into a human. She danced and rolled, whimpering and panicking as she tried to get the embers out of her fur. When Reva reached out to help, Gemma snarled and snapped. Reva stumbled back and fell, surrounded by claws and fire, the arcs of the bolts weakening as the mages tired. 
 
    “Reva! Reva!” Lottie’s voice that broke through the din. 
 
    Water. The thought punctured the haze of panic in Reva’s head, and she pulled herself to her feet. 
 
    “Lottie! Water!” 
 
    Lottie’s plain face twisted in relief at seeing Reva emerge. The water flew through the air, dousing Reva as much as Gemma. Lottie narrowed her eyes in concentration and held the water over Gemma’s fur until the fire at last smouldered out. 
 
    Gemma transformed back into her human form and collapsed on shaky legs, moaning softly. Part of her back was reddened with a minor burn, and she was crying with pain and fear. 
 
    “Bring clothes!” Reva called as the other shifters transformed back. Those who had not been training came running with the robes the shifters had left behind, and Reva knelt to help Gemma put hers on. 
 
    At fourteen, Gemma was one of the youngest Menti from the Gardens. She had insisted that she wanted to help, and against her better judgement, Reva had allowed it. Now she was sure she had made a mistake. Gemma was injured, and it was all her fault. 
 
    A shadow fell across them. Lieutenant Gerras stepped closer, offering Gemma a hand to get her back on her feet. 
 
    “There, now,” he said briskly. “It’s not the last bump and bruise you’ll get in training. In time, you’ll learn to accept the pain and move on from it.” 
 
    “She is young,” Reva told him, nettled. “Give her a moment to gather herself. She had never done anything like this before.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras appeared amused. “Soldiers start their training early as well. She’ll heal just fine from this. Won’t you?” he asked Gemma. When she bit her lip and nodded jerkily, he grinned at Reva. “You see? It isn’t any cause to worry. Every soldier here on the walls has had cuts, scrapes, and bruises aplenty—even broken bones. I was twelve when I didn’t get my shield up in time and an older boy snapped my collarbone with a practice sword. I never forgot my shield again.” 
 
    “These women are not soldiers,” Reva hissed at him. 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras hesitated. “Walk with me,” he said. To Gemma, he added, “You’re feeling better, yes? You should use your powers again, even if only for a moment. The sooner you do, the better it will be.” 
 
    They left Gemma and made for the wooden platform at the edge of the training yards where Reva had been sitting with Lottie, directing everything. 
 
    “You want these women to fight Stefan’s army,” Lieutenant Gerras said to Reva when they were clear of the crowd of Menti. 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    “They’re going to get hurt,” he told her bluntly. “Some of them are going to die. If you’ve somehow convinced yourself that they won’t, you have no business training them.” 
 
    She was shocked into silence. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “As it happens, I think you have rather a knack for tactics, though there are certainly some practices you need to implement on the training field to avoid a repeat of what just happened.” 
 
    “Such as?” Reva tried to focus on the training instead of his promise that some of these women would die. That was too much for her to accept at this moment. She would have to, eventually, but not right now. A lot was happening all at once, and she could hardly bear all the pressure as it was. 
 
    But Lieutenant Gerras would not let her run from her responsibilities. He regarded her steadily. “Lady Avalon, are you prepared to train these women as soldiers?” 
 
    Reva gripped her skirt so hard, it hurt her fingertips. “You could be nicer, you know. To Gemma. To all of them. Training them as soldiers does not mean you need to be cruel.” 
 
    “Is that what you think I was doing?” His lips twitched in amusement, which did not ease her temper in the slightest. “Lady Avalon, she will take hard hits in battle. She will be facing down cavalry and armed foot soldiers. It is imperative that she learn not to panic when she is hurt, and the only way to do that is to get hurt, then realise that she is still well enough to fight. Had she been truly injured, I would have suggested she see one of the surgeons. But she was not.” 
 
    Reva chewed her lip and considered the matter. They were standing by the steps to the wooden platform, with Lottie nearby, trying to appear as though she was not eavesdropping. Using her powers had clearly tired her, for she was pale and panting slightly, but she looked surprisingly well, with her pink cheeks and bright eyes. Reva wondered if it would help Lottie’s recovery to train a bit. 
 
    “Lady Avalon,” Lieutenant Gerras said. “Are you prepared to do this?” 
 
    “It does not matter,” Reva replied. She rubbed her temples. When she caught sight of his concerned face, she attempted a half-hearted smile. “Stefan’s attack is coming, and we must be prepared. The women on the field chose to fight. What I want does not matter. I can either equip them to fight or not, but nothing I do will make them safe.” She lifted her chin, trying to be matter-of-fact, but fear threatened to rise up and choke her. “I do not know how to do this,” she admitted. 
 
    “Would you like help?” He nodded toward the training yard, where the women were still milling about. Gemma, at his suggestion, had transformed once more into a wolf and was padding along next to Rohesa. 
 
    The girl’s courage helped Reva’s resolve. She nodded at Lieutenant Gerras. “Yes. Please. Any help you can provide.” 
 
    “I admit, trying to account for the different powers will be a challenge.” He gave her a smile and gestured for her to precede him up the steps. “We will learn together. First, however, a few rules. Do you remember, when you went onto the training yard to help Gemma, you did not call off the other Menti. That meant some were still running, and the fire wielders were still throwing bolts of flame.” 
 
    Reva’s face coloured. Her actions had resulted in more panic than help. 
 
    “You must remember to give orders,” Lieutenant Gerras told her. “You do not do things yourself. You direct people. As you did with Lottie.” He turned his head toward Lottie, who was still watching them. “I think it would be beneficial to train with….” He paused, trying to find the words. “For instance, when you train the fire wielders, have the water wielders standing by. You see?” 
 
    “Oh.” Reva nodded. 
 
    “For the shifters….” He shook his head. “I do not know.” 
 
    “See there.” Reva pointed to where Gemma was still at Rohesa’s side. “The more experienced shifters can be responsible for the others. If something happens, they will be able to calm everyone down, and they are better able to control their shifting.” 
 
    “A good plan.” He nodded decisively. “And remember, too, to take things very slowly. I know how frustrating it can be, but every skill is either built from a good base, or it is useless. I suggest we start by having the shifters simply stand and get used to the fireballs going overhead. They can wait and acclimate while the fire wielders test their endurance. That is something a Menti must do, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Reva said, smiling. “And it is a fine idea. Should I explain it to them?” 
 
    “Stay on the platform,” Lieutenant Gerras advised her. “Speak loudly, have them draw close, and get them used to taking their orders from you. Right now, at the start, give every order. Only as they get used to the training should you direct them to do something like, ‘Throw fire until I tell you to stop.’” He gestured for her to go to the edge of the platform. 
 
    Reva nodded. She stepped to the edge of the platform and called the Menti close, beckoning even to those who waited at the edge of the field. She explained the new exercise they would perform, and had the fire wielders line up at the back of the training yard with the shifters in front of them. The fire wielders would throw their bolts as hard and as far as they could every time she called, and thus build up their endurance, while the water wielders stood by in case anything caught fire. 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras was correct about directing each volley separately. Even after a few repetitions, Reva noticed the difference in the Menti’s behaviour. They were alert for her call, and they gave each volley their full attention. There was no opportunity for them to fall into bad habits or slow down. Not only that; she was also able to see which of them were still strong and which were tiring. She could also see the shifters acclimating to the roar of the fireballs overhead. 
 
    Because she could watch the fire wielders with every volley, she was able to determine when to let them rest. She could see that although they were tired and might have given up on their own, they still had the energy for more volleys, and she pushed them to one last try before calling a break. When she turned to Lieutenant Gerras, he gave her a minute nod of approval. 
 
    “I am not sure how best to utilise them all,” Reva admitted as the fire wielders went to sit along the sides of the training yard. The shifters were once again padding around in their animal forms, recovered from their earlier exertions. “I suppose at some point, the fire wielders will be able to match the range of bowmen, but I worry. I don’t think we can armour all of them in time.” 
 
    “Some light armour might not go amiss,” Gerras said thoughtfully. “But armour has its drawbacks. It’s heavy, and it’s not impenetrable. The goal is to keep them from people who might hurt them, not keep them safe once their enemies are in striking distance.” He crossed his arms over his chest and gazed out at the field speculatively. “My instinct would be to have a full cavalry charge, followed by foot soldiers, and then, when the field is closer to being cleared, bring the Menti in, still fresh, to tip the scales. They would stand behind the line of engagement and stop reinforcements.” 
 
    “That could work.” Reva considered the idea. “Perhaps the Menti who use wind could help the fire wielders with their range.” 
 
    “I had not considered that.” Lieutenant Gerras’s eyes met her own, and Reva thought she saw a glint of approval. “That way, the fire wielders might burn the bows and arrows of the enemy and deprive them of their range. I think we should make a list of the known powers and build our strategy from that.” 
 
    Reva was about to agree when there was a shout at the walls and high, panicked screaming came from the training yards. She turned her head sharply, and her heart seemed to flip over. 
 
    The Ulezi were scrambling over the walls, dropping into the dust of the training yard. Two soldiers lay over the battlements, their throats slashed by the Ulezi’s claws. As soldiers ran and the women scattered, the Ulezi swung their inhuman heads, tongues flicking in and out, and caught Reva’s scent. 
 
    There was no time to think. Reva transformed, her dress tearing from her body, and she threw back her head and roared into the summer air. It was as much to give herself courage as anything else, for she felt the same terror she had felt in Reyalon when the Ulezi had found her in the alleyways. 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras was yelling for soldiers, and he had drawn his own sword. He did not know exactly what he was facing, but Reva sensed he did not need to. He had inferred from what he had seen and from her response that these were dangerous opponents. 
 
    Reva leapt into the air and directed a jet of fire at the first of the Ulezi. To her alarm, he evaded the bolt easily, rolling with preternatural grace and speed, then resuming his sprint toward her as if he had never broken his stride at all. She sculled backwards, only barely evading the flick of his iron-tipped whip. 
 
    Around the edges of the training yard, soldiers were arriving with swords and shields. They yelled for the Menti to get behind them and charged the Ulezi at Lieutenant Gerras’s instructions, trying to hem the Ulezi in. 
 
    They are dangerous! Reva wanted to tell Lieutenant Gerras, but words would not work in this form. She hung helpless over the battle, unable to breathe fire lest she hurt their own troops, constrained as the Ulezi fought tooth and nail against the soldiers. It seemed that every time she looked, another soldier lay still in the dust, though whether they were dead or injured, she could not say. 
 
    She could not allow this. She dived and skimmed the training yard, grabbing one of the Ulezi and snatching him up into the air. He struggled as she climbed, for she had managed to make him drop his iron tools. Up she climbed, farther and farther, and then she wheeled away from the training yards and let him fall. He tumbled away and lay still on the ground. 
 
    She had no time to savour her small victory. Below, she heard a wolf call and the inhuman shriek of the Ulezi. With fear in her heart, Reva plunged back toward the battlefield once more. The shifters had leapt into battle to aid the soldiers and were fighting for all they were worth. 
 
    But they did not know the orders Lieutenant Gerras was accustomed to giving his soldiers, and they did not yet know how to fight together. 
 
    Reva made another pass, but the iron lash snapped across her wings, and she roared in pain. She tumbled out of the air, naked and in human form, and hit the ground with a gasp. She could see the Ulezi forging through the soldiers and shifters to get to her, and she knew she had no time to think about the pain, just as Lieutenant Gerras had warned. 
 
    She transformed in a rush and sprang into the air once more, furious that the Ulezi would hurt the others to get to her. She had nothing but her fury, however. How could she hope to defeat the Ulezi, who had trained together and had been created with the sole purpose of destroying her? 
 
    She roared her rage at the Ulezi… 
 
    And was shocked to hear an answering roar. She spun in the air, hope as sharp as fear in her chest, just in time to see a silver dragon dive against the Ulezi with sapphire flames shooting from its jaws, and two green-blue dragons in pursuit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Carlia 
 
      
 
    When they heard Reva’s roar, all three of them knew instinctively what it was. They had been travelling for weeks, flying first over Xantos’s deserts and plains. By moonlight, the landscape was draped in blues and whites, still and utterly alien to Carlia’s eyes. 
 
    They had given Gold Port a wide berth, though Ato was disappointed not to see it. With so many merchants, however, they did not dare get close. They were even more cautious in their flight on those nights, landing well before dawn and finding places to hide that were off the road. Whenever they landed, they did their best not to disturb the plants, so they would leave little trace of themselves for the Ulezi to find. 
 
    Their flight over the sea had been easier on the way back, perhaps because of the winds, because they were going home, or—Carlia liked to think—because they were growing stronger. They had never been allowed to stray far from their families’ caves, and Carlia took a fierce joy in being able to fly as far as she could. 
 
    As they had done in Xantos, they had followed an out-of-the-way path that would carry them over mostly uninhabited lands, skirting north of the main roads along the Estalan coast. The last thing they had expected was to hear a dragon’s roar—much less Reva’s. 
 
    Carlia and Sam moved in unison, banking as they scanned the horizon, and Ato flew above them. 
 
    Who is this dragon? Is she a friend? 
 
    That is Reva, Sam told him. 
 
    I thought she was in Reyalon. 
 
    So did we, Carlia replied. It took effort to form the words when her mind was so preoccupied with where Reva was. I do not know why she is here. 
 
    The scent of Ulezi came to them on the wind, acrid and bitter. The Ulezi smelled of their hatred, and Carlia lifted her lips in a snarl. Even Ato could feel it, for she saw him recoil above her when the scent reached him. Before they could make any sort of plan, he beat his wings strongly to pull ahead of them and dove toward the ground, searching for his prey. 
 
    Ato! Carlia cried. But he was gone. She exchanged one worried glance with Sam, and they beat their wings as strongly as they could. 
 
    The castle was low and squat, so they did not see it until they were almost upon it. Ato, his wings almost skimming the tops of the trees, suddenly dove once more, and Carlia and Sam raced to follow him. They had told him everything they knew of the Ulezi, but he was behaving recklessly. Would he remember what they had told him about the iron-studded whips? 
 
    They heard his roar and saw sapphire flames as they plunged to join him, and then, as plain as day, there was Reva. She wrestled one of the Ulezi to the ground with her jaws and pinned him as Ato’s flame turned him to embers. His scream was utterly defiant. Even at the moment of death, in agony, he did not release his hatred of the dragons. 
 
    But there were other Ulezi advancing on Reva and Ato. Carlia wheeled around their heads in a tight circle and realised she had nowhere to breathe fire without hurting the wounded soldiers on the ground. 
 
    Something had changed. Luca’s soldiers were not just protecting Reva, they were helping dozens of Menti. There were wolves and fire wielders and water wielders. There was no way Carlia could breathe fire from above without hurting some of the others. She landed and immediately had to hunker down on the ground to avoid Sam as he shot overhead, snatched up an Ulezi and dashed him against the inner wall of the courtyard. 
 
    The impact would have broken a human, but the Ulezi were more than human. Sam’s opponent pulled himself up and glowered at Sam with utter hatred. He hissed and staggered toward Sam, determined to kill the dragon. 
 
    Carlia wanted to help, but the bite of a lash across her skin recalled her. Her form flickered, and she stumbled briefly on the ground before transforming again. When she whipped around, she barely missed several injured soldiers. 
 
    She was afraid that the Ulezi had a clear upper hand. They might be facing many adversaries, but they knew how to fight together, and they knew how to use the weapons at their disposal. Not only that, they did not care who stood in their way. They would kill anyone if it meant they could get to the dragons. The dragons, meanwhile, were hampered by their injured allies and by the fact that they had not fought together before. 
 
    As one of the Ulezi advanced on Carlia, whip at the ready, a figure darted out into the courtyard behind him. Before Carlia’s eyes, Karine transformed into an Ulezi. She shouted, and the Ulezi turned. 
 
    It was not a convincing disguise for someone with an Ulezi’s sense of smell, but Carlia saw at once that all Karine meant to do was distract the Ulezi for a moment. Carlia’s neck shot forward, and she snapped her jaws around the Ulezi’s head. His blood splattered over Karine’s face and body, and the girl transformed back, shock interrupting her efforts. She was almost green with horror, and ran for the side of the courtyard again. 
 
    Carlia could not take time to comfort her. Instead, she assessed the situation in order to figure out where she was needed the most. Sam was handling one of the Ulezi, and Reva and Ato seemed to have found a way to work well together, holding several other Ulezi captive in a corner of the courtyard, biting and burning them one by one. 
 
    On the opposite side of the courtyard, however, the soldiers were struggling to contain two Ulezi who had been separated from their compatriots. Though there were only two, their quick reflexes and sharp claws meant that the soldiers were not certain how to fight them, and the Ulezi were making full use of their confusion, often breaking toward the Menti the soldiers were trying to protect. 
 
    Shifters, to me! Carlia was not certain this would work, but she wanted to try—and to her pleasure, several of them lifted their heads as if searching for a sound they could not quite hear. 
 
    She tried something a bit different, giving them the image of the Ulezi and putting her intent to kill them into the minds of the other shifters. When they started to run, she knew she had allies. 
 
    She lifted off, came up sharply and then down hard on the Ulezi as they fought. She beat her wings and the soldiers scattered, quickly replaced by the shifters who—inspired by Reva and Ato—began to tear the Ulezi apart amongst themselves. As the last one ripped himself away from a panther’s bloody jaws, Carlia directed a jet of flame at him and was pleased to see him fall silently into the dust. 
 
    The rest of the courtyard was also, very suddenly, silent. Carlia transformed and dressed quickly, and then ran to help Reva, who was still naked. A robe was brought, and Reva pulled it on. The panther transformed into a stocky, powerful woman who came to Carlia’s side. 
 
    “I thank you for your help.” Her eyes narrowed as they rested first on Carlia and then Sam. “I take it you’re the two who kidnapped Reva, then?” 
 
    With a pang, Carlia remembered that Reva had been travelling with other escaped Menti when Sam had brought her to the caves. She nodded reluctantly. “I am glad she found you,” she said quietly. “I am happy to explain why we did what we did, but perhaps that is a discussion for another time.” 
 
    The woman seemed content with Carlia’s explanation for now. “Yes. Your help was well-needed today. Perhaps you can assist some more. There are wounded who need care.” 
 
    Carlia did not waste time and soon got to work aiding the soldiers. Together, she and the woman carried wounded soldiers and Menti to the infirmary. Too many bodies remained in the dirt of the training yard, and it took many trips before Carlia was brave enough to study their faces: six soldiers and one woman who Carlia guessed was no older than twenty. Her blonde hair had been kept back in a braid, and she had an oddly peaceful expression on her face. 
 
    She was so absorbed in her horror that she did not hear Reva’s footsteps. 
 
    “They died because I was here,” Reva said quietly. “I took them where I thought it was safest, but I was bringing them into danger.” 
 
    Carlia shook her head sadly. “None of this is your fault. But what happened, Reva? Why are you here?” 
 
    “I will explain,” Reva said. “But privately. Come with me. You and Sam.” She lifted her voice slightly. “Karine. We need to confer with Sam and Carlia.” 
 
    Karine pulled herself away from a man with black hair and a lieutenant’s sigil on his jacket. He left at once, heading back to the infirmary, but he did give Carlia and Sam a lingering glance before he went. 
 
    Reva led them to a room in the main part of the castle. When they walked in, Carlia felt a strange heaviness inside her. Reva smiled wryly, noticing Carlia’s confusion. 
 
    “My husband was a Menti and determined not to let anyone know it. Every place he went—even here, where he spent so little time—he decorated with iron. He wore an iron chain, and he had iron nails in his dinner table and his chair. Everything. Working in this room is terrible. It is what we have, though.” 
 
    Carlia sat in one of the chairs. She could feel the magical weight of the iron dragging at her. She longed to be anywhere else. 
 
    Reva took a moment to compose herself and then said baldly, “After you left, Luca allied himself with the Ulezi.” 
 
    “What?” Sam came up out of his chair. When he saw Reva’s white face, he sank back down again, but he was trembling with fury. “What possessed him? He knows exactly what they are and what they want. He saw what they did to that Brother in Reyalon. How could he do this?” 
 
    “I know.” Reva gripped the arms of her chair.  
 
    There was blood drying in streaks on Reva’s hands from where she had carried the wounded, and her hair and gown were dusty and rumpled, but Carlia saw something as strong as steel in her composure.  
 
    “Believe me,” Reva went on, “I have asked myself many times why he would take such a risk. In the end, the answer is always the same. He was desperate, he needed allies, and although he took some nominal precautions, my life was a price he was willing to pay in order to defeat Stefan.” 
 
    Karine stood and went to Reva’s chair. She placed her hand on Reva’s shoulder, and Reva reached up to clasp it. 
 
    “Did he send you here?” Carlia asked. “With his soldiers, to keep you safe?” 
 
    “No.” Reva hesitated, glancing at the door, her eyes moving quickly as though she was nervous. Karine murmured something to her that Carlia could not hear. Reva nodded to Karine and continued. “Karine and I escaped with the help of Princess Serena, and I decided to free the Menti from the Gardens of Anios and bring them here to train so that they might fight against Stefan if they wished. No one is forced, of course, but they are here and safe.” 
 
    “But the soldiers,” Carlia pressed. 
 
    Reva frowned. “We forged orders,” she admitted. “Luca gave me a ring with his seal, and Serena told the soldiers who first accompanied us that they were following secret orders from Luca.” 
 
    Carlia’s mouth dropped open in shock. What Reva was saying was treason. She was using the king’s seal to order his soldiers and his subjects, going against Luca’s direct orders. 
 
    Reva folded her hands in her lap with a small smile on her lips. “I like to think this is what Luca would have done,” she said. “If he had not been given such bad advice from councillors not working in his best interest. As it is, I think he will not interfere. I have not taken pains to hide it. And with Lord Tinian back in Xantos, he will hardly expend the soldiers to apprehend us.” 
 
    “Tinian is gone?” Carlia frowned. 
 
    “Yes. He fought with Luca over—well, it does not matter.” 
 
    “And Luca allied himself with the Ulezi,” Sam said. There was a simmering anger in his voice. 
 
    “Yes.” Reva looked down at her folded hands. 
 
     “Do the soldiers—” Carlia shook her head, realising the answer to her own question. 
 
    “No,” Reva said. “They do not know.”  
 
    She swallowed slowly, and Karine saw the shadows under Reva’s eyes. Clearly, none of these decisions had been easy for Reva to make.  
 
    The door flew open. Carlia jumped to her feet along with Karine and the others. The lieutenant was standing there, his eyes narrowed and fixed on Reva and Karine. 
 
    “You deceived me.” He lifted one clenched fist to show a message in his hand. 
 
    “Lieutenant Gerras.” Reva was white-faced, but she held on to her composure. “I take it you have received a message from Prince Luca.” 
 
    “No,” he snapped, and brandished the note. “I received urgent word that Stefan has taken Gold Port. Knowing that I had requested provisions for the training of additional troops, the garrison commanders thought I should know that the training must be accomplished with all haste.” 
 
    “Gold Port?” Reva whispered. “We have not—we have not seen his troops because they are not here.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras seemed unconcerned with that. “And when I came to tell you,” he said crisply, “what should I hear but that you have deceived me?” His eyes swept to Karine, and Carlia thought she saw hurt in his expression, in the crease of his brow. “Both of you.” 
 
    “You will not be held accountable.” Reva called his attention back, her voice clear and steady. “I will claim responsibility when Luca learns what I have done, and his sister will tell him as well that none of this was your fault. You and your soldiers will be free of blame.” 
 
    “I am so pleased,” the lieutenant said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “How nice it is to know that the women who have lied to us and used us for their own ends are willing to admit it when it comes time for the executions.” 
 
    Reva flushed as if he had slapped her. 
 
    “You think what I did was unconscionable,” she said stiffly. “But ask yourself what you would have done, Lieutenant. The monsters who attacked us, the Ulezi—they hunt dragons. They had already attacked me once, and Luca decided to ally himself with them while I was still in the palace. I fled for my own safety. I came back to help the Menti for their safety.” 
 
    The lieutenant opened his mouth to speak, but Reva lifted a hand to forestall him. 
 
    “You were deceived,” she said. “And for that, I apologise. You offered kindness under false pretences, and now you feel foolish.” 
 
    He fell silent, his cheeks flushing an ugly red. Carlia noticed that he would not look at Karine, and that she appeared miserable as well. 
 
    “But you offered us your help,” Reva said quietly, “because you knew that the treatment of the Menti was not fair. You understood that to defeat Stefan, we would need the Menti to add to our armies. You did what you did freely, in accordance with your own morals.” 
 
    He lifted his head at that. “It is a relief to know, at least, that I was not aiding and abetting a coup.” 
 
    Reva’s eyes went wide. “No! Never.” 
 
    “Never?” Sam asked harshly. “When the king allies himself with the Ulezi, you say never?” 
 
    Reva shot him a glare that said his words were far from welcome. “I did what I did to protect Estala,” she said to him and to Lieutenant Gerras. “Not to dethrone Luca. The Menti will aid his soldiers in the battle that is to come.” 
 
    Gerras kept his gaze on the floor for a long moment. “You speak fine words,” he said finally. “Pretty words. But five of my men are dead thanks to monsters we did not know existed, that we did not know to watch for—that you knew were stalking you. My men paid the price for your lie, Lady Avalon.” 
 
    “What will you do?” It was Karine who spoke. Reva could say nothing. 
 
    “I do not know.” He shook his head at her, sadness in his voice. “I do not know,” he repeated, and then he left, slamming the heavy door behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tinian 
 
      
 
    The soldiers came for Tinian while he was reading agricultural reports in his private solar. The Lord cared deeply about temples and displays of piety, as well as hating any indication of luxury, but he did not give the slightest bit of attention to the other side of ruling, and Tinian had begun to take a perverse pleasure in attending to the mundane details that would keep Xantos functioning. 
 
    When the soldiers arrived, he raised his eyes from the papers slowly, dismissing the stab of fear in his chest. He would not allow them to see his fear. He had known from the start that he was little more than a convenient holdover. He had information that was useful to the Lord, which he had offered in dribs and drabs, as misleadingly as possible. He had done as much as he could for Xantos by standing up to the Lord in the only way he knew how.  
 
    But now, perhaps, the Lord had decided that Tinian was not useful to him anymore. 
 
    “Yes?” He raised an eyebrow and prayed that he had managed to keep the quaver out of his voice. He was a man, after all, and civilized. He would not go to his death screaming or pleading. He would not shame himself. 
 
    “The Lord wants to see you,” one of the soldiers said, curling up his lip. So much for Tinian hiding his fear. This man seemed to take malicious joy in it. 
 
    “I see.” Tinian laid the papers neatly on his desk and cleared his throat. He took a moment to make sure that the piles were straight, delaying the inevitable. Eventually, one of the soldiers sighed heavily. 
 
    There was no more business to conclude. He had no wife and no children. Another councillor could just as easily take charge of the details he had been handling—indeed, the agricultural reports were properly Lord Nirro’s work—and he found that he did not particularly care where any of his wealth went. 
 
    Still, it was a strange feeling to be walking between the guards as they took him past the council chambers. This seemed like a dream to Tinian. He felt as if he were floating. 
 
    They descended to the palace’s entrance and then went farther still, down winding staircases into the dungeons. Tinian’s palms were clammy. He understood the urge to run now. What did it matter if he went to his death quietly? Better he make a scene, make them fight to drag him to the gallows. 
 
    Then he heard the screams, and he let out a pathetic little moan. The sound was echoing up the stairwell, and it was terrible. It was not an animal sound—no, it was worse. Terror and pain: that was what he heard down there. Whoever was screaming knew that what was coming would be just as bad as what had already happened. They knew that their torture was not going to stop for a long time.  
 
    Tinian dragged his feet, struggling to force himself onwards. The guards, growing impatient, grabbed him under the arms and pulled him along. His feet stumbled and scrabbled on the stone floor. He was so afraid, so afraid. 
 
    He passed cells filled with men he recognised. Most of them were soldiers he had seen in the training yard doing their rounds. Now they stared at him through iron bars with fear in their eyes, but with defiance and pride as well. They were proud to stand against the Lord, even with the screams of one of their own echoing in their ears. Tinian forced himself to find purchase on the cold stone floor, to stand a little taller. 
 
    The terrible screaming came from the cell farthest along the line. He extricated his arms from the grip of the guards and dusted himself off as he walked the final few feet toward that cell. Reason was returning through the fog of panic. He would see this and not flinch, he told himself. 
 
    He approached the cell, and curiosity compelled him to peek through the bars. What he saw made him shudder, and his stomach flipped over, churning his breakfast. What was left inside that cell was barely recognisable as a man. Skin flayed from flesh, two white eyeballs staring up at him, the brightness of life faded from them. The man was alive, but barely. When Tinian approached, the man lifted his chin and let out a whimper. Did this man recognise him? 
 
    The Lord was watching, hands locked behind his back like a man taking a stroll in a garden. Mikkel stood at his side, as always. Both of them idly regarded Tinian as he appeared in the doorway of the cell. 
 
    “You wanted to see me, Lord?” Tinian forced himself to keep his voice steady. 
 
    The Lord laughed. “You see?” he said to Mikkel. “It is as I told you. They have no bite, these Xanti. He sees his own soldier flayed alive and remains polite.” 
 
    A familiar surge of hatred flooded through Tinian. If only he hated the Lord alone, but he did not. He hated himself just as much. It was almost more than he could bear to wear a smile while the Lord destroyed Xantos piece by piece. 
 
    “You have not seen their bite,” Mikkel muttered hatefully. “But it is there. Does this plot not show it? You do not take this seriously enough.” 
 
    “Enough,” the Lord said in a tone that brooked no argument. “The soldier is here. He will crack, and he will talk.” To Tinian, he said, “This soldier is a traitor. He has been plotting against me ever since I set foot in Xantos. I have brought all of his fellow soldiers here, and we have told him that if he will not talk, all of them will suffer.” The Lord moved closer to the flayed man and leaned toward him. “And yet he is still defiant.”  
 
    He sounded almost respectful, but then he let out a low, sarcastic chuckle that made the hair on the back of Tinian’s neck stand on end. 
 
    Tinian laced his hands behind his back, mimicking the Lord’s posture. He waited, and when the Lord said nothing more, he said simply, “How would you have me help, Lord?” He wanted nothing more than to flee, to breathe in fresh air that did not reek of burned flesh. But he knew he would not be leaving this place, at least not yet. Maybe not ever. 
 
    “I would have you persuade him to talk.” The Lord turned away from the soldier with distaste. “It is simply a matter of finding the right leverage, and any man will crack. It would be more expedient—kinder, Tinian—if you could help us determine what that might be. So many fewer lives would be lost.” 
 
    His tone was gentle, but Tinian caught the mockery in it. The Lord knew, somehow, that Tinian’s deference was not out of any true loyalty. No matter how well Tinian masked his hatred, the Lord saw it. It seemed to both amuse him that Tinian should be so broken and spur his hatred at the same time. 
 
    Tinian could not see why that should be. When he had first met Stefan, he had seen a man obsessed with power above all else. That young man had hardly cared what anyone thought—indeed, he would have enjoyed obedient hatred as a sign of his own power. 
 
    But the Lord seemed to view Tinian’s hatred with a measure of paternalistic forbearance…and saw it as utter betrayal. 
 
    Tinian met the Lord’s eyes for a moment before crouching down to study the soldier’s face. The man stared back pleadingly. He had not betrayed the rebellion yet, but he knew that the Lord would summon ever more cruelty until he was broken. 
 
    “It was…just me.” His eyes met Tinian’s. “Tell him to believe me. I wanted to kill him. None of the rest of them knew.” His voice was broken from his screams. “They do not need to suffer.” 
 
    “He is lying,” the Lord said hatefully. “I can sense it. It was not a plot to assassinate me, as he claims. He was trying to create a network of spies and soldiers so he could overturn me, perhaps with Prince Luca’s help.” 
 
    “Luca is no prince,” Mikkel rasped. “He is a Menti. He was disowned by your father.” 
 
    The Lord opened his mouth as if to object, then lifted a shoulder negligently. “What Davead did is of little consequence. Everyone knows that I am the rightful ruler, whether Luca calls himself a prince or not. He could call himself a grand emperor and it would make no difference.” To Tinian, he added sharply, “Make him talk.” 
 
    Tinian flinched. “Lord, he may have told the truth.” 
 
    “He lied.” The Lord leaned close to hiss the words in Tinian’s face. “Are you in on the plot as well, Tinian?” 
 
    “No, Lord.” Terror was making him dizzy. How easy would it be for the Lord to point to any arrangement of councillors and say they had been plotting against him? No one would doubt it. 
 
    Tinian felt the hopelessness of it all and let his head hang down for a moment. When he lifted it, there was pleading in his eyes. 
 
    “You must tell the truth,” he told the soldier. “You have plotted against the crown. Do you understand the gravity of that?” 
 
    There was little of the man’s face left, but Tinian could see the revulsion in his eyes. “We are Xanti,” he spat. “There is no crown.” 
 
    “Now there is a crown.” Tinian hated every word he uttered to the brave man. “He rules here. You must tell him the truth and be shriven. Only then can you hope to earn forgiveness. To atone.” 
 
    “I have nothing to atone for! I have done nothing wrong.” The man was shaking now. “He is an abomination. Why do you help him? If you had a scrap of decency, you would help me! Instead, you look me in the eye, and you tell me to betray them all. I wonder if you can stand to see your own selfish face in a mirror. Do you take a bite before asking him first? Do you piss without sending a missive asking him kindly for permission?” The words were laced with vitriol. “You’re nothing. You never served us. If you had, you’d be here instead of me. You’re in this only to save your own skin and keep your silks.” He began to laugh wildly. “He’ll come for you too in the end. You’ll see.” 
 
    Tinian stood. The words slid under his skin to prick at every iota of pride he had not yet deadened. He found he wanted to wrap his hands around the man’s neck and shake him. But he did not blame the man for his words. Sadness spread through him, as cold and lonely as fear. 
 
    “He has a family,” he said. The words came out sounding ugly. “A daughter and a wife. They live on the Street of Leaves, near the port.” 
 
    “No!” The soldier scrabbled for Tinian’s breeches, his bloody hands leaving smears on the fabric. “Have mercy! They knew nothing of it! Nothing! They are innocent, I swear!” 
 
    Tinian stepped back, a frown of distaste crossing his face. He twitched the cloth out of the man’s grasp and stared at the Lord. Something in him crumbled when he saw triumph glittering behind the mask, but he could not go back now. He gave only a grim nod. 
 
    “Thank you.” The Lord’s voice was like silk. 
 
    “Let me speak to the soldiers,” Tinian suggested. “There may be others.” 
 
    The Lord exchanged a glance with Mikkel, then shrugged. “If you wish.”  
 
    Tinian walked out into the corridor between the rows of cells. 
 
    “Xantos has not had a king in many generations,” he told the prisoners. “Perhaps you think this is the way the world must be, that all Xanti must fight against the crown. You think that silks and gold are what any Xanti must want, so you dislike the changes you are seeing. Yes? Yes, I see it in your eyes. 
 
    “Perhaps for that reason, when you hear whispers of rebellion, you shut your mouth, and you do not bring the stories to me as you should. You tell yourself that the Lord, who has come to give us forgiveness in this life, should have known better than to deprive anyone of luxuries, so he must bear this rebellion to teach him a lesson. Yes, I see I was correct about that as well. 
 
    “You do not hurt the Lord. You hurt the people of Xantos, who are torn between the forgiveness of the Lord and the old ways. You do not support the Lord, so the citizens are confused. They do not know who to follow.” 
 
    The soldiers were silent. Their sullen faces, full of hatred, glared at him through the bars. Many stared at the stones beneath their feet. Tinian wondered if they knew how bitter the words felt on his lips. He cast a wary glance in the Lord’s direction and immediately knew from the glint in his eyes that the Lord knew how much Tinian hated to say this. 
 
    “Open your hearts,” Tinian said, turning back to the soldiers. His voice broke, but he forced himself to keep speaking. “Allow yourself to be forgiven. Learn the new ways. The Lord is merciful. He will allow you to learn. To atone, to heal.” 
 
    Only silence answered him. 
 
    “Begin by speaking the truth to the Lord of Light,” Tinian said. He wanted to plunge his dagger into his heart rather than say these words, but somehow he continued. “You will know, perhaps, of others who have joined this rebellion. Tell us their names. Begin, once more, to earn the Lord’s trust—and your place in his heaven.” 
 
    He stopped and waited. Again, he was met with silence, this one so long that he thought he had failed. What would happen to him now if he had? 
 
    Then one of the men stepped forward and dragged his companion up against the bars. “He was part of it,” he said gruffly. 
 
    Others began to argue, catching soldiers who had hidden at the backs of the cells and dragging them forward. Some stood aside, faces averted, but a number of them had followed Tinian’s instructions. 
 
    “Extraordinary,” the Lord murmured. “Tinian, you will be my right-hand man if you continue this path.” Tinian got the sense that he was needling Mikkel, nothing more. The words were empty. “You may go.” 
 
    “One more thing, Lord, if you will allow it.” Tinian squared his shoulders. “Please, I beg you, allow them to begin to atone. These men have made mistakes, but they have family who care for them.” 
 
    The Lord smiled. “They have already taken their first step, have they not? I can feel their love now. You have done well, Tinian. Now go.” To his guards, he added, “And find the family in the Street of Leaves. Go now.” 
 
    The flayed man screamed in fear as Tinian left.  
 
    He took the stairs to the outside two at a time and vomited on the inlaid floor. The Lord’s men sniggered to one another and left him there, intent on their own mission. 
 
    Tinian stood for a long time, drawing in deep breaths. He had done what he needed to do, he told himself. That was all. 
 
    When he could walk at last, he made his way shakily to the gardens and walked along the path while the soldiers dozed at their posts. At the very end, by the drop into the city, he sat and watched the soldiers patrol. 
 
    Then he removed a small stone from one of the walls and withdrew a scrap of paper and a stick of charcoal. 
 
    He believes he has rooted out the rebellion. The first of his converts among the soldiers will begin to gain his trust soon. 
 
    He wrapped the paper around the stone and dropped it over the ledge, then replaced everything and checked that there was no one watching. None of the soldiers in the garden had noticed. 
 
    The flayed man, his family, the few rebels offered up as a token to sate the Lord’s anger—they had known what the cost might be. They had agreed. Hard-won converts, a few at a time, would give him what he wanted, and the soldiers, now a part of his personal cadre, would become new sources of information for the rebellion. 
 
    Tinian clenched his jaw. They must all play their parts, or every sacrifice would be for nothing.


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Sweat trickled down Luca’s brow. His throat was parched. He longed for a sip of water, but there was only wine in his chambers. Wine, a crown, a sumptuous meal full of spices and delicacies. He wanted bread and cheese, or meat cooked over a campfire. He would even have taken a simple meal of rice and dates. The thought of those meals in the Menti camp made him smile, at least. Then the power in his palms sputtered and died. It was a long moment until he was able to make out the daylight peeking around a heavy curtain. 
 
    “Again, my king.” Josef’s voice was, as always, honey-sweet. 
 
    Today, that sweetness did not sit well with Luca. He passed a hand over his sweaty brow. “I am tired.” 
 
    “The man is tired,” Josef said. “The king, the saviour of Estala—he perseveres.” 
 
    “Just a rest,” Luca begged. Sweat dripped into his eyes, stinging them, making him blink. “Where is a cloth?” He dragged his sleeve across his face. 
 
    “My king, that is fine silk.” 
 
    “I know that,” Luca snapped. “If I were wearing good, useful clothing, this would not be a concern.” 
 
    “A king does not—” 
 
    “I am not a king!” Luca bellowed. 
 
    Josef was shocked into silence as Luca strode across the room to wrench open the curtains. The daylight, cold and bright, made him wince after so long in the darkness with fire as his sole companion. Well, apart from Josef. Luca was never alone, because Josef was always there at his ankles like an annoying, yappy dog. 
 
    He rubbed his temples, trying to soothe the throbbing in his head. He had drunk too much wine again last night, and today he had picked at his food, craving something more comforting, something simpler. Josef had kept his wine glass topped off as he spoke of Luca’s great destiny, and how the others did not appreciate him, how Tania could not be trusted…. 
 
    Luca turned slowly to regard the man who never left his side. 
 
    “What was it you said to me last night?” Luca asked. 
 
    Wariness crossed Josef’s face like a shadow chased by sunlight. His practiced smile was back a heartbeat later. “We spoke of many things last night, my king—Prince Luca, I apologise. You spoke to me of the need for more power. After you went to sleep, I went to my chambers and spent the night devising new runes for you to try today.” His fingers, glittering with rings, swept out to indicate the circle of runes on the floor. 
 
    Luca said nothing for a long moment. He walked over to the circle on the floor and stared at it, then crouched down, wincing. His muscles ached. They were not as strong as they had been when he was training in the shadow of Mount Zean. 
 
    Of course this would not be a battle that was won with swordsmanship, but he realised now that he had felt worthier, more capable there than he ever had here. There, he had seen the need for what he must be, and he had become that. 
 
    Now…. 
 
    Luca turned to Josef and took in everything he saw: the rings on his fingers, the oily smile on his face. What came to mind was, of all things, a visit from his father to his sickbed. 
 
    The day had been a fine one. A breeze was blowing in through the windows Serena had opened when she visited earlier in the day. Luca remembered that she had spoken to him kindly and sweetly as she went about fluffing the pillows and propping him up so he could see the sunlight dancing on the surface of the sea. She had tried to coax some porridge into him. Then, defeated as always by his quiet hopelessness, she had smoothed his hair, kissed his brow, and left. 
 
    Davead was not a man who sat still easily. He managed to do so for his council meetings and audiences, but behind closed doors, he prowled endlessly. That morning, he had paced up and down in front of the open windows, and Luca had realised that his father was watching someone in the gardens. 
 
    What had inspired him to haul his thin frame out of bed, he did not know, but he wrapped a blanket around himself despite the warm air and went to stand with his father. Some well-dressed men wearing more jewels and silks than anyone Luca had ever seen were promenading in the gardens below. 
 
    “Who are they?” he asked his father. 
 
    Davead’s face had been like stone. “Lords who have come to court to find their fortune.” 
 
    Luca noticed the way these men held themselves, somehow stiff and wrong, like marionettes. 
 
    “They seek an audience with me,” his father said. 
 
    “Should you not see them, then?” Luca was confused. His father was always conscious of his duty, and he often told Luca that the health of a nation could be measured in the contentedness of its various lands. “Perhaps they have concerns.” 
 
    “Their only concern,” Davead said harshly, “is that they do not have my ear.” 
 
    Luca wanted to please the king, but he did not know what was happening, or what his father wanted him to say. 
 
    “Look closely at them,” Davead said. He did not reassure Luca; that was not his way. “See the way they watch, the way they search for secrets, the way they always smile. No man always smiles.” 
 
    Luca studied the men. 
 
    “What do you notice about them?” Davead asked. 
 
    “They wear too many jewels,” Luca said promptly. 
 
    Davead laughed harshly, but he patted Luca on one thin shoulder. “Yes. These men, if you can call them that, have lost themselves in avarice. They always want one thing: more. They are never satisfied with what they have. They want more power, more wealth. They have come here to earn my favour.” 
 
    “How?” Luca asked, wide-eyed. 
 
    “By telling me whatever will make me think I need them.” 
 
    Luca propped his arms up on the windowsill and leaned over. 
 
    “There is a new crop of them every year,” Davead said wearily. “And more coming to court all the time. Sometimes they are commoners, sometimes they are nobles. Sometimes a trusted friend will become such a man.” There was an old sadness there. “A king always has men like these beating at his door, and so will a prince, Luca. Remember that.” 
 
    Luca had nodded, and his father clasped his shoulder once more and left.  
 
    Luca had loved moments like that, when his father came to teach him. Those moments made him think that Davead, at least, believed he might survive. 
 
    Now he remembered his father’s assessment. 
 
    “You did not just tell me what I wanted to hear,” he told Josef. He gazed at the rings by his feet. “You told me that you were the only one who could teach me so that I would need you.” 
 
    When Luca finally tore his eyes from the runes and stood up straight to face his mentor, he saw fear pass over Josef’s face. “My prince, you alone hold the power to defeat Stefan. I am but a guide. I know that.” 
 
    “No, you are not.” Luca curled his lip. “If you wanted me to defeat Stefan, if you cared at all, you would have insisted that I train however I could, with whomever I could. But you did not care. You wanted my favour more than you wanted to serve. Those rings, the fine foods, the wine. You tried to make me think that I was blessed, above every friend I had, so I would drive them away. You knew I was afraid of others seeking the throne, and you stoked those fears. You wanted me to rely on you and isolate myself from my other advisors.” 
 
    Josef began to back away. “My king, if I have offended, please, have me killed. I would rather be stricken from the earth than—” 
 
    “Oh, stop it.” It was his father’s voice that came from his lips, world-weary and harsh. “I am not going to have you killed.” 
 
    Josef stopped warily. 
 
    “Guards,” Luca said, raising his voice. He did not know where this sudden, strange calm was coming from, but after weeks of fear and paranoia, closeted in this room with the runes and the surety that only Josef could help him, Josef and his endless drills of firework…. 
 
    The guards entered the room, and Josef tried to run. He must have known what was coming, with the cunning that came from seeking Luca’s approval at all costs. 
 
    “Take him to the dungeons,” Luca said. 
 
    “What?” Josef struggled, his eyes panicked. “You said you would not kill me!” 
 
    “And I will not,” Luca said evenly. “But you know a great deal about this palace and its workings, not to mention our plans against Stefan. If I let you go, you will only seek him out so you can gain his favour instead. Until the conflict is over, you will be imprisoned.”  
 
    He nodded to the guards to drag Josef away. He noticed from the fervour with which they carried out their orders that they were not displeased to do so. Had everyone else noticed that Josef was a fraud? Had he been the last to know? 
 
    He shook his head sadly and was turning away from the sight of his former mentor when he had a thought. 
 
    “Oh, and one more thing,” Luca said. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness?” one of the guards asked. 
 
    “Bring some water,” Luca replied. “A pitcher of water, some fruit, some bread.” 
 
    With no more lessons from Josef facing him, he felt as if the world was full of possibilities. He would break his fast with some good, plain food, he decided, and bathe, and then he would go to train with the people who knew how to work magic. 
 
    Much heartened, he went to his wardrobe and picked a plain tunic and a pair of britches. With every action, he felt that he was coming out of the fog of fear that had clouded his mind for weeks. He whistled to himself as he went to the window and waited for his food. It was a tune Serena used to sing to him, and for the first time in weeks, he was smiling. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    Serena came through the gates of Nesra’s keep with her cloak fluttering in the wind. It was already hot today, so she untied the cloak and placed it over her arm with a sigh of relief as soon as the heavy doors had swung shut. 
 
    All of her life, she had been told that a princess must be dressed properly in public, which meant modestly. When she went out, it was often with her hair covered in a mesh caul, and always with a cloak around her shoulders, no matter the heat. 
 
    To her surprise, the soldiers all seemed to be whispering amongst themselves, and before she could even ask Howard what was going on, a page came running up to her. 
 
    “Your Highness.” He bobbed a bow. “The king—I mean, Prince Luca—wants to see you.” 
 
    Serena followed the page with a frown, sensing a new atmosphere in the Keep. There was no panic, which was a good sign, and no one seemed to be stealing covert glances at her. Whatever had happened, it was important but not dangerous. She simply could not think what it might be. 
 
    She breathed deeply and told herself that she was jumping at shadows. Luca was not Stefan. He had been overwhelmed by his duties at the beginning of his reign, but he was becoming steadier and more confident every day, no longer suspecting everyone around him of plotting to take his throne. 
 
    In Luca’s chambers, she found him staring out the windows at the gardens. He glanced over his shoulder at her but said nothing, so she came to join him. To her surprise, there were scorch marks on the stone paths, and it appeared as though someone had dumped gigantic buckets of water not only on the paths, but also all over many of the plants. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked him, horrified. 
 
    “Tania and I fought. Sparred,” he clarified hastily when she appeared alarmed. “Maybe fought. I do not know.” 
 
    “Luca?” She shook her head in confusion. “I do not understand. Tell me you are well.” 
 
    “Well enough. But I have been a fool, Serena,” he told her sadly. “Ever since I arrived here, I have been at cross purposes with myself. Do you know why I have been shut up here with Josef so much?” 
 
    “I…no.” Serena checked the room, suddenly expecting to see that mage, Josef, lurking in one of the corners. She did not like the man, but she had never said as much to Luca. She had learned from experience that when a leader believed they were dependent on someone or something, they could not be persuaded away from that belief with words. 
 
    Her brother was watching her, still smiling slightly. A cup of wine was in his hand, but it was full. He had not taken a single sip. 
 
    “He is not here,” Luca told her. “I have dismissed him. He is being kept under house arrest, not in the dungeons, but not with any way out. He knows too much. I do not think he is a Menti, but the room is filled with iron just in case.” 
 
    “What did he do?” Serena tried to keep her voice neutral. Luca imprisoning Josef might be either a good sign or a bad one. Worry fluttered in her chest, and she told herself again, firmly, that Luca was not Stefan. 
 
    “Nothing new, if that is what you are thinking. He just had nothing to teach me, nothing that another Menti could not have taught. He was not at all what he said he was.” Luca’s hands clenched around the cup. “I wanted so badly to believe, Serena. He promised to make me Stefan’s equal so I could fight him alone. I thought, ‘What would be more kingly than to fight the war myself? No soldiers would die. My people would not suffer.’” 
 
    “It was a kingly aspiration,” Serena replied, and in her heart she knew that Luca had acted from a place of good intentions. 
 
    “It was not,” Luca said. “I should have known better, and I may have cost us everything. How many weeks have gone by when we could have used our forces?” 
 
    Serena laid a hand on his arm. “You have seen the reports. The Xanti have no love for Stefan. If anything, a few weeks under his rule have made them long for a saviour.” 
 
    Luca gave her a bitter smile. “Father would have loved to be in my place now, sweeping into Xantos as the rescuer, demanding recompense in trade. He liked winning. He liked taking the advantage and making the hard decisions. He told himself that that was the nature of kingship. But in truth, there was no principle he would not turn his back on.” 
 
    Serena was shocked. “Luca, you know there was more to him than that.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He stared down at his wine. “He sold Reva away, Serena. He would have done the same to you or Carolina in a heartbeat. I think he enjoyed those moments when he could show off how pragmatic he was, how willing he was to make the choices no one else wanted to make. He let the Menti live after saying they had been wiped out. They were being tortured, being worked like animals.” 
 
    Serena clenched her fingers against the windowsill. 
 
    “He never acknowledged you,” Luca said. “You would have been a better heir than Stefan, as good as Matias at statecraft, and I think Matias might even have preferred for you to be his queen, and he your general. He had no love for war, but he had no head for intrigue, either.” 
 
    “Luca, you—” 
 
    “I have to say this.” He cut her off. “Serena, when I took the throne, I thought I had to be either the same as Father, or the opposite. Then there was Tinian, always in my ear, believing one or the other of us had to win. I did not want anyone else to fight the battle for the kingdom. I did not want to send anyone to die. I saw the court as everyone vying for power. I feared you and your influence. I thought Brother Axil wanted to be the power behind the throne. 
 
    “I was so consumed with my fears that I became like Father. I imprisoned the Menti because I told myself there was no other way. I hung back, afraid to make the decisions I needed to make about Stefan.” He hesitated. “And I listened to every self-serving lie Josef told me. I let myself become so paranoid and afraid that I allied myself with monsters. Did Reva tell you?” 
 
    Serena hesitated. 
 
    “No need to betray her confidence,” Luca said. “I can see she did. How could you even look me in the eye after that?” 
 
    “All my life, I wanted to show Father that I could be as good as Matias,” Serena replied. “He never listened to me—Father, I mean. Perhaps if Matias had not been born…but there is no use in thinking that. He might not have acknowledged me even then. I tried to know everything, and I was good at forging alliances, learning how to make use of information. But when the lords came to me during Stefan’s reign, begging me to save them, I could not do it. You came here with them, with a sword in your hand, out in the streets, when I was frozen with fear.” 
 
    “You go out into the streets every day.” 
 
    “To the hospitals. To aid the sick. I can speak with a Xanti councillor and arrange for a marriage. I can charm a lord. I can find a solution to a specific problem. But I do not want to wear the crown. The same choices you tried to avoid? I also fear them.” 
 
    It was true, she realised. With a feeling that was at once the greatest relief and the greatest sadness, she saw that her dream of being queen, of being her father’s heir, would not have brought her joy. She had been happiest when she was working with Rafael to stop the plague, and when she had given Matias advice and he put it into practice. She had enjoyed researching problems for him. She would have been a strong voice on his council. 
 
    But she had never truly wanted to rule. It had only been her father’s blind belief that she had nothing to offer beyond being marriageable that had made her rage. 
 
    “Then I have some bad news for you.” Luca seemed almost amused now. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at his sudden amusement, as only a sister could do to a brother. 
 
    “You are going to have to be regent for a while,” he explained. 
 
    “Oh.” She blew out a breath and elbowed him in the side. “Do not frighten me like that. I thought something was wrong with you!” 
 
    “I am sorry.” He evaded another elbow. “You will be a good regent. You know that.” 
 
    She was not at all certain about that. On the other hand…. “Better a regent than a soldier, certainly.” 
 
    “Hmm. Not for Gold Port.” He sighed. “Serena, we need the Menti. Geraldo can command them, and he is willing to do so. Tania knows Gold Port. She can help them take the city with a minimum of bloodshed. We can get to the palace easily enough. It is Stefan who is the problem. I am a fire wielder and I can hurt him, but I cannot fight him alone. We need dragons, Serena. We need Reva.” 
 
    Serena sucked in a deep breath and stared out the window to the garden below. She knew he could see the truth in her face—some of it, at least. He must have guessed that Serena had helped Reva escape. 
 
    She had made her plan so she would be unable to divulge Reva’s location, but that plan had been shattered two days ago when a messenger bird arrived. Now she did know, and she had to decide what to tell him. 
 
    Luca said nothing as she paced away from the window. He waited while she wrapped her arms around herself and considered the matter. 
 
    “Let me show you something,” he told her finally. He left his wine on the windowsill and beckoned her over to the table, where a map of Gold Port was weighted down and covered in units. “I worked this out with Tinian’s spy, Geraldo, and Lord Rokkan before I summoned you.” 
 
    “What is this unit?” Serena picked up a chip of cloudy glass. 
 
    “Ah.” Luca smiled. “A water wielder can call fog, the same sort of fog that allowed the spy to sail so close to Tinian’s boats without even being able to see their flags. That was just chance, but we can summon it at will, and I intend to have us do so. We have arranged to use some fishing boats that will bear the Menti into position under the cover of darkness and mist. The soldiers will follow, also shrouded. We do not have as many water wielders as I would like, but we will make do.” 
 
    “And you?” Serena searched for the gold crown, but it was not on the map. 
 
    Luca sighed. “We had several concerns: first, making sure that Stefan’s soldiers are accounted for. They are zealots, and they have already performed some executions. We must have our soldiers in place to prevent that happening in Gold Port. Second, we know Stefan must be killed. That means the Menti must reach the palace in sufficient numbers in order to hurt him, but his powers mean he can easily escape. Third, and related—I want to save Alberto.” He gazed down at the map and clenched his fists. “Lord Rokkan thinks he has a way, and the spy thinks it can be done, but with the zealots and Stefan, it is too much. Unless we have a dragon.” 
 
    Serena sank her forehead into one hand. What to do? What to admit? 
 
    “I am not asking you to tell me where she is,” Luca said, and met Serena’s surprised eyes. “She does not have to see me ever again. But we need her, and I think she deserves to know that. You know as well as I do that Reva has fought hard for Estala. She would not want to be absent from this battle. I will give you the plans to deliver to her.” His voice broke, and he had to clear his throat. “I hope you will be regent a while longer after I return, Serena, because I must fight the Ulezi. I will kill every one of them with my bare hands if I have to, to take away the danger I put her in.” 
 
    Serena wanted to believe him. She was shaking with how much she wanted to believe. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “What has changed, Luca? You have made declarations before. Why….” Why should I trust you now? 
 
    He was not offended. That was her first sign that something truly had changed. He walked slowly to his chair and sat, his eyes regarding her steadily, the thin gold circlet on his head as regal now as a throne. 
 
    “I have decided on the kind of king I want to be,” he told her. “However briefly I may wear the crown. You are to be regent if I fall—queen if you wish, steward for Alberto or Carolina if you do not. But while I live, I promise you this: I will let those who wish to serve Estala do so. I will use their talents to fight our enemies and make us strong. I will heed the words of my councillors, but I will not let them make my decisions. I will not think that the hard decision is the better one. No one will be a slave while I rule, Serena. Not a slave in irons, not a slave in marriage, not sold into service in the religious orders, not pressed into service in my armies.” 
 
    He took a breath, then went on. “Father would have ordered the armies into motion already. He would have had boys from Reyalon armed and on the ships. The Menti would not have a choice of whether or not to fight. But I am not Father. I am not Matias, either. I was not born to lead a charge. But I can listen, I can judge fairly, and I can lead them to victory. If Stefan still lives at the end of the battle, I will kill him myself in justice’s name. All of that, I promise you.” 
 
    There were tears in her eyes as Serena clasped his hands. She did not have any words to say to this, only a relief so great that she thought she might drown in it. She started to kneel, and laughed when he shook his head. 
 
    “I may get used to people kneeling to me, but not today, and not my own sister.” He shook his head with a smile, then sobered and pulled out a letter. “Get this to Reva, Serena. Please.” 
 
    Serena shook her head. She knew what she had to do. 
 
    “No. I will be writing the letter. And you will be delivering it.”


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Ato’s training was a spectacle for the inhabitants of Castle Dalur. Every day at noon, when the sun could wilt even the strongest warriors, everyone else was supposed to be indoors while Reva, Sam, and Carlia trained Ato in fire-breathing and fighting. 
 
    But the people crowded around to watch. Dragons were something out of a legend, and even if the Menti and the soldiers alike had not been awestruck by the spectacle of the dragons, they would have watched out of hope. Estala had four dragons now to save them from Stefan’s armies. The Menti and the soldiers both had a reason to be glad of that. 
 
    Today, as every day, the courtyard had been entirely cleared, but whispers sounded from the doorways, and every once in a while, a head would appear and hastily be withdrawn. In the cleared space, Ato and Carlia circled one another warily while Reva and Sam perched on the battlements to watch. 
 
    Reva shifted her weight. Her dragon form felt so natural to her that it was easy to forget the force she could summon. Just last week, she had cracked one of the stones, and Ato had taken out a tower with his tail. Given that Ato was new and needed to be trained, no one had said anything to him about it. 
 
    Not that Lieutenant Gerras would say anything, of course. Not only was the castle Reva’s by marriage, and thus hers to do with as she pleased, Gerras had not spoken to any of them for a week. He had holed himself up in his study, and what he was doing, no one knew. No soldiers had appeared, and none of his soldiers had withdrawn. They continued their patrols and their work as before. 
 
    Reva found herself gazing toward the tower that held Gerras’s study. Then she shook her head slightly and turned away. She knew she should rectify the situation with Gerras, but she was not certain how to do so. Therefore, it stood to reason that her focus should be on training Ato. 
 
    In the courtyard, Carlia grew tired of circling and lunged forward, snapping her teeth toward Ato’s wing. One of the surprises both Reva and Ato had discovered was the range their necks had. Sam and Carlia, brought up to use their powers, knew the exact span from their tails to their jaws, and could thus judge their distance well, but for Reva and Ato, it was taking a great deal of trial and error. 
 
    Ato was not as helpless as he had once been. Instead of dodging backwards out of the way of Carlia’s attack, he went perpendicular to her lunge, his tail lashing back to catch her in the face and neck. She snapped her jaws shut, and the tip of his tail lashed at the same moment, causing both of them to bellow in pain. 
 
    Carefully, Sam roared. There was no larger purpose to your sacrifice, either of you. Do not take any hits you do not have to take. 
 
    Both dragons grumbled their acceptance, and Reva smiled. Sam had a natural talent for tactics and had been invaluable as Reva and Ato learned to be more comfortable in their dragon forms. With Ato being so new, and Reva’s first memory of changing being during her capture, the two of them were hardly the confident warriors they needed to be. But Sam had a good mind for the fight, and drove them forward. 
 
    Carlia, meanwhile, was patient, never complaining of the bruises or scrapes she received from training, always willing to go another round to demonstrate a tactic or help her opponent hone a new technique. 
 
    Usually, either Reva or Ato would spar against one of the siblings while the other new dragon watched. This allowed the other sibling to explain the tactics that were being used and helped the new dragon see instinctive mistakes they might be making, such as trying to use the claws on their wingtips as a weapon. 
 
    While the claws were sharp and wicked-looking, and a human would naturally want to use their wings as arms, the webbing of the wings was delicate, and the best tactic was to keep them out of range of your opponent, only using them in mid-air when you could drop onto your opponent from above. 
 
    As Reva and Sam watched, Ato sprang into the air and climbed fast. This sort of acceleration and control was new to him, as was the tactic; he preferred to hang back and defend rather than attack. A move like this, which required absolute commitment and a follow-up attack, showed that he was becoming more dangerous as a dragon. 
 
    Carlia spiralled up into the air after Ato. He had forced her to do so. A dragon in the air was more dangerous than one on the ground. It was the lift-off that was the issue, baring the relatively unprotected belly and unfurling the delicate wings. It was for this reason that Sam had made Ato and Reva train to take off powerfully, training them on the technique over and over again until they nearly dropped from exhaustion. 
 
    Now that the two dragons were in the air, more people spilled outdoors. They craned their heads to watch, Menti and soldiers all jumbled together. Reva smiled at the sight. She had never thought she would see such a thing, with neither group wary or mistrustful of the other. Sam, however, was cognizant of the danger. A stray bit of dragon fire or a buffet from a wing could badly injure a human. He roared at the doorways, and everyone whisked out of sight. 
 
    He chuckled at Reva, and she found herself laughing as well. Everyone knew Sam was not truly upset, and he could use human words in dragon form if he wanted to do so, but the roar left no room for doubt, and there was something undeniably funny about watching humans scurry into hiding. 
 
    Up above them, Carlia corkscrewed toward Ato. The tactic kept her back and belly at unpredictable positions, making it risky to drop onto her. Then, just as Ato was preparing to drop anyway, a risky tactic that would likely force her away, she flipped over onto her back, exposing her belly, but also bringing her claws and tail into play. 
 
    Caught off-guard, Ato banked away sharply and skulled his wings in the air. He clearly had not thought of a backup plan for his attack. As he hung in the air, Carlia righted herself and shot toward him, spinning as she did so. Her tail lashed across Ato’s face before he could get out of the way. 
 
    Come on, Sam murmured for Reva’s ears only. Fight back, Ato. 
 
    Ato could not hear him, but he had learned a great deal since he first met Sam and Carlia. Even roaring in pain from his whiplashed face, he shot forward to snap at Carlia. Carlia did not quite manage to evade him and shrieked her pain when his teeth caught her flank. She whipped her own head around to snap at him, causing him to dart back awkwardly, and she took full advantage to hurl herself toward him. 
 
    The two tumbled through the air, claws clashing as they each sought to protect their own belly and get through their opponent’s guard as well. They beat their wings quickly enough not to fall like stones, but barely. 
 
    Near the ground, they broke apart, and Ato landed heavily while Carlia soared away. Her endurance was still superior to his, and it would take a long time for him to be as comfortable in dragon form as she was. 
 
    Sam roared to indicate an end to the match, and as Carlia came down to land gently, Reva and Sam joined the other two. 
 
    A good match, Sam told them. Ato, tell me what happened. 
 
    This was how he got Reva and Ato to learn more from their matches. Sam always asked them to give an account of what had happened, and often, by speaking it aloud, they understood better where they had made a mistake. 
 
     I evaded Carlia’s first attack, Ato said. He was panting slightly. I attacked her with my tail, but her teeth caught it. Next time, I will go for a wing or for her chest. 
 
    It is a risky thing to try, Sam said. Her teeth will always be close. 
 
    I want to make it work, Ato argued. 
 
    Sam gave a bit of a roar. Try it on your own time, after Stefan is defeated. It is too risky for a real battle. Even small injuries add up. If you are in pain and you lose your strength, you hurt your allies. 
 
    Ato bared his teeth, but he acquiesced. 
 
    Sam nodded for him to go on. 
 
    I went into the air, Ato said. 
 
    You did it exactly as you should. Your speed was very good. Sam would chide them for sloppy technique, but he was just as willing to tell them when they had done something well. 
 
    I went up, and Carlia followed. She was using a defensive technique I thought would make it hard to attack, so I decided to drop on her to force her out of the spiral. But she flipped, and I did not know what to do. 
 
    What does that tell you? Sam asked him. 
 
    Ato shifted, clearly self-conscious. She had a plan, and I did not. 
 
    Precisely. Carlia, what did you plan to do if Ato did not drop? 
 
    I was going to keep going up, Carlia said. I would use my endurance and technique to go up and force him to follow me. 
 
    The other three dragons nodded. 
 
    And at the end, Ato said, picking up where he had left off, we grappled, and when we came to earth, I was too tired to climb again. So she won. He sounded winded and frustrated in equal measure. 
 
    Sam nodded decisively. Good. A good summary. You know where you went wrong. Carlia…. 
 
    I know, Carlia said. Reva could not guess what Sam meant, but Carlia clearly understood it at once. I’ll be careful, she added. 
 
    Sam nodded and leapt into the air to flap his way back to the battlements. Again, he called over his shoulder. 
 
    I’m exhausted, Ato called. 
 
    You are stronger every day, Reva said encouragingly. Like all the Menti here. You exhaust yourself, and then the next day, you are stronger. There is some strength left in you. Use it all. 
 
    He nodded, but he gave her a wolfish dragon grin. If I fall from the sky, I hope you will all keep me from hitting the ground too hard. 
 
    Reva made the hissing sound that was laughter for a dragon and grinned back before joining Sam on the battlements. What did you want Carlia to do? she asked him curiously. 
 
    She is taking risks, Sam said. She thinks that because Ato is new, he will not know certain techniques. But she made the same mistake he did. She flipped onto her belly, a risky move. If he had known how to deal with it, it would have been bad for her. I was reminding her not to make a habit of that. I did it once and got badly injured. 
 
    Oh? Reva said, interested. The other two were circling once more, Ato lagging slightly. 
 
    One year, giant eagles made a nest near our caves. Father sent me and Carlia to deal with them. The eagles are smaller than dragons, but they are vicious, and they fight together. While I was fighting with them, I used a technique I had been using in sparring. My father had warned me that it was too risky, but Carlia could not combat it, so I had made it into a habit. They eagles, together, could deal with it easily. Carlia got me free, but both of us were injured. I learned my lesson. 
 
    Reva nodded. 
 
    They watched for a moment. Ato was clearly exhausted, but he was pushing to use the last dregs of his power. Despite the effort it took to go past the point of exhaustion every day, he, like all the other Menti here, knew that the battle to come would require all he had and more. He must get stronger. 
 
    How are you? Sam asked Reva. 
 
    She regarded him in surprise. He was carefully looking away so as not to put her on the spot. 
 
    Reva did not want to answer, but she knew she must not be too much of a coward to do so. She lashed her tail almost unconsciously, and at the same moment there was a call of alarm from one of the nearby guard towers. 
 
    She swung her head over and concentrated to use human language. “Sorry!” 
 
    The word came out, as words always did from a dragon’s mouth, in a low growl. The soldiers smiled and waved, but with a slightly terrified expression on their faces. 
 
    Sam snickered, and that broke some of the tension. Reva laughed as well, her sides shaking in the hot summer sunshine. 
 
    In the sunlight, with the sound of her own laughter in her ears, she was able to speak the truth: I feel I am grieving for a man I never knew. 
 
    The words were incongruous with the laughter, and Sam quieted at once. Now he did meet her gaze. 
 
    I never expected that Luca would be king, Reva explained. You never met Matias, but he was everything you would think of in a good king. He wanted everyone around him to rise and prosper. He was kind. He was a good soldier, but he did not like battle. He would have been a better king than Davead. 
 
    It was difficult to keep the resentment from her voice. Davead had driven the Menti into hiding, fathered Stefan, and sold Reva into years of abuse at the hands of her husband. 
 
    Sam still said nothing. In the courtyard, there was a shout—Carlia and Ato had finished their fight. Sam bellowed back to tell them that he and Reva would be with them presently, then nodded to her. 
 
    When I realised that Luca was king, I thought of the kind boy I knew, and I saw what he could be. But I hadn’t seen him in years. Reva stared into the middle distance. He was never trained to control a council or lead in battle. How could he have known how to do that? 
 
    Sam turned away now. 
 
    And what he did instead…. A dragon always spoke with the mind, and Reva’s mind shrank away from the words she had to say. But she must say them, she saw now. She must speak the truth aloud. I can never forgive him, Sam. Never. I can never let myself forget what he did. 
 
    Sam gave her a brief, searching look. Then he said, He is still there, you know. The boy you loved. 
 
    Reva met his gaze in surprise. 
 
    He transformed back into a human and dressed, his eyes averted as Reva did the same. When they were both dressed, he leapt up to sit on the stones again and waited while she climbed up. She wrapped her arms around her knees and stared at the trees behind Castle Dalur. The forest here was beautiful. Seeing the closely knitted trees and winding paths helped her push her grief away. 
 
    “I did not want to like him,” Sam said. There were shouts nearby, and he glanced over his shoulder at the road. He watched for a moment before turning back. “I think you know why, Reva.” 
 
    Reva could feel her cheeks burning. 
 
    “He is smart,” Sam said. “He is just a boy, still. That’s all. When he becomes a man—when he takes responsibility for his decisions, when he decides what kind of leader he wants to be and follows that path rather than telling himself he has no choices, then he will become a true king. The ones for whom it comes easily? They struggle when times get hard. Those who have to struggle to do any of it, though—they are the ones you need during the hard times.” 
 
    Reva heaved a sigh and was mulling over Sam’s words when the courtyard began to fill with soldiers. She narrowed her eyes, trying to discern whether they were in danger of another attack. None of the soldiers seemed to be arming themselves. She even saw Lieutenant Gerras, finally out of his study. 
 
    “He has to decide soon,” Reva said. She leaned back to let the sunshine wash over her face. “Or we will all die. Sam, no matter what he does in the future, the past cannot be undone.” 
 
    “I know,” Sam said quietly. 
 
    “I do not know if I can forgive him.” She regarded him steadily. Then she gave a bitter laugh. “I do not know if he even cares.” 
 
    “He does.” Sam shook his head and stared down at his hands. Then he swung down and held out his hand to help her off the stones. “And you will have to decide soon.” 
 
    “We do not have to march with the army,” Reva said. “I have been thinking about it, and I believe—” 
 
    “No. Reva….” Sam nodded toward the road. “He is here. Luca is here.” 
 
    Reva turned, and her throat seized. 
 
    There, coming along the road, were two lines of the Royal Guard. Pennants fluttered in the breeze as they rode, and when she inspected the scene more closely, she could see that the horses were panting and lathered with sweat. 
 
    And at the head of the column, looking just as exhausted and bedraggled as the horses, was Luca. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    She was on the battlements. Luca saw her at once, before she realised he was there. Her dark hair was shining in the sun, and he watched as she turned and went still. Her eyes were fixed on him, on the soldiers around him. His breath caught in his throat at the sight of her, as beautiful as always. 
 
    He felt at his waist for the scroll Serena had given him. A large part of him wished that she had sent word herself. When he told her that he would hunt down the Ulezi, it had been in earnest. He knew very well that it might cost his life, but he was determined to do it, even if Reva never spoke to him again. 
 
    The truth was, he almost hoped she would never speak to him again. He did not think he could ever face her. What could he possibly say? They both knew what he had done. 
 
    Luca knew that Castle Dalur had long been unused, and he was surprised to see that it appeared to be in good repair. The forge was running, he could see the warm gold-brown of fresh straw in the stables, and none of the doors were hanging off their hinges. There were no weeds growing through the cobblestones. 
 
    The reason for the efficiency soon became clear. A man with dark curly hair knelt at the front of the ranks of soldiers. Some of the freed Menti knelt as well, and Luca resisted the urge to search their ranks for Reva. His heart had been pounding since he first saw her. 
 
    Luca swung down from his horse. He stumbled slightly and felt the familiar surge of resentment that everyone had seen him. Then he summoned a weary laugh. He must stop believing that everyone wanted to see him fail. He had stumbled, nothing more. 
 
    “Too long in the saddle, I am afraid,” he said to the watching soldiers, and they gave him the chuckles of men who had done the same thing. They did not think less of him for a mere stumble, no matter what Stefan would have thought, or his father, or Josef. 
 
    “Lieutenant Gerras,” he called to the man at the head of the column. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Lieutenant Gerras stood, his eyes downcast. 
 
    “I thank you and your soldiers for your work here.” Luca extended his hand and embraced Gerras in front of the assembled soldiers. For the lieutenant’s ears alone, he said, “I have spoken to my sister. You need not fear any reprisal, any of you.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras hesitated. Then he said carefully, “Your Majesty may not be aware of all of my actions. Even when I realised that I had been deceived—” 
 
    “Princess Serena explained,” Luca assured him. 
 
    Serena had told him everything about her plan and about the surprising events that had followed. Reva and Karine had gone at once to the Gardens of Anios and freed each of them with forged orders, then brought the Menti to Castle Dalur for training. There, Lieutenant Gerras had done his best to assist them as they sought to find tactics for the Menti to use in battle. 
 
    Then the lieutenant had discovered the deception, and he had been faced with a dilemma. He did not believe that the imprisonment of the Menti had been just, or a worthy decision for a king to make. While in charge of one of the work camps, he had overstepped the letter of his responsibilities by having the Sisters confined and stripped of their responsibilities. He had not sent a search party after Karine when she left, either, hoping against hope that she would somehow find a way to free the Gardens. He did not want to be a gaoler. 
 
    However, he knew his duty, and he knew that when the battle came, it would be necessary for the Menti to have word of it. After wrestling with his conscience, he had written all this and more, but not to Luca. He had sent the letter to Serena, instead, having heard her name spoken by Reva. If and when she believed it was safe to tell Luca their location, he said, she should do so. 
 
    Now, Luca nodded to Lieutenant Gerras. “You have served my subjects with honour, Lieutenant. You have followed the orders I should have given. It is my hope that I will never again give orders that a man with a conscience cannot follow.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras’s voice rose slightly in surprise. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Luca decided not to correct him about the title. He nodded to Gerras and pointed at the wooden platform in the corner. “Would that be the best place to address the Menti and your soldiers?” 
 
    “I can also have the hall made ready,” Gerras said. 
 
    “No need.”  
 
    Luca made his way through the crowd, stopping to return the murmured greetings from his subjects. It felt strange, and yet it felt right as well. These people were learning to fight for him, and he would address them as his subjects. 
 
    “You may rise,” he told them when he reached the platform. His voice was not strong enough, so he cleared his throat and repeated the words.  
 
    The soldiers and Menti stood. There were so many Menti that he felt a bit dizzy at the prospect. He had never seen so many in one place. In truth, he had never dreamed there were so many at all. 
 
    He observed the crowd, understanding their strength and the risk he was taking by being honest with them. But he was Davead’s son, not Davead. 
 
    “I apologise for your imprisonment,” Luca told them. “My father hunted the Menti unjustly and imprisoned them equally unjustly. I would explain his actions to you if I could, but I do not understand them myself. I only know that it was not right.” 
 
    He swallowed and took a deep breath. 
 
    “What I can explain, much to my shame, is my own actions. You know what happened: that I sent soldiers to make sure the conditions were tolerable and had you pressed into service making medicine to fight the plague. You were kept in chains. You were still prisoners. I, a Menti, gave that order.” 
 
    He paused. The yard was now deathly silent. The Menti had been reminded of what Luca had done, and of its cruel irony. 
 
    “You think I ordered you freed,” Luca said. “That is not true. I would like to say that I understood my mistake and gave the order for you to be brought here, but I did not.” 
 
    Luca watched as the eyes of the Menti moved furtively toward his soldiers. 
 
    “Lay down your weapons,” Luca called to the soldiers. To the Menti, he said, “You are in no danger. You will never be imprisoned for your magic again. Magic is not a crime. I, like you, was terrified when I found my magic. There was a terrible cost when it awoke. I ran from my home. I was pursued by my own brother, and I battled him and drove him away. But when I was faced with the question of what to do about the Gardens of Anios, I was no true king. You should have been freed immediately.” 
 
    He felt wretched. He could hardly ask them to follow him after what he had done, but he had to do so. Estala would fall if he did not. 
 
    “In one week,” Luca said, “my army will cross the sea to Gold Port, where my brother has taken the city and now provisions his army. My brother, as you may or may not know, is a dragon shifter. My own powers”—he held up his hand, flames playing in the palm—“are not enough to defeat him. I will be bringing a small company of Menti with me, those who battled Stefan at the Xanti camp. I come here today with an appeal that I have no right to make for myself, but every cause to make as an Estalan. Come with us. Help us defeat my brother. Help us defeat the Order of Insight. 
 
    “And when we come home, help us rebuild Estala. Help me establish the schools that will train Menti to use their powers. We have spent many long years thinking of the Menti as our enemies—yes, even those of us who discovered we were Menti. It will be a struggle to change. It will not always be easy to coexist. But we will do it. I have secured a promise from my sister, the princess Serena, that should I fall in battle, she will not persecute the Menti when she takes the throne. I believe her, because she was one of the ones who fought to aid you. I promise that whatever comes, you will not be held captive, and you will no longer be hunted.” 
 
    Luca held up his hand. “Take the day to decide,” he said. “We will leave in the morning. I would give you more time if I could, but there is no more time. The battle nears.” 
 
    He nodded and left the platform, and only then did he allow himself to turn in the direction of the walls where he had last seen Reva. She was standing frozen, watching him. Luca took Serena’s letter and handed it to one of the soldiers. 
 
    “Will you take this to Lady Avalon, please?” 
 
    He nodded once to Reva, and once to Sam, who was standing at her side, and then he went to meet Lieutenant Gerras to begin a formal account of the Menti who were present. There was much to be accomplished if they were to leave tomorrow. 
 
    It took all he had in him not to wonder whether Reva would be with them or not. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva  
 
      
 
    “Lady Avalon.” The soldier ran up the stairs two at a time. He seemed flushed and excited rather than hurried. “His Majesty said to bring this to you.”  
 
    It seemed that Luca had quickly won hearts after his arrival. 
 
    “Thank you,” Reva said. “But I do not need to read it.” 
 
    “Reva.” Sam’s voice was quiet. He took the letter from the soldier with a nod and ushered Reva down the walk to one of the guard huts. “May we have some privacy, please?” 
 
    The soldiers inside gave them a curious glance but vacated the hut promptly, and Sam steered Reva to one of the little stools placed around a brazier. 
 
    “You should read it,” he said. 
 
    “I do not want to.” She sounded unlike herself, sullen and stubborn, but she could not bring herself to put out her hand and take the letter. She gave him an unwilling chuckle. “And I will have you know that my parents would be shocked. An unmarried woman and man asking to be alone.” 
 
    “Now is not the time to adhere to stuffy old rules.” Sam made a disgusted noise and broke the seal himself. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I am reading the letter,” he said as though that should be obvious. “For one thing, it is not from Luca. It is from his sister.” 
 
    “What? Give me that!” Reva snatched it out of his hands. 
 
    “Now you want it,” he joked, but he let it go. He focused on something over Reva’s head and whistled. “Karine! Over here.” 
 
    Reva glanced over her shoulder to see Karine approaching. She smiled and then directed her gaze back to the letter. Serena’s hand was flowing and elegant, exactly what was expected from a princess who had been raised to be perfect. 
 
      
 
    Reva— 
 
    You will wonder, no doubt, how Luca knew where you were. A Lieutenant Gerras wrote to me a few days ago, telling me of your location, bidding me tell Luca only if I believed the Menti would be safe. 
 
    Much has happened since you left. Stefan has taken Gold Port and is massing his army for an attack. It is a standoff with no clear end. Both Stefan and Luca hold cities and strongholds. The fight will be hard-fought when it comes. 
 
    Luca is prepared to go to battle and is not sure he will return. I would reassure him, but he is going to face a dragon, and even I know that triumphing over Stefan will be no small task. Should he succeed, Luca has asked me to rule as regent while he hunts down the Ulezi himself. He is determined to undo the threat that has been done to you. 
 
      
 
    Reva laid the letter on her lap. For a moment, she felt like she could not breathe. In her mind’s eye, she could see the Ulezi swarming over the walls with the guards’ lifeless bodies lying in their wake. When she picked up the letter once more, the paper was shaking. 
 
      
 
    There is much more I could say, but it is better that you hear it from him. He said that you need never speak to him again if you do not want to, but I hope you will, and I hope you will fight for us. I told him where the Menti were because Estala needs them now, and I was sure that he would not make the same mistake again. He asked me to send for you. 
 
    I cannot make your choice for you. I know I have no right to demand anything of you. I only ask. Stefan is a monster, and I fear what he will do if he is not defeated. I hope we will see each other again. Selfishly, I hope you will fight alongside my brother. It is our allies who will save us in the fight to come. 
 
    -Serena 
 
      
 
    Reva folded the letter with shaking hands. Sam was gone, she saw, and Karine was sitting on one of the other stools, her fingers laced around her knees. When Reva crumpled the paper between her hands, Karine flinched slightly. 
 
    “The lieutenant wrote to Serena of where we were,” Reva said. That, she could speak of. It was manageable. “Not Luca. He kept our confidence.” 
 
    “Ah,” Karine said quietly. She did not seem surprised, so perhaps Gerras had told her himself. 
 
    They remained silent in the hut. Out in the yard, there was shouting and the clatter of wagons. They were loading provisions, Reva supposed. Some Menti would go; she was sure of it. Even after Luca’s betrayal, they knew that Stefan was worse. Stefan would kill them if he could, and he would do it horribly. 
 
    “He told her he will hunt down the Ulezi after the battle,” Reva said. She stared down at the crumpled letter and felt tears stinging in her eyes. “He said he would leave her as regent and search for them. He told her to ask me to come back and fight with them, and to tell me that I never had to speak to him again.” 
 
    “Ah,” Karine said again. 
 
    Reva shot her a hard glare. 
 
    Karine hunched her shoulders and shook her head helplessly. “What is there to say?” 
 
    “You could tell me what to do,” Reva said. She could hardly think for her anger and pain. 
 
    To her surprise, Karine burst out laughing. Reva saw that she tried to stop herself and mask it under a cough, but there was no hope for it, and eventually Karine gave up and tipped her head back, her shoulders shaking. After a moment, she pressed a hand over her stomach and sighed. When she saw Reva’s annoyance, she shook her head. 
 
    “Oh, Reva. You always know what everyone else should do. But when it comes to your own life, you are useless.” 
 
    Reva was nettled by that. “Are you suggesting that I order people around? All right, I suppose I ordered the soldiers around. But they are soldiers. They take orders. I did not force the Menti to—” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I meant, Reva.” Karine put out a hand. “You remember when we first met? You were so furious when the sisters would hurt one of us. You knew it wasn’t right. You were so persuasive when you made the plan to break us out. You knew we would die if we stayed. You made decisions for us all on the road, and when you got to Reyalon, I wager you had a strong voice on the council, too. You aren’t shy, Reva. You know what’s right and wrong, and you’re quick to make a plan, unless it comes to yourself.” 
 
    Reva could not stop thinking about Ammie, her handmaid, the one person she had not been able to save. Ammie had always been the one to help her when she was married to Francis. Back then, Reva had felt smothered by the constraints of her marriage. She had been passive and weak. Was Karine right? Had she always failed to make the right decision for herself? 
 
    “Luca took responsibility for what he did,” Karine said. “He seems different now, but what he did was terrible. I don’t know what’s right and what’s wrong. I only know that if it were any one of us, you’d know what to do. Maybe think about it like that.”  
 
    She squeezed Reva’s hand and left. 
 
    Reva sat in the guard hut for a long time, staring at the paper in her hands. She  sorted through all of the excuses she did not want to hear, all of the same stupid things she had heard Luca say during council meetings. 
 
    She did not want to speak to him—or, rather, she did, but she wanted it too much. Seeing him again, speaking honestly despite the shame it would cause him, had reminded her of the hopes that had been dashed when she arrived at Nesra’s Keep. 
 
    She knew what she had to do. She simply did not have the courage to do it. It took her a long while to make herself stand up and walk down into the courtyard. Her heart seemed to flip when she saw Luca speaking with some of the soldiers, and she hoped that she was walking steadily as she approached him. 
 
    When he turned and saw her, she thought she saw the same tumble of hope and worry in his eyes. 
 
    “We will speak in my study,” Reva told him. The words came out abruptly, and were not at all appropriate given his status, but she lifted her chin and marched past him into the castle without waiting to see what he would do. 
 
    He followed her, a silent presence behind her left shoulder. A tingle worked its way down her arm, knowing that he was so close to her. She forced herself not to turn and look at him, not to check his hazel-green eyes and see if the remains of the boy she had once known were still in those eyes. Instead, she took a petty sort of satisfaction in watching him enter the iron-decorated room. His shoulders rose, and his expression contorted with distaste. 
 
    “Francis decorated it,” Reva said. She stood behind her desk and waited for Luca to sit. “He tried to control what he was with iron. He covered himself with it.” 
 
    Luca’s eyes roamed around the room before finally settling on her. His mouth opened and closed, and she saw all of the excuses he wanted to make. She saw his internal turmoil, his reaching for words that would not heal what had happened between them. Rather than try, he held himself still and silent. 
 
    In that moment, she hated him fiercely. She was shaking with fury, there were tears in her eyes, and she hated every part of this, especially that she had missed him despite everything that had happened. The past few nights, when she was sure that everyone was asleep, she had cried bitter tears of pain and betrayal. She had cried for Luca, and for her own fear of what was to come, with Stefan, with the Ulezi. 
 
    It was a long time before she could speak, and when she did, her voice was ugly. 
 
    “They have already come. The Ulezi.” She dashed the tears off her cheeks as Luca started forward, his mouth dropping open. “Do not,” was all she said, all she could manage to say. She could not listen to his protestations. “When they attacked, six soldiers died. Two Menti. They died fighting those monsters who came here because you promised them that they could kill every dragon, including me, Sam, Carlia, and another young dragon fresh into his powers. You saw Lieutenant Gerras? His men died defending the castle.” 
 
    Luca’s face was grey. She could see how much he wanted to speak, but he held himself back. 
 
    “The least you could have done was ask me,” Reva said. She hated how lost she sounded now. “You knew how afraid I was when I came back from the city. You could have asked me if I thought they could be turned against Stefan. You could have warned me that you had invited them into the palace. And you did not.” A sob was building in her chest. “Your father bargained me away, too. Do you remember that? Because I do. But at least….” She took a long, shuddering breath. “At least he threw me away for a purpose.” 
 
    He responded with shocked silence. Reva sat rigid, knowing that if she let herself move even an inch, the dam would burst and she would be lost in her tears. 
 
    She had not known what she was going to say until it came out of her mouth, but now it was all welling up. She was thirteen again, in shock as the carriages pulled away from Reyalon and she realised there was no escape for her. She remembered Francis’s rage when she miscarried the first time and the way she had finally understood that no one could come to save her. The king had made a choice, and everyone else had decided to pretend it was right. 
 
    And Luca had done the same thing all over again. 
 
    “Reva.”  
 
    Luca’s voice was broken. She was torn between satisfaction and hatred when he came to kneel in front of her chair and dropped his head into his hands.  
 
    “Reva, I am sorry. I am so sorry.” His voice was muffled. “I made the decision my father would have made, and nothing will ever undo it. I thought, ‘They will not get her. I will come up with a way to kill them after they find Stefan.’ I wanted him to be afraid. I….” His voice broke again. “I was so desperate and so afraid, and I am sorry, Reva. I did not want to send you into battle.” 
 
    Reva’s heart had been filled with a storm, beating at the walls of her chest until she thought it would burst, but now it subsided, and she studied his face, shaking her head. There were tears running down her cheeks. 
 
    “Luca, if I had to die for this, I would have wanted to do it facing Stefan. That would be my choice. Not as an afterthought, the price of an assassination.” 
 
    When he lifted his chin, his face showed her the depths of his horror at what he had done. “I know.” He shook his head helplessly. “I know,” he repeated. “What I did….” He sniffed heavily. “It is unforgivable,” he said. Then he stood and made his way back to his chair, where he sat as though he were a puppet with its strings cut. “I never meant for you to find out. I thought…. It was childish, but I thought I could kill them, and you would never have to know.” 
 
    “You did not think they would come for me?” 
 
    Luca turned away. He seemed to be remembering. “I knew they would,” he said. “I knew it was a risk to you because I might not be able to fight them, but I told myself it had to be done, and it was just a risk. It was not a surety. I knew the risk, and I told myself it was not real. I had been so determined to kill Stefan without risking anyone but myself, and I thought he might kill some of them and I could kill the rest. It did not make any sense, any of it. I was trying to bargain with demons. Even a child knows better.” 
 
    The memories vanished, leaving only this iron-filled room and the two of them, and Reva felt eerily calm all of a sudden. 
 
     “Luca, I—” She broke off. She must not tell him how much she wanted to trust him. “You made a very pretty speech, but how can I be sure that you mean it? That you will stand by it?” 
 
    “You cannot,” Luca said flatly. “I had no right to ask any of you to fight with me.” 
 
    “Even that is a lie!” Reva flung the words back at him. “You are taking the easy way out by telling me—” 
 
    “I never wanted to see you again, do you understand?” Luca’s face was ashen. “I begged Serena to come here instead of me. I do not ever want to disappoint you again the way I did before, do you see? I would rather you go somewhere where I can never hurt you again. I do not want….” He dropped his face into his hands once more, his shoulders hunched. “You did not yell at me then,” he muttered. “You just left. It was too dangerous for you to yell at me. You did not know you were safe, so you had to go. When I thought of you and wanted to call you back, I remembered that. When I understood that you were afraid of me, I wanted you to disappear and be safe, far from me.” 
 
    “Luca,” Reva said with a sigh. 
 
    He raised his head. “Never again. I will not throw anyone away. Those who fight Stefan will do so by choice. They will not be sacrificed secretly. No more Menti camps. I do not—” He faltered. “I do not know how to rule this way, Reva. It is not how my father ruled. I am afraid.” 
 
    And that, at last, was the truth. Her anger began to bleed away, slowly but steadily.  
 
    “You will do it,” she told him, and gave him a small smile.  
 
    It took everything she had, but she reached across the desk and waited for him to take her hand. She tried to ignore the flutter in her stomach when his fingers wrapped around hers.  
 
    “Ammie died for me,” she said. “And the two guardsmen Francis sent with me when Stefan attacked. I committed treason and had the soldiers help me by telling them a lie. I did not tell Gerras who was hunting me. If I had, he might have been better prepared. You wanted to kill Estala’s enemy, a man who had slaughtered thousands. I wanted the same. We have both sacrificed others to do it.” 
 
    “Never again,” Luca said.  
 
    “I know,” Reva told him. She was beginning to cry now, but the tears were not born of hopelessness or fear. “To any of it. Most importantly, I promise you this: Stefan will never wear the crown again. I will do whatever I have to in order to make that true. We will fight with you, Luca.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Lord 
 
      
 
    The lantern flickered, and the Lord cast it an annoyed glance. He had been staring at the map in front of him for what felt like hours, and his eyes were stinging and blurring, a human weakness he should not have. 
 
    Of course, he had made the choice to place himself in a human vessel. He reminded himself of that, though it did not ease his temper. No human body could be truly human while he was inhabiting it, either. He was stronger and faster than any human, and any would-be assassins would find their job to be much more difficult than they expected. Nigh on impossible, in fact. 
 
    But his eyes were still burning after a long night of staring at the attack plans for Nesra’s Keep. His shoulders were aching, and his back was hunched. Even his wrists hurt from his having braced his hands on the table. 
 
    He took one last disgusted look at the table and made for the doors out into the council gardens. The guards at the doors bowed deeply to him, but no one else was around to see him leave. They had all gone to sleep, being frail and useless in their bodies as well as their minds. 
 
    He was very sure that Nesra’s Keep was not impregnable, but his generals swore that it was, and the Lord had never concerned himself with the mechanics of warfare before this. He did not understand the measures Lord Tinian had referenced that had been used to make both Reyalon and Nesra’s Keep death traps for invading forces. 
 
    “You got in,” the Lord had pointed out for what felt like the dozenth time. 
 
    As always, Tinian had given him a regretful smile. “We believed we would hold Nesra’s Keep from then on, and we wanted it to be strong. I am afraid we strengthened the hold, and I am sure that Prince Luca still has those adjustments in place.” 
 
    “You did not think to undo the measures when you left?” the Lord had snarled at him. 
 
    “Lord, many of them are stone and mortar. They could hardly be undone easily.” Tinian shook his head, and then his voice changed, becoming silky smooth. “And in any case, we intended to bring Prince Luca to his knees not with soldiers, but with trade. We had his brother Alberto, and we felt there was no need for a costly invasion.” Then Tinian realised his words had been somewhat disrespectful. “But of course we were not as brave as you, Lord.” 
 
    The Lord turned away from Tinian and walked along one of the garden paths, frowning. Almost since he had arrived, Tinian had advocated this sort of warfare: tariffs, quotas, complex licensing for the fishing boats and vessels that came from Xantos. There were many ways, Tinian said, to wreak vengeance on Prince Luca, ways that did not involve provisioning an army and sending it across the sea. 
 
    Those methods were also, he pointed out, tried and true. They were not as uncertain as a battle. 
 
    When the Lord spoke with Tinian, he felt the councillor’s overwhelming fear at being in the presence of a god, mixed with what seemed to be genuine distaste for war. 
 
    But while Tinian evidently believed that a battle was not the mark of a man, preferring instead to use colder, subtler methods against his enemies, the Lord knew that trade disputes would not win him converts. He needed an army to inspire fervent devotion in his followers and awe in those who still opposed him. 
 
    Tariffs hardly created worship. 
 
    He linked his hands behind his back as he walked. Tinian might be lying to him. In fact, that was a near certainty. 
 
    But what was the truth? 
 
    In the shadows of the courtyard, someone shifted, their feet crunching on the gravel, and the Lord raised his head. He could make out no more than a shape. Damn his weak human eyes.  
 
    He filled his voice with power. “Who is it?” 
 
    “Me, Lord.” A guard stepped into the moonlight and knelt, shaking. “I guard the postern door. I did not mean to disturb your thoughts, Lord. I beg your forgiveness.” 
 
    The Lord recognised him. This one was Xanti, a recent convert. Though few of his fellow Xanti guards had been allowed to remain, this one had impressed Mikkel with his devotion to the Lord. 
 
    My lord priest, he is a god, the boy had said earnestly, according to Mikkel’s story. He should rule the whole world, not just Xantos. 
 
    The Lord stared at the man’s bowed head. All the humans he saw should be so clear on their place in the world, but so many—even amongst his followers—remained defiant. They believed they should choose what to believe and whom to follow. 
 
    Perhaps this Xanti was the key to everything. With Gold Port worshipping him, the Lord would grow in strength. He would be almost unstoppable, a warrior fit to lead any army, a king resistant to poison or blades. 
 
    “Walk with me,” he said to the guard. 
 
    “Lord?” The man seemed as though he could hardly believe his ears. 
 
    “I would speak with you,” the Lord said. “Rise, supplicant. Walk with me.” The words were like honey on his tongue. He knew the steps of this dance. 
 
    The soldier fell into step beside him, only once glancing fearfully over his shoulder at the door he had left. The Lord feared for nothing with the man’s worship strengthening him, but he snapped at another guard and pointed to the door. A reinforcement was sent for, hurrying down the path, muted clanking coming from his weapons. 
 
    “You were born here,” the Lord said. “Never told about Anios.” 
 
    “We knew of him, Lord. Of you.” The man stumbled over the words. “But we did not know you would walk among us one day.” 
 
    Even the Lord had not considered that possibility until recently, but he did not tell the guard that. 
 
    “When you heard of my presence, what did your family and friends say?” He noticed that the man had flushed. Why was his skin turning red? He inhaled and smelled shame. 
 
    The guard shook his head angrily. “They said blasphemous things, Lord. Do not ask me to repeat them, I beg of you.” 
 
    “I will not. I simply wonder, how did you see the truth, when they did not?” 
 
    The man’s shoulder’s hunched. “It was the truth. What more was there to see? You were a god. Humans serve gods. They placed their alliance in a different god, yet you walk among us. There must be a purpose to that.” 
 
    Yes, the Lord thought. And there is. I will rule this world soon. I will rule it entirely. 
 
    To the guard, he said, “There is a purpose. I am here to save all of my children. The world has fallen into decadence. Faith will strengthen it.” 
 
    “I tell them that, Lord.” The guard nodded eagerly. “But what else can I say? How can I explain it to them? Xantos is….” He drew in a breath. “Gold Port, especially. The citizens worship gold and luxury. They are guilty of everything you say. They believe that a good leader is one who keeps everyone in silks and gold jewellery and a comfortable life. What do I tell them? How do I explain it?” 
 
    “Tell them….” The Lord faltered. Tell them to worship me. Tell them not to worry about the food in their bellies or whether they wear silk. Tell them to fill their heads only with thoughts of me. 
 
    But that was not enough. Humans wanted more. His brother had explained as much to him many times, his patience wearing thin over the eons: Anios, humans must choose goodness or their worship means nothing at all. 
 
    He was wrong, and Anios had sworn that his brother would say as much before he died, driven to obscurity, weakened by the lack of prayers, ripe for Anios to strike at him. When the time came, his brother would see what a fool he had been. 
 
    But first, Anios needed the worship of these humans, and he could not seem to secure it. Every day in human form drained him, and he was not finding it as easy as he had hoped to make new converts. 
 
    The guard was staring at him curiously, waiting for the Lord to speak, and the Lord felt panic building in his chest. He hated that about this form, the way he could feel every emotion. 
 
    Show me what humans desire, he commanded Stefan’s soul. 
 
    The answer tore through him like a blaze. Avarice for anything and everything, a ravenous maw that could never be sated. It was as cold as death, and at the same time, as bright as flame. The Lord saw thousands of soldiers kneeling. He saw worshipers lying prostrate on the floor of the throne room. He saw the copper dragon, and the smiles of women as they lay back on beds covered in silk drapes. 
 
    He could not stop the images now. He saw Davead nodding in approval while Matias knelt beside him, humbled before Stefan’s obvious superiority. He saw the lords of the Estalan court bowing low. 
 
    Tell me what to say to the worshipers, damn you! The Lord spat the words at Stefan’s soul, and received only a howl in response. Stefan wanted freedom. He was struggling tooth and nail for the weak, scarred body he had inhabited. 
 
    “Lord?” the guard asked worriedly. 
 
    “It is…. It is nothing,” the Lord gasped. “Treachery and—” 
 
    “Are you dying?” There was desperate fear in the question. 
 
    “No.” That word, at least, he could speak. “To kill me—no. It is…. I would be alone. Leave me.” 
 
    “My Lord.” The guard knelt, bobbed his head almost to the ground, and hurried away. 
 
    Release me, the Lord hissed at Stefan. 
 
    Let me out! It was a petulant cry, like a child’s. Set me free! 
 
    The Lord’s back arched, and he gave a strangled cry. The guard was torn between obeying the Lord’s order and being afraid of what would happen if the Lord died, but he kept walking a moment later. 
 
    His loyalty had slipped. The Lord could feel it. He had needed quick, persuasive words, and instead he had been sent away. 
 
    The Lord fought Stefan’s soul with grim determination. A human challenging him—this human, of all of them! The human whom Mikkel had believed would be Anios reborn. Anios now realised that Stefan had only wanted to be worshipped as a god. He had not wanted to give himself up. 
 
    It was too late for him, the Lord thought, his lips twisting bitterly. Even weakened as he was, he could defeat a single human. He forced Stefan’s soul back into its cage, astonished by its ferocity, and then he stumbled to the fountain in the centre of the gardens and sat down, trembling. 
 
    Shouts went up in the council room, and the doors burst open a moment later. The Lord could hear Mikkel’s voice, and he closed his eyes wearily. He did not want to listen to Mikkel right now. 
 
    There was no running from it, however, and when he opened his eyes, it was to see the guards dragging a battered, beaten figure between them. The Lord stood, swaying slightly, and regarded the woman in the guards’ clutches. She was wearing breeches and a tunic, and her hair was cut short against her head, but he could tell little else about her. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “We caught her sneaking down to the sewers, Lord,” one of the guards replied. 
 
    “She was seen throwing a message into the water,” Mikkel said. His lip curled. “She refuses to say where she was trying to deliver it, or what it said.” 
 
    The woman stirred and raised her head with great effort. Her breath whistled as it was drawn into her lungs. The pain that radiated from her was fresh and bright. As the Lord tilted his head to watch her, her eyes fixed on him. She smiled…. 
 
    And spat on him. 
 
    The guards threw her to the ground and lashed their feet and fists at her. There was a crack—a rib, the Lord guessed. She kept herself silent through each blow, though he could feel the blossom of pain every time a hit landed. 
 
    “Enough.” He drew his hand sharply through the air and went to kneel by her. “Tell me. Who were you bringing information to?” 
 
    “You are….” She gasped for air. “You are no god. You are a pretender.” 
 
    Doubt sprang into the minds of the guards around him. The Lord shot out a hand, grabbed her around the throat and lifted her into the air. He hardly had the strength for it, but he must show them what he was. He held her there as she began to struggle, and only when the doubt had begun to fade did he release her, letting her fall, helpless, onto the stone of the path. 
 
    “Give her a threefold death,” he told Mikkel. This woman wanted to speak of divinity? She could be killed to bring him strength. “Then have her strung up so her allies, wherever they are, can see what happened to her.” 
 
    He took one last look at the woman and strode away, rage burning white-hot in his chest. A rebellion? They were forming a rebellion now? 
 
    This must be ended, and soon. If he died in this form, he would be lost. Forever. And he did not have the strength to ascend. 
 
    At the door to the council chambers, he turned. “Mikkel.” 
 
    “Lord?” Mikkel hurried to his side. The guards waited, their captive half-dead between them. 
 
    “We sail,” the Lord told him. “Give the orders. Make ready.” 
 
    “Lord.” Mikkel wavered. “We do not have enough trained sailors of our own. We would be obliged to depend upon Tinian’s men, and they have proven—” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “I have seen the plans, Lord.” Mikkel was wringing his hands. “I am not certain—” 
 
    The Lord grabbed him and pulled him closer, his hands twisting in Mikkel’s robes. “We will have a victory. I will sit on the throne in Estala once more. We have the brat, Alberto. We have my strength. We sail.” 
 
    Fear spiked through Mikkel, but he bowed. “Yes, Lord. I will attend to it at once.” 
 
    “One more thing.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord?” Such fear in his heart. He stank of it. 
 
    The Lord peered over at the captive. “Bring me her blood to drink.”  
 
    She was strong. She would feed him, if not by her worship, then by her very essence. 
 
    “Yes, Lord,” Mikkel whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    The shouts of cobblers, smiths, and soldiers rang out in the courtyard. There were so many people crowded into the space, all calling urgently and pushing their way through, that it appeared completely impassable. Serena paused at the steps from the great hall, her mouth open in surprise. In all her years, she had never seen anything like this. 
 
    “Come on.” Carolina tugged at Serena’s hand. 
 
    “I am not sure if we should.” 
 
    “Oh, do not be so shy. You go out in the city all the time.” 
 
    Before Serena could stop her, Carolina bounded down the stairs into the crush of people. With her hair wrapped in braids around her head and dressed in the same breeches and tunic as any page might be, she was quickly lost in the crowd. 
 
    With an oath, Serena followed. She slipped through the crowd as carefully as she could. Much to her embarrassment, even with the rush of people, many drew aside to let her pass. 
 
    “Your Highness,” they murmured, bowing. 
 
    “Oh, please.” Serena’s cheeks were flaming. “I do not mean to interrupt your work.” 
 
    “Serena!” Carolina’s call echoed across the courtyard. “Come on!” 
 
    With a sigh and a laugh, Serena hastened across the empty space, calling her thanks to the others. 
 
    In the courtyard of the ambassadors’ housing, there was hardly any less activity. Menti were training in formation now, throwing fireballs and great gusts of wind while wolves and even a lion waited in one corner. Serena swallowed as she hurried by them. She knew they were human, but they still frightened her. 
 
    She called Carolina up the stairs with her, then took her sister’s hand and dragged her along when the younger girl wanted to stay and watch the magic. 
 
    “I wanted to see!” 
 
    “You will get your hair singed off,” Serena said with good humour. “When this is all over, you will get to watch plenty of practicing if you want.” 
 
    “Could I be a Menti, too? Like Luca?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Serena was hardly paying attention. 
 
    “I think I would like to turn into a wolf,” Carolina said. “Rip things up with my claws. And teeth. I would have long, sharp teeth.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” Serena peered through a doorway and smiled. “Hello, Nico.” 
 
    Nico lifted his head from his work with a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank the gods you are here.” 
 
    He was surrounded by piles of bandages to be wound, herbs to be packaged, ointments and balms to be apportioned. Each group of soldiers had a medic, and they would need the balms and bandages Nico had been preparing. Though there were many surgeons and healers in the castle, Serena had thought to test Nico’s salves and bandages against theirs, and she had found that some of his healing power seemed to transfer to the materials he made, for they worked much better. 
 
    He could hardly provide enough for an entire army, so she was coming to help him, along with some of the palace servants. But both Serena and Nico wanted him to do as much as he possibly could. Who knew how many lives they might save? 
 
    Serena sat on one of the chairs and gestured for Carolina to take a seat as well. The younger girl made a face at the pile of bandages, but she got to work quickly enough once Serena had shown her what to do, and she took great joy in ripping the cloth into strips. 
 
    Serena worked as quickly as she could, directing others as she went. In her rounds at the hospitals, she had acquired a sense for what supplies were needed in the event of injury, which herbs were most useful to stop bleeding, which salves could do the best job of healing burns. With so little time before the troops sailed, they needed to focus only on what would do the most good. 
 
    “I heard from Luca two days ago,” Serena told Nico. “He is returning with two hundred Menti.” 
 
    “Two hundred?” Nico stared at her, awestruck. 
 
    “Yes.” Serena smiled wryly. “He was quite impressed as well. He said there might have been a few more, but he decided not to let anyone under fifteen fight in the battle.” 
 
    Nico shook his head and let out a hollow laugh. “My father would say, if they are old enough to die, they are old enough to fight.” 
 
    Serena did not argue with him. She knew that Nico did not believe the same things as Geraldo, and she approved of Luca’s measures. 
 
    Carolina, however, puffed up her chest angrily. “Who is Luca to say who gets to go? I want to go.” 
 
    “Carolina, sister.” Serena set down her work and gave the girl her full attention. “No, you do not want to go.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Carolina insisted. 
 
    “What would Matias say?” 
 
    “Who gives a fig what Matias would say? Matias is dead, and none of you can bring him back, no matter how often you keep bringing him up.” 
 
    “Carolina.” It was Nico who spoke this time. He flushed when she looked at him. “Your Highness. I apologise.” He came to kneel next to Carolina’s chair. “It is a glorious thing to imagine fighting for those you love, is it not?” 
 
    Carolina nodded, frowning. 
 
    Nico frowned along with her, but not in the same way. While Carolina’s petulant expression was childish, Nico’s tired eyes showed maturity. “The soldiers on the other side think the same thing. They are just like you and me. They have brothers and sisters, cousins, parents. They are people loved by their families. When you imagine fighting for what you believe in in order to save it, the fighting means you have to destroy that for someone else.” 
 
    The petulant frown faded from Carolina’s expression, and sadness passed over her face like clouds over the sun. Seeing moisture in her sister’s eyes shocked Serena. She had never seen Carolina in this way before. She had never seen words affect her sister like this. 
 
    “Sometimes, we do not have a choice,” Nico said. “Now is one of those times. But, your Highness, as someone who tends to the wounded, who sees the cost of the battle, I know better than most that a battle is a terrible, terrible thing. Adults should rarely be forced to fight. Children should never have to.” 
 
    Carolina blinked away the moisture in her eyes.  
 
    “I did not know,” she said pleadingly. “I just thought you all wanted me to be ladylike.” 
 
    “Oh, love.” Serena came to wrap an arm around her. “We think you are perfect. Maybe someday you will be a soldier, too, and a fine soldier you would make. But you are too young to fight in this war.” 
 
    Carolina nodded slowly. 
 
    “It is difficult not to be able to fight,” Nico said. Carolina narrowed her eyes at him, sensing platitudes, but Nico gave her a smile instead. “I go to battle, but I heal. I do not fight. I feel helpless sometimes, but tending to the sick has given me a purpose.” 
 
    “Yes.” Carolina seized on that. “I do not like waiting behind. Anything could be happening.” 
 
    Serena was watching Nico with a half-smile. When he spoke like this, all of the youthful awkwardness fell away from him. She could see the man he would be in ten years: a healer with a shop in the city, perhaps, speaking to a young child who had cut his foot on broken glass, or an old woman with a persistent cough. Such things could be, in a world that allowed Menti. 
 
    In a world that was at peace. 
 
    “But you will not merely stay behind,” Nico said. “You will be here preparing to lead Estala, will you not? Your sister will be here to serve as regent, and she will be teaching you some of the business of the court.” 
 
    Serena hoped her face did not reveal her dismay. Carolina was intractable at the best of times, and she had no patience for something like learning court business. From the crease in Carolina’s brow, she was thinking the same thing. 
 
    Nico laughed. He began portioning out medicines once more, putting an assortment into crates for the servants to carry down to the fishing vessels. 
 
    “When I was younger,” he said, “I wanted to be a bard. I fancied that I would go from town to town, singing epic tales of knights and fair ladies. Imagine my surprise when I found out that I could not carry a tune to save my life.” 
 
    Carolina giggled. 
 
    “But I can heal,” Nico said. “So, instead, I make sure to listen whenever there is a bard around, and sometimes I steal old Hugh’s lute and try to play it. I was sure I would never be a healer. It seemed far too boring. Now I would not have it any other way, no matter the cost.” 
 
    Serena hesitated. Luca had spoken only once of Nico’s apprenticeship, and he had been oblique, but it sounded as if Geraldo had not been kind to the young man. 
 
    “Your father trained you,” she said, trying to speak without any inflection in her voice. 
 
    Nico stilled. His brown eyes regarded her thoughtfully and then moved away. “We do not always choose the way things are,” he said. “How I was trained was not always gentle.” The rawness of his voice said that it had been far more than an issue of not being gentle, and there was a tremor in his hands. But he took a deep breath and continued to pack the crates. “But I understand why he did it. In peacetime, you do not have to make those choices.” 
 
    Serena thought of Luca, and of herself. She had nearly ordered a coup that would have put blood on her hands, and she could not even say for certain that she had done the right thing by refusing to give the orders. 
 
    In peacetime, you do not have to make those choices. She could only hope, ever more fervently, for peace. 
 
    There was a commotion outside, and Serena distantly heard a call: “The king! The king!” 
 
    “Oh, we must organise a damn coronation,” Serena murmured. “This is getting ridiculous.” She nodded to Carolina. “Shall we go see your brother?” To Nico, she added, “Do you need to rest?” 
 
    “No.” He smiled faintly. “If you had seen my training, you would not ask that now. More hands, maybe, to wrap bandages, but no rest. There is no time for it, anyway.” 
 
    Serena smiled and ushered Carolina away, promising that they would be back soon. 
 
    In the main courtyard, the crush of people had drawn aside curiously as the Menti were rushed toward the ambassadors’ apartments. Luca, who was speaking with a man in a lieutenant’s uniform, noticed them immediately, and his face broke into a smile. 
 
    “The best news,” he told Serena, coming to clasp her hands. “Not only is Reva here—over there, you see?—we also have Sam and Carlia. And we have him.” He nodded to a Xanti man with skin as dark as Brother Axil’s. “Ato. You remember when Mount Zean erupted?” 
 
    Serena gasped. “The fourth dragon?” 
 
    “Yes,” Luca said. “We were lucky beyond measure to have found him. The four of them have been practicing drills as the rest of us rode. I am afraid we have quite terrified the countryside, but they needed to practice. Even the Menti have been practicing as we came.” 
 
    “Are they ready?” Serena went directly to the point. 
 
    Luca hesitated. “As ready as they can be.” His eyes travelled toward the man striding over to them. “Ah, Lord Rokkan. What news?” 
 
    “No news,” Rokkan replied. “Our Xanti guest hasn’t heard from any of his sources. He worries that the ways into the city have been blocked, that perhaps Tinian or the other spies were tortured in order to give them up.” He caught sight of Carolina and gulped. “He’s quite a one for dramatics, our spy,” he said gruffly. “Load of nonsense, the lot of it. There probably isn’t anything to report, that’s all. We hold Nesra’s Keep, and Stefan can order the Xanti army, but he can’t expect any special devotion. And—” 
 
    He broke off. Carolina, totally unaware that this monologue was for her benefit, had wandered off to watch a horse being shoed. 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Rokkan.” Serena smiled at him. “If you will both excuse me, I want to speak to Lady Avalon.” 
 
    Reva, apparently, had already made her way to the ambassadors’ quarters with the other Menti, and had brought along a palace steward who was staring at her wide-eyed as she detailed how many people would be needing beds. She turned a moment later and saw Serena. To Serena’s relief, Reva smiled. 
 
    “Your Highness. You remember Sam and Carlia? And please meet Ato from Xantos.” 
 
    “The last dragon.” Serena clasped Ato’s hand. “We are so grateful for your help.” 
 
    Ato’s lips twitched up in amusement. “Two weeks ago, I was herding goats. I’ve never met this ‘Stefan.’” He lifted his shoulders. “But they tell me he is no good. He kills Menti, I hear.” 
 
    “That, and many other things.” Serena forced a smile. “You will do the world a great service, Ato.” To Reva, she said, “Will you dine with us tonight? I know the boats leave soon, and you may have much to do.” 
 
    “I will,” Reva promised. “But first, many beds need to be found on short notice. I thought they knew how many Menti were coming.” 
 
    “I think the instructions likely got lost somewhere in the middle of all this preparation.” Serena shook her head. “I will see what I can do to help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Luca smiled as he took a sip of wine. The meal laid out before them was not as sumptuous as many he had seen, but no one seemed to mind. The meat had been carved until only scraps remained, cheese lay alongside platters of fruit, sweating slightly in the warm evening air, and baskets of bread finished the tableau. 
 
    That, and the laughter. How many exquisite meals had he eaten in these rooms in silence, or accompanied by  Josef’s self-serving flattery?  
 
    He glanced down into his wine with a bitter smile and put the cup on the table. 
 
    “Once he realised we were all hanging out the windows, of course, he turned as red as a beet.” Lord Rokkan had been entertaining them with tales from the barracks, which Brother Axil had objected would not be suitable at all for the ladies, but which Serena and Reva seemed to enjoy very much. 
 
    “What did he do?” Reva asked Lord Rokkan. She threw a glare at the others around the table, and there was the usual moment of jumbled emotions as her eyes met Luca’s, but a moment later she gave him a smile, the same smile he remembered from their days together as children. 
 
    He returned the smile. He could not help himself. 
 
    “He drew himself up.” Lord Rokkan had not noticed Reva’s drifting attention. He took a bite of meat and mimed puffing out his chest and planting his hands on his hips, the very image of a pride-pricked general. “And he said to us, ‘All of you, down here at once for your morning exercises! What’s been keeping you lazy excuses for soldiers?’ And then he marched off! Naked as the day he was born. He never mentioned it again, and no one was brave enough to bring it up.” 
 
    Serena was blushing, but she was also laughing. She had needed this, Luca suspected. After her sadness at losing her friend, Brother Rafael, plus her work in the hospitals and as regent, not to mention preparing for their infiltration of Gold Port, he wondered when she had last laughed like this.  
 
    Despite his earlier protestations, Brother Axil had laughed as heartily as the rest of them, and even Geraldo’s lips were twitching. 
 
    The Menti leader had agreed to come to dinner when Luca offered, though he had warned that they should be spending their time on preparations, not on ‘useless luxuries.’ Luca had only smiled, and Geraldo had shown up in finer garb than normal, nodding tersely to everyone. He and Lord Rokkan now went to one of the side tables, wine cups in hand, to examine the plans once more, while Reva began telling a story of Castle Avalon. 
 
    Luca settled back in his chair for a moment, but the sound of birdsong from the gardens was sweet enough to draw him to the windows. He leaned on the sill and tried to let everything fall away. 
 
    For days, he had done little but plan arrangements of soldiers, discussing how many Menti of each talent to send where, and which routes through Gold Port were the most important to guard. His head was spinning with numbers: thirty fire wielders, twelve water wielders, seven who could control wind. One panther, one lion, eight wolves…. 
 
    It was as good as done now. They had made their plan after exhaustive discussion, and there was no use thinking about it anymore. As Lord Rokkan had said, too much thinking was the enemy of action, and as Brother Axil had said, a king must make his decision and follow the path without faltering. 
 
    In any case, Luca was done second-guessing himself. He had made the best choice he could, and he would not let doubts plague him now. Now, he needed his strength and his fellow fighters, both those wielding magic and those with weapons. 
 
    He noticed a figure in the gardens and furrowed his brow. A tall, slim shadow slipped through the twilight. It could not be…. 
 
    But it was. Tania was walking alone in the gardens, wearing the same red gown she had worn in Gold Port. Luca watched for a moment, worried that she would see him, but Tania remained focused on the flowers around her. With a frown, Luca pushed himself away from the window and went to the door that led down to the gardens. 
 
    “Luca?” Serena’s voice was light. 
 
    “I will be back in a moment,” Luca told her. He kept his voice light, but he did not dare meet Reva’s eyes. 
 
    In the gardens, Luca walked slowly along the paths until he had drawn abreast of Tania. When she finally acknowledged his presence, he saw her staring at him bitterly. A moment later, there was a ripple of female laughter from his rooms, and she folded her arms tightly around her body, her mouth twisting into a grimace. 
 
    “Tania….” His voice trailed off. He did not know what to say. 
 
    “She was your betrothed.” Tania’s voice was flat. “A lady who can wear gowns and lead revolts.” She gave him a little laugh. “I like her, Luca. And it is obvious that you do as well.” 
 
    “I like you, too.” The words came out before Luca could stop them. 
 
    Tania pulled her arms tighter. “Not like her.” 
 
    “That is not true,” Luca argued. “When I came to the camp, our friendship—or, more than friendship—was real.” 
 
    He broke off, turning his head away to watch the moonlight glinting off one of the little ornamental ponds. When he was at the Menti camp, he had been grieving Matias, and had determined never to use his magic. Then, slowly, he had begun to believe that life could go on. 
 
    He had not considered returning to Estala. What was there for him in Nesra’s Keep? No one had expected him to live to adulthood, least of all Luca himself, so no one had planned a future for him. With his magic, he had been sure he would always be his father’s enemy. Reva had been married to another lord, and Luca had been far away, with no title. 
 
    It had been natural to wonder how he might build a new life. 
 
    After a while, he looked at pretty Tania, who was smiling at him sadly. “It was the same for me,” she told him quietly. Her voice caught. “If things had been different, if your brother had never come for you, I think….” 
 
    Luca walked around the side of the pool and sat on one of the benches, beckoning for her to come sit with him. “Yes. I think so, too. You would have kept me from getting too full of myself.” 
 
    She made a mock-disgusted noise, elbowing him in the side as she laughed. “You are a fire wielder. That is the most common sort of Menti. Who gets a full head from that?” 
 
    “You see?” Luca was laughing, too. Still, there was pain in her eyes, and he wanted to do anything he could to banish it. “Tania, I do not want you to be sad.” 
 
    “I am not sad,” she said at once, and her tone was prickly. She crossed her arms and hiked her legs up to sit cross-legged. It was somewhat ridiculous with the fine dress, but it seemed much more like her. A moment later, though, she puffed out a breath. “You get to go home, that is all. You are here with all the people you know, and what is going to happen to me when this is all over? I do not get to go home.” 
 
    “You might,” Luca said. 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “No one would take me back after I hurt people where I grew up.” 
 
    “They might,” Luca insisted. “Estala is going to change. To return to what it was. Menti were not always our enemies. It was my father’s hatred that allowed the Order of Insight to rise. I will never understand….” He shook his head. He never would understand what had driven his father to such extremes, and that grieved him. They would never be able to speak of what had happened when Matias died. 
 
    He stared up at the stars and fought for self-control. 
 
    “Things might change in Xantos,” he told her eventually. “They never hated the Menti as much as we did. They will need teachers for academies, too.” 
 
    “Geraldo told me about your plan. But we will never have academies like that.” 
 
    “You might.” Luca hunched his shoulders. “I have been thinking that maybe that is what I will ask Tinian for.” 
 
    “What?” she said, frowning. 
 
    “We are freeing Xantos,” Luca explained. “My father would have obtained everything he could in trade deals. Tinian will expect it.” He thought of Tinian’s advice and felt the usual surge of anger, but it washed away when he refused to indulge it. “But I do not want that. Serena allied us with Xantos when she betrothed Alberto to Oriana. That is the future I want, with both nations thriving. They will feed one another, as they always have. I thought perhaps I would ask Tinian to declare the Menti to be citizens and establish training centres for them in Gold Port, or maybe a little outside.” He thought of some of the explosions and floods caused by the Menti training and laughed a little. 
 
    Tania chuckled. She must have been thinking of the same thing. 
 
    “He had always been looking over his shoulder, waiting for you to ask something more of him,” she told Luca. 
 
    “That is his business.” Luca sighed. “So you can go home. And if you cannot—if you do not want to—you know you are always welcome here.” 
 
    “I do not think I would like that,” she said frankly. 
 
    The thought of losing her entirely made him wonder for a moment if he had made a mistake. After all, he and Reva had successfully planned an attack together, but that hardly meant she had forgiven him. His stomach flipped over when they were together, but that did not mean she would ever love him again. 
 
    “Tania,” he said a bit desperately. 
 
    She elbowed him again. “Do not be stupid, Ludo.” 
 
    “But what if Reva—” 
 
    “You have a battle to fight.” She lowered her chin and raised her eyebrows, telling him with her expression that he must be serious. “Battle first, worrying about your queen second.” 
 
    “Right.” He stared down at his hands. He felt a sense of something unfinished, yet he knew this was not his to finish. Tania had to find her own life. “Though I do not yet know if she is my queen. I….” He stopped himself. 
 
    “You hope so,” she finished for him. 
 
    He could not meet her eyes. Then something occurred to him, and he did turn to her. “We are talking like we are going to win this war.” 
 
    “We are going to win.” Tania smiled. Then she shook her head. “Luca, I do not mean that it will not cost us. War always does. But I have seen enough in the past several weeks to know how Stefan leads. He beggars his countries to build himself shrines. He does not care for anyone. Someone like Stefan cannot rule forever. The whole world will reject him.” 
 
    “I do not understand what Stefan wants. Is he mad? Does he crave adoration? Does he want to be rich? None of his actions make sense to me. The way he rules, he will have nothing and no one to rule over.” Luca sighed. He wished he understood whom it was that he was supposed to fight. 
 
    Tania shrugged. “Sometimes it is impossible to comprehend because we cannot think like the person we wish to know. You are a reasonable person,” she said with a grin. “For the most part, Ludo. Stefan does not work with reason or logic. His decisions must be motivated from elsewhere.” 
 
    Luca found himself nodding along. She was right: Stefan could not be figured out anymore. He was not the brother Luca had once known. But there was still some predictability to him: he would always alienate himself in the end. After having heard Josef tell him that only he could defeat Stefan, it was very strange indeed to hear Tania say that the whole world would do it for him. 
 
    He liked that, he decided. He had no special calling to be the king. This had never been his destiny. He was simply here at the right place at the right time. It was the hand he had been dealt, no more and no less. 
 
    Still…. 
 
    “What happens when he realises?” Luca asked. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “When he realises he cannot win, what do you think he will do?” Luca opened his palms as though he were weighting two invisible items. 
 
    From the expression on her face, she feared the answer as much as he did. Then she swallowed hard and said, “We have to make sure he cannot hurt anyone.” The words were a bit unsteady. 
 
    Luca nodded. He understood. Stefan needed to be killed as soon as possible, before he could make any reckless and foolish decisions. 
 
    “Prince Luca?” A voice called from the window above. Brother Axil leaned through the opening. “A messenger.” 
 
    Luca feared the tone in the brother’s voice. With Tanis on his heels, he hurried toward the stairs. They pounded up into his chambers to find a naked man wrapped in a cloak. 
 
    Luca stared at the man in disbelief. 
 
    “I am a hawk shifter,” the man said. 
 
    Luca swallowed heavily. At least the explanation for his being naked made sense. It was strange, but he felt a certain kinship with this man. He wanted to tell him that a hawk had saved his life during his battle with Stefan in Xantos, but he decided against it. That had only been a hawk, not a Menti. 
 
    “What news?” Luca asked. 
 
    “They may know I’ve come.” There was a wobble of defeat in the man’s voice. “And they may have discovered where our hiding place is. This information must be used wisely. We’ll not be able to help you after this.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lord Rokkan said impatiently. “But what news?” 
 
    “The Xanti fleet has sailed,” the man replied, taking in their horrified faces. “Stefan, the Lord, remains, but their fleet has sailed, spread wide. We have done what we can to mark some of the ships, but—” 
 
    “They’ve sailed,” Lord Rokkan interrupted. 
 
    “Yes. Last night.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. Then Geraldo said, “We need a new plan.” 
 
     “Yes.” Luca settled his circlet onto his head. “Someone find this man some clothes and get him some food. Lord Rokkan, send for our Xanti spy. Reva, we need the other dragons. Serena, give the order for the ships to be loaded at once and the soldiers roused and made ready. Tania, you know Gold Port as well. You stay. Brother Axil, help me bring the maps to the table.” 
 
    He saw his Governor’s approving smile as everyone in the room launched into action. 
 
    “This suits you,” he said as they lifted the trays of food off the table and onto the floor. 
 
    “It will not for long,” Luca said, “if we do not come up with a new plan.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Wind whipped under Reva’s wings as she pushed herself to fly faster, stronger. She was unaccustomed to the weight on her back, but she must keep flying. Everything depended on this one battle. Rohesa gripped  her scales as they flew, and Reva kept as steady as she could so her friend would not fall from her back. 
 
    A true battle of the four kings, Sam had said wonderingly the night before. Now Reva turned her great scaled head in his direction. In the mist, she could hardly see the shape of him. He was a mere shadow in the clouds, even with the dawn’s light. 
 
    Reva could not make out Lottie at all. She and Joss had been strapped securely to Sam’s back so they could shroud the two dragons in mist. Any sailor worth their salt would notice the cloud moving toward them against the wind, but with luck, they would think it was magic and not a winged beast to aim their arrows at. 
 
    Carlia and Ato were high above, so high that no arrows or even ballistas could get to them. So high that, they all hoped, the soldiers on Stefan’s ships would mistake them for birds. 
 
    If Reva and Sam did their job correctly, the soldiers would be much too distracted to notice anything at all. 
 
    A hawk darted up into the cloud and struggled to keep pace with the dragons. It was the spy who had arrived in Reyalon the night before, and the flying had taken its toll. A hawk could use the currents above the sea, but it was still a feat, and by necessity, the hawk must be with them now to tell them when to drop cloud cover. 
 
    We are close, it called. The sigil of Anios has been painted onto the decks of the ships with Stefan’s handpicked men. 
 
    Reva steeled herself for what was to come. They knew that Stefan did not have enough truly loyal soldiers to fill his ships, and that he had loaded his army from the common folk of Estala—the ragtag, frenzied followers of Anios—onto as many ships as he could. They were not trained soldiers, but they were desperate and fanatical, and they could do considerable damage in a fight. 
 
    Those were the ships Reva and Sam must burn—burning the spies with them as well, most likely, and any Xanti sailors unlucky enough to have been chosen as the crew, not to mention the slaves at the oars. 
 
    Let the spies do their work, the hawk shifter had advised. If they can save any, they will. Destroying the Lord’s army is most important. 
 
    Reva knew that to allow these ships to engage in battle would cost more lives, possibly the unarmed civilians of Reyalon, if the ships were allowed. It still grieved her. 
 
    Now! Dive now! the hawk called. 
 
    Hold tight! Reva told Rohesa, knowing that her friend would be clinging on for her very life. 
 
    The cloud disappeared in an instant, and Reva and Sam tilted their wings to hurtle downwards. The fleet spread below them, forty ships armed and bristling with soldiers. Ballistas crowded the decks, ready to unleash their fury on the walls of Reyalon. 
 
    They would have no chance. Reva swore that. Now that she could see the hatred in the eyes of Stefan’s soldiers, her choice was clearer. This hatred could not be unleashed on her city. 
 
    She opened her mouth as they flew closer to the ships, readied her power, and roared flame. The masts caught, and she banked sharply to fly in a tight circle, her neck turned so she could continue to breathe fire. This was the demonstration. A ship could catch with less flame, but the other ships, those carrying Tinian’s soldiers, must see what she and Sam could do. 
 
    She leapt through the air to survey the area ahead of them. The screams coming from the ship were terrible, and she wanted only to block them out, but she could not. 
 
    With two ships burning, according to the hawk shifter’s guess, there would be eight more that must be destroyed. Reva searched for the next sigil, dividing the battlefield into two rough halves, and arrowed down once more, making for the farthest ship. 
 
    They had readied their ballista, and she had to swerve out of the way of a projectile. On her back, she felt Rohesa shaking with fear. It was terrifying for a human to fly as high as Reva and Sam had, and even more so for them to be on a dragon’s back for all of the manoeuvres that Reva was doing now. 
 
    She completed one pass with this ship and looped around, adding a burst of speed, to spit flames at a second. Neither ship had expected the attack, so they had not readied any weaponry. Leaving them to battle the smaller fires, Reva went to touch the other two ships on her side the same way. 
 
    Then she returned to the first pair. The flames were spreading despite the crew’s efforts, and she could see that it would take little else to destroy them. After one last pass, she rose to give herself a moment’s peace. 
 
    “Two more ships!” Rohesa called. 
 
    Reva stretched out her aching wings, dove toward the ships, and cried out in agony as an arrow sliced through the thin webbing of a wing. 
 
    “Keep flying!” Rohesa called desperately. “Take them out quickly! That is the only way to keep from being wounded again!” 
 
    Her words steadied Reva when she would have pulled up. She let her fury escape her in fire, and had the satisfaction of directing a burst of flame at a ballista as it was being loaded. It collapsed, and the flames consumed the ship. 
 
    Now for the second part of their plan. Reva circled outwards to scull over one of the ships with no sigil, and Rohesa cut the string that held a small, weighted packet. It thudded to the deck of the ship, a white cloth fluttering atop it, and Reva moved on to the next ship. 
 
    Over each ship, she hovered, swinging her heavy head to make sure that no missiles were being prepared, then she had Rohesa drop one of the packets. A quick glance told her that Sam was doing the same. 
 
    Reva looped into a last pass. Across the decks, she saw soldiers dropping their weapons and sails being lowered. A surge of relief rushed through her. 
 
    The sailors had not known when they set out for Reyalon that there were spies on the other ships. They had anticipated that whatever they faced, it would be levelled equally at them as at the other ships. They had no reason to believe that the dragons would spare them while also destroying the ships carrying Stefan’s zealots. But none of Luca’s generals wanted bloodshed beyond what was necessary, so Luca had composed letters that had been copied, each finished with his seal and his signature: 
 
      
 
    Soldiers of Xantos, drop your sails and your weapons and you will hereby be pardoned for taking up arms against my people. When a false king holds the throne, using terror as his weapon, there is no shame in following orders. 
 
    The false king will be defeated today. Show us that your ships are no enemy to us and let our fleet pass, and there will be no reprisal once Stefan, son of Davead, has been defeated. We will strike directly at the palace and leave the city unharmed.  
 
    -Luca, Prince of Estala 
 
      
 
    In the distance shone the first white glimmers of Estala’s fleet—not only the small fishing craft, but the great ships, though few in number, that held soldiers loyal to the Estalan throne. 
 
    Reva had seen that the ships were following their orders, and she was turning to leave when she heard a shout behind her. A small knot of Stefan’s soldiers must have been aboard one of the other ships, for they were fighting with the others, loading the ballista to launch a projectile at Reva. 
 
    “Fly down!” Rohesa shouted. 
 
    “I cannot use my flame!” Reva called back. 
 
    “Yes, but I can use my claws.” Rohesa smiled. “We must show that we mean to protect them from Stefan’s soldiers.” 
 
    Reva nodded and banked downwards, out of the way of the ballista. The zealots were fighting to the death on the ship’s main deck, and she understood their fanaticism. A dragon was a powerful weapon, and taking one out of commission would be worth many lives on Stefan’s side. 
 
    She hovered over the ship, and Rohesa leapt, tearing off her dress and changing form in an instant. She leapt into action without pause, snapping at Stefan’s zealots with her teeth and raking them with her claws. They screamed as they died, and the Xanti soldiers cowered away. 
 
    Rohesa bounded back to Reva when she was finished, and Reva realised that she must land. They had made the gesture, but had not thought through how they would get Rohesa onto her back. 
 
    She landed as delicately as she could and arced her uninjured wing to shield her friend as she changed back and put on her dress once more. Then Rohesa climbed onto Reva’s back and addressed the sailors. 
 
    “This is the Lady Reva Avalon, Prince Luca’s dragon. Today she fights for you as well as for herself and Estala. She will free you from the false king.” 
 
    The Xanti soldiers cheered as Reva leapt into the air. She roared into the sky, and the cheering spread to the other ships. They did not know what had been said, but they knew that their fellow soldiers were pleased by the presence of the dragons. 
 
    Rohesa’s suggestion to help had been a good one. The cheers lifted Reva’s spirits and put new strength into her. She soared over the fleet, the pain in her wing present but manageable, and met with Sam. 
 
    They have taken the bargain, he roared to her. 
 
    They welcome anyone who will free their families from Stefan, Reva called back. 
 
    They climbed against the wind and at last found a patch of sun-warmed air where the winds were lower. 
 
    You are injured, Sam called. 
 
    It is nothing, Reva called back. But when she turned to the sea, she felt a twist in her heart at the sight of the burning ships. They had broken apart, and a few were barely smoking any longer. 
 
    We did what we must to save more lives. Sam’s voice ached with pain, and Reva knew he had heard the same screams when he destroyed the other half of the zealot ships. Look only forward, Reva, not backward. 
 
    Forward, Reva agreed. She craned her head to where Carlia and Ato were barely specks in the distance. They carried Luca’s handpicked party that would assault the castle, and she felt a sudden surge of worry. Come. Let us help our friends. 
 
    With Sam, she put on a burst of speed and watched the water racing below her. Stefan had made the first move, but she swore by all that she was that he would not win. She refused to see the world made over in his image.


 
   
  
 



The Lord 
 
      
 
    The Lord crouched on the parapets of the palace in his dragon form, his talons gouging into the gold-painted stone. Behind him droned the frenetic chant of his most loyal followers, all of them whipped into an ecstatic frenzy by Mikkel. Held in the relative darkness of what was now the throne room, they cried out the Lord’s name in love and in prayer. 
 
    Anios! Anios! 
 
    The Lord closed his eyes in satisfaction and let their worship flow over him. For a moment, he could believe that all was as it should be, as he had imagined it would be when he chose to come back to this plane of existence. He had pictured streets full of kneeling supplicants begging for his favour. He had pictured the chants rising with the incense from the temples. 
 
    A world of order. A world ruled by his light, rather than by the disgusting chaos the humans always created. And create it they had, robbing him of what should have been his throne in Estala and refusing to worship him here in Xantos. Their stubborn obedience to the letter of his laws, bending a knee while despising him in their hearts, had nearly cost him everything. 
 
    Now, however, with the sea breeze curling around him, the sunlight on his scales, and the chants and adoration of his worshipers flowing over him in a wave of pure power, the Lord could imagine that he had the world he had always wanted to rule. 
 
    The world he would have. He swore that to himself. He would be damned if he let scurrying insects destroy him. 
 
    He opened his eyes and hunched. Chips of stone rained down as he shifted, and the soldiers on the walls cried out in alarm. The Lord ignored them. He was focusing out to sea, where he had seen a strange cloud moving toward his ships. Human eyes could not still see the fleet, but his could. 
 
    A moment later, the cloud disappeared, and he saw the flash of dragon fire. 
 
    So that was what the cloud had hidden. Two dragons, if he was counting the flashes of the flames correctly. Golden flames and green. Did he see sunlight glinting on copper scales? 
 
    Lust and fear stabbed through him at the same time. He had sent those ships out under the cover of darkness, marching the troops out too quickly for anyone to have anticipated it. It had been common knowledge among the council that he wanted to attack, but his advisors had prevented it. 
 
    So, who had known? Who had brought word to Estala, and how? The tunnels out of the city had been watched covertly—that was how the spy had been found last night. Yet now there were two dragons setting fire to his fleet. 
 
    Had Luca set sail as well? His heart fluttered in panic for a moment and he whirled, sending a large chunk of gold-painted stone crashing down. He roared his fury as he pounded down the broad stairs and into the council apartments. He needed his followers’ strength to sate his fear. 
 
    He took a special vicious pleasure in destroying everything he could as he tore through the palatial room. His tail lashed at frescoes and statues, and his claws shredded carpets. 
 
    In the former council chamber, now his throne room, he found Mikkel leading the followers in prayer. Alberto and Oriana were huddled at the back of the room, white-faced and utterly silent as Mikkel called the zealots to ever-greater heights of worship. Mikkel’s own robes were stripped down to the waist to show a back bleeding from his self-flagellation. Many of the congregation had done the same, and the floor was slick with their blood. 
 
    The worshipers cried out in joy to see the Lord. They had been kept behind as the Lord went to watch his fleet. He had intended to follow the ships tonight, then arrive with them in the darkness and wreak destruction on Reyalon with Alberto in his claws. They would never dare fire upon him then. 
 
    Instead, he would need to go now, to meet the fleet in the middle of the sea and destroy his opponents. And for that, he needed strength. 
 
    He stalked forward, his head swinging side to side, jaws opening and closing. The scent of his followers’ blood was intoxicating to him, full of their ardour and strength. He saw his first victim, a man of perhaps forty years, his hair liberally laced with grey but his body strong and unbowed. His head was tipped back as he cried his prayer with all his strength. 
 
    The Lord crushed the man’s body in his jaws, and even the man’s agonized scream contained a blessing. He died with an ecstatic smile on his face, welcoming the pain as it came. His blood ran down over the Lord’s jaws and coated the floor. The Lord snapped his jaws to gulp the body down and felt his power swell. Distantly, he thought he heard Oriana cry out in fear. 
 
    His followers were crowding forward now, their arms stretched out toward him. 
 
    Me, Lord! Pick me! 
 
    My Lord, I would give you strength! 
 
    Anios! 
 
    He took his time selecting the others. They had a knife they passed around eagerly, spilling their blood so the scent would reach him. Their eyes were as deep and mad as the void between the worlds, and the Lord savoured it. 
 
    Yes, this was how humans should be, how they should live. No thought should be in their heads save their love of the gods. After all, humans could not be trusted with thoughts. Their thoughts were heretical and chaotic. Awe reduced them to what they truly were, and they were happier for it. 
 
    At the sight of the humans reaching for him, Stefan’s soul stirred. The Lord felt the powerful desire to be human, to be lounging on the throne while his followers competed to impress him. He wanted lords throwing their gold and jewels to him, and a bigger throne, a bigger crown than Davead had ever worn. 
 
    The Lord snarled at Stefan’s soul. This was not its body any longer, it was his. How dared it defy him when it had been given a greater gift than any human could ever dream of? To be a vessel for a god was to become more than any other human could hope to be. Why was Stefan not glad? 
 
    In his fury, the Lord’s jaws snapped around the first person his eyes fixed on: a woman with nut-brown skin and close-cropped hair. The welts almost seemed to glow on her back. She made no protest as he ripped her limb from limb, simply surrendered as if this were the greatest joy she ever experienced, and for all her quietness, her happiness was just as sharp as the man’s had been. 
 
    Stronger now, the Lord cast about and saw a younger man, skeletally thin and with the bearing of an ascetic. How long had he lived in Gold Port, waiting for a leader like the Lord? 
 
    You will never know a life without me, the Lord thought as he devoured the man. Though the man’s body was weak, not holding as much energy as the others, his soul was strong. The Lord felt drenched in liquid fire, and he welcomed it as only a dragon could. This follower had held worship in his soul, yes, but also a seething hatred for Tinian and his ilk. The Lord drank the hatred in and roared in pleasure. 
 
    A figure at the edge of the crowd caught his eye and his thoughts: a man, he thought, hooded and swaying. The man was whipping himself, and although he was still wearing his robes, he had cut them open with the lash. In him, there was purpose and resolve, the feeling of a soul cleansed of fear. 
 
    Him. The Lord needed him. 
 
    He transformed into human form for a moment, his body was awash in sensation. His followers pressed close to touch him. He answered their cries, revelling in their open madness as he made for the man at the edge of the room. He must speak to this man, learn the secret of his resolve. 
 
    The figure continued to sway as the Lord walked closer. He was aware of the Lord’s presence, but his mind was free of all other thoughts as he swayed. The Lord had eyes only for him as he emerged from the crowd of followers, motioning for them to stay behind. They fell back reluctantly, still whispering his name. 
 
    Anios. Anios…. 
 
    “Look at me,” the Lord commanded. He stepped closer and reached for the man. 
 
    Quick as a snake, the man’s hand shot out. An iron clasp closed around the Lord’s wrist, and the man’s head came up, his hood falling back. 
 
    Tinian. 
 
    There was no longer any fear in him, any hope for rescue. Tinian had embraced his purpose, like any true, chaotic, ungrateful human. His eyes fixed on Stefan’s as he lashed out with a hidden dagger, driving it deep into the Lord’s chest. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tinian 
 
      
 
    The point of the dagger sank into the Lord’s flesh with surprising ease, and all Tinian could wonder was why he had not tried this sooner. There had been any number of moments when he had been close enough to the Lord. Long council meetings, walks in the garden while the sound of screams came from the city below, terrifying audiences he was forced to watch while the Lord judged and executed hundreds. 
 
    The word assassination had always left an unpleasant taste in his mouth. Where was the civility in murder? The Gold Council prided itself on avenging slights with gold, not steel. Assassination was immoral and lawless. Theoretically, of course. At the moment, Tinian could not remember why that was supposed to be the case. 
 
    How many would have been saved if he had simply plunged a dagger into Stefan’s heart the night he came back? 
 
    The Lord. Not Stefan. Tinian had seen enough to know that whatever was inhabiting this body had not been human for quite a while. He did not quite believe it was a reincarnated god, but it certainly had no moral qualms or human feeling. 
 
    For a few moments, the ecstatic chanting continued incongruously, the zealots unaware of what had transpired. It was a moment that seemed frozen in time. The followers swayed and murmured their prayers, the sounds of lashes and grunts echoed through the chamber, and the blood bloomed across the Lord’s bare chest. Although there was movement all around him, Tinian was completely still, with the dagger thrust out and the Lord’s hand clamped around Tinian’s wrist, his eyes wide and surprised above his ruined, twisted face. 
 
    Luca’s fire had wrought those scars, Tinian remembered. Stefan’s body, the Lord’s vessel, had never been impenetrable. He should have done this sooner. 
 
    The Lord stumbled back abruptly, and the knife came loose with a terrible sound. Blood gushed from the wound, and the Lord stared at Tinian with utter hatred—and, oddly, a sense of triumph. 
 
    The followers saw nothing strange about Tinian’s bloodstained knife. Many of them were clutching knives of their own, hoping to tempt the Lord to feast on their blood. The needlessness of it made Tinian’s stomach turn. They saw the blood, but they did nothing. 
 
    But Mikkel knew. Mikkel saw at once what it must mean. 
 
    “Seize that man!” His scream was high and panicked. “Seal the room!” 
 
    Tinian drew himself up with a derisive laugh. 
 
    And saw that the Lord’s eyes were not going dull or dark. The blood was still flowing from the wound, close to coating his naked body now, yet he was still standing. He had not collapsed to the floor. There was no slowing of his breath. 
 
    He had not died. 
 
    Tinian ran. 
 
    “Alberto!” He turned on his heel and sprinted for one of the doorways cunningly carved into the wall, holding his hand out to encourage Alberto and Oriana to run to him. The guards, unfamiliar with the council chambers, had gone to the great doors at the end of the room to bar their way, and they had no time to reach the group before Tinian wrenched the hidden door open and ran into the winding corridors. 
 
    The corridors were narrow, built for a stealthy escape. The children stumbled as Tinian pushed them ahead of him, giving them terse commands at each junction. 
 
    He could not stop himself from glancing over his shoulder as he ran, which caused him to slow and stumble. He cursed himself for that, but he could not get the image of those eyes out of his head: cold and pitiless, alive in a way they should not be. It was as if the blood draining away had shown the truth of what lived in that body. 
 
    He was a god.  
 
    And Tinian had tried to kill him. 
 
    His mind was screaming that he was dead, that you could not fight a god and live. There was no point, therefore, in running. What kind of fool was he to think he could outrun a god who did not die when his life’s blood had poured out? 
 
    But somehow, he kept moving. Even when he thought he heard the scuff of footsteps behind him and imagined what horror might be there, undead and bent on revenge, he kept running. Even when he heard the distant clank of guards searching for the other doors that led to the hidden tunnels, he kept running. 
 
    Help was on the way, though. He heard the thunder of footsteps in the corridors and thanked every other god that was or had been for that. The children shrank back, afraid, and he shoved them forward harder than he meant to. He was exhausted from running, from steeling himself to do what must be done, from knowing that he would be a dead man when this was all over. 
 
    “Keep going,” he hissed. 
 
    “But, sir—” Even now, Alberto was polite. 
 
    He did not have time for more than that before Tinian’s handpicked soldiers flowed out from a joining of the tunnels. They saluted Tinian and let him pass into the centre of the group before everyone set off once more. The tunnels were broader here, leading toward the lower levels of the castle. 
 
    But someone might know that. Who knew how many had either turned to the Lord’s side or been terrified into confessing what they knew? And so, at every branch, soldiers split off from the group, filling the whole of the tunnels with sound so that no pursuers could easily tell where the group had gone. 
 
    Tinian kept running, taking the turns he had learned by heart, and he began to climb. He went up narrow staircases and along twisting, curving paths that followed some logic that only the builders had known. His breath was coming harshly, and he regretted that he could not appreciate the beauty around him. Even these corridors had been exquisitely made and carved with beautiful stonework. 
 
    All of his muscles burned as he struggled up to the roof, one finger up to his lips to tell the others to be silent. Had their deception worked? 
 
    He opened the door to the roof and stepped out. 
 
    The Lord turned from where he had been standing, looking out over the city. He had not dressed himself. The wound was, somehow, still bleeding. Tinian remembered the followers the dragon had devoured immediately before Tinian had stabbed him, and had a hard time keeping down his food. 
 
    “Hello, Tinian.” 
 
    Everyone on the roof shied away from that voice. It seemed to come from eons away. It was not the voice of a man, but of a god. How had they ever mistaken him for anything else? 
 
    Before Tinian could allow himself to react in any other way, he flung up his arm and released a tiny orb into the air. Up it soared, and up, and it glinted as it began to fall. 
 
    With a tiny chirp, barely audible from where they were all standing, it exploded with magical power, sending blue sparkles raining down on the streets below. 
 
    “Lord.” Tinian knew his voice was filled with contempt. 
 
    “Where are the brats?” The Lord strolled toward him, his face open in a smile. 
 
    Tinian stepped aside to show the soldiers behind him. There were ten of them, each dressed in black and armed to the teeth. 
 
    Alberto and Oriana were not there. 
 
    “You will never find them in time,” Tinian told the Lord. Although his chest was still heaving with the effort of climbing the stairs, he allowed himself a small smile. 
 
    They had known from the start that if there was to be any chance of Luca saving them, Alberto could not be at the Lord’s mercy. Even a seasoned commander might well falter when his own flesh and blood was in the line of fire, and Luca was a sixteen-year-old prince, not even crowned, with only a small number of battles under his belt. 
 
    As soon as the fleet had sailed and the Lord had made his intentions clear, Tinian had put the plan into motion. All of the spies had known the signal. They had been waiting for days to get Alberto and Oriana out of the city. 
 
    It was a small victory, though he knew what would happen now. He gazed out at the sea and felt a pang of longing radiating from his heart. A man always thought he had more time to live. He had not envisioned it ending this way. 
 
    He thought he saw movement shimmering in the sea air, like a bird, but larger. 
 
    The dragons. The other dragons were arriving.  
 
    His heart lifted. This was what one should feel in the presence of a dragon: awe and hope. Not fear. Not sickening hatred. 
 
    The Lord’s growl was so low that Tinian felt it in his bones rather than hearing it.  
 
    He did not turn away from the sea. He had always liked this view, with the sunlight like pennies on the water, and when he looked at it now, he knew that salvation was coming. He spread his hands and felt the touch of flame, and his life was mercifully extinguished within a moment. 
 
    Dragon fire, after all, burned hot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Blue sparks exploded over the palace, and Reva whipped her head around to make sure Sam had seen them. 
 
    The signal! Alberto is free! She pushed her aching wings, forcing herself faster, and knew she had accomplished her goal when Rohesa squeaked in fear and burrowed into her neck. 
 
    Reva bared her teeth in a silent dragon chuckle at her friend’s reaction. She would not laugh to Rohesa’s face, of course, but for a no-nonsense woman who could transform into a panther, Rohesa was surprisingly afraid of heights. 
 
    The flight will be over soon, Reva promised Rohesa silently. As usual with other shifters, she was fairly sure that the entirety of her message had not translated, but Rohesa must have heard her comforting tone, if nothing else. She felt Rohesa wrap her arms even tighter through the straps on her back, and heard no more worried squeaks. 
 
    Alberto was free. Reva hoped that Luca had seen the signal. Serena had hoped to ensure that Alberto would see new lands and live a happy life amongst the Xanti, and instead he had become Stefan’s pawn. No child deserved that—or the fate everyone had known Alberto would suffer once he was no longer useful as a pawn to keep Luca in check. 
 
    Reva’s hatred of Stefan flared, and she snarled. Davead’s cruelty had been terrible—uncaring and shrouded in false pragmatism—but at least Estala had largely been at peace under his rule. He had not thought to demand constant adoration. He had worn the crown as a burden and had grown weary of the bowing and scraping of the court. 
 
    Stefan demanded that bowing and scraping as his due, and none of it would ever be enough for him. All of his piety had been nothing but a self-serving tool for his own glory. Reva did not believe for a moment that Stefan had demanded new temples be built for the glory of Anios. Instead, they were for the glory of Stefan. 
 
    Now he claimed to be Anios reborn, and her contempt had grown to match her hatred. Stefan could never be loved enough as a man, so he had decided he would pretend to be a god? 
 
    He was a fool, and when his body was on display, his followers would see that they had wreaked cruelty and violence for no purpose at all. 
 
    The savage satisfaction she felt at that was tempered by sorrow. The cruelties could not be undone. The slaughtered citizens of Estala and Xantos could not be reborn. Families had watched their loved ones die of the plague without the medicine that had been burned on the ships. Instead of receiving comfort from the priests, they had been told that their wickedness was to blame for those agonizing deaths. 
 
    Never again, she promised herself. They were Luca’s words, and despite herself, she was beginning to believe him. In the distance, her sharp eyes could barely pick out the figures of Carlia and Ato. They were beginning to descend toward the city, carrying their cargo of Menti, and Luca would have his chance, at last, to fight Stefan and avenge the deaths Stefan had wrought. 
 
    A wave of fear swept through her at the thought of Luca, so human and small, battling a dragon. Before she even realised what she was doing, she began to push herself to fly faster, to be at his side. Every thought of him still brought back the sense of betrayal and grief, and yet…. 
 
    As terrible as his actions had been, she found that she understood them. Who would she have sacrificed to see the Gardens of Anios destroyed? If she could spare an entire army, and sent not her soldiers—good people, people with families and honour—but instead mindless, hateful monsters to slay her enemies, would she not do so? Would she not at least be tempted? 
 
    At the same time, Reva thought of Karine and Rohesa and Lottie. She would not sacrifice any of them, no matter what. She would rather sacrifice herself, like Ammie had for her. Then again, she did not have the responsibility of a king. 
 
    The memory of the Ulezi pouring over the walls of Castle Dalur horrified her, but it had given the four dragons valuable practice in working together before this battle, and it had wiped out the bulk of the Ulezi, who had thought they would be facing one dragon, not four. 
 
    The swirl of her thoughts, a desperate attempt not to think of the battle ahead, was interrupted when she saw a wash of green-tinted dragon fire on the parapets of the castle. Sickly green was reflected against the gold surface of the castle, almost unnatural in the dawn light, and Reva felt an old revulsion. Menti. Enemy. A perversion of nature. 
 
    She swung her head from side to side to scout what lay ahead. Stefan was on the roof of the palace, and if they could keep him there and fight him, they could end this now. 
 
    Where do we leave the humans? she called to Sam. 
 
    There is no time! he called back. 
 
    We cannot afford for them to slow us down, and his fire will kill them. 
 
    Reva and Sam exchanged a worried glance as they beat their wings desperately, and she saw the frustration in Sam’s eyes. They both knew that with their tired wings and Stefan’s head start, he might be able to evade them. Sam wanted to strike immediately, before there was any chance of Stefan escaping. 
 
    But as tired as they were, any impediment could tilt the battle in Stefan’s favour. 
 
    We only have to hold him, Sam called finally. I have two Menti on my back who can help. We must catch him and hold his attention for the other two. 
 
    Reva made a dragon’s fluting call to tell him she had heard him, and to draw Stefan’s attention. On the roof of the palace, she thought she saw the greenish dragon swing his head toward her. There was a moment of connection between them, an unwanted intrusion into her mind. 
 
    My mate. His thoughts manifested in her head with the strange shading of a vision. She saw the image of herself that he had dreamed. 
 
    Reva had flown through darkness and dawn, killed both zealot and innocent. She was weary now, and heartsick. But that call melted her fear for Luca and Alberto and her anger on behalf of the citizens Stefan had hurt into something incandescent: a white-hot rage on her own behalf. 
 
    Stefan had taken thrones and commanded armies. For him, even ten thousand people crying out his name would never be enough. She had hated him for it. 
 
    But she had known only the smallest part of what hatred truly was. Reva would never be a slave again. She would tear Stefan limb from limb before she would let him claim her as his mate. 
 
    She felt reborn in her anger, strengthened by it until her physical form could hardly contain it. A roar burst from her jaws, one so loud that the two dragons spiralling down from the clouds paused. Then all three of her allies answered, and her heart lifted. 
 
    Stefan! Reva called. Your time is over! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Karine 
 
      
 
    Alberto and Orianna were sobbing with fear as they ran. Karine squeezed their hands, trying to offer some comfort as they made their way through the winding passageways beneath the city. 
 
    “Just a little farther,” she coaxed. “Not long now. Don’t you want to go for a ride in a boat?” She glanced nervously at Gerras, who was accompanying her. The last thing they needed was the children breaking down. 
 
    Alberto let out a hiccupping sob. 
 
    Of course, Karine thought with a pang. The last time he had gone on a boat had ended in abduction. The poor child had been torn away from his home without being able to goodbye to his family, only to arrive here and be held hostage. She bit her lip to keep the tears at bay. She had an important task at hand, and she needed to concentrate. 
 
    “You’re very brave, both of you,” Lieutenant Gerras said. His voice was deep and confident. He reached out to take Orianna’s hand and gave Karine a nod to keep hold of Alberto. “When I was a lad, I would always hide when scary things were happening. I didn’t understand that sometimes I had to do scary things, things that required courage, in order to be safe. But both of you already understand that.” 
 
    The children gazed up at him with worshipful expressions. Karine hid her smile. They still had to move fast so as not to be caught in any of the violence that would spill into the city, but they were almost safe now, almost at the sea wall and their little boat. 
 
    They had come across Tinian’s soldiers in one of the passageways. Tinian’s spy had called out a greeting, and the soldiers had responded cautiously. All of them had been wary, but it was Alberto who decided matters, dissolving into tears when he saw the familiar garb of an Estalan soldier. 
 
    There had been little discussion. With a boat at the ready, Karine and Lieutenant Gerras had offered to take Alberto and Orianna away from the battle, and Tinian’s soldiers had been happy to agree. After all, they wanted to go back and fight the Lord’s army that had overrun Gold Port. Together with two Estalan soldiers, Karine, Gerras and the children had made their way out of danger. 
 
    It was not the battle Karine had intended, but she was secretly pleased. She had no particular skill for fighting, and neither Alberto nor Orianna had ever deserved to be caught up in this. Plus, her skin-shifting—an essential part of her battle tactics—tended to exhaust her over long periods of time. 
 
    Now, Lieutenant Gerras made a show of helping Orianna over even the smallest bump in the path. His careful attention made her smile and laugh, and his example inspired Alberto to do the same for Karine. Both children were successfully distracted from their fear, and Lieutenant Gerras turned to give Karine a wink. She smiled back, blushing despite herself. 
 
    They were in the final stretch of corridors now, with sunlight showing them the way to their boat. The sea wind whistled, and the ground was wet. Both Alberto and Orianna made a show of complaining about their shoes being ruined, but Karine noticed that both of them went out of their way to stomp in a great deal of seaweed and puddles. 
 
    Children, it seemed, were the same anywhere, even royal children. 
 
    “Now, I’m a terrible sailor,” she told Alberto, as if in confidence. When he looked up at her, his brown eyes happy and untroubled, she asked, “Would you help me with the oar?” 
 
    Alberto nodded vigorously. 
 
    “We can’t let them outdo us,” Lieutenant Gerras told Orianna. “I’ll bet you we can row harder than they can.” 
 
    The children both descended into shrieks, shouting challenges to one another as they emerged into the sunlight and pelted toward the boat. Lieutenant Gerras’s soldiers ran after them worriedly. 
 
    “Slowly!” Karine called. “Mind the rocks, they’re slippery! Oh, children are absolutely a nightmare.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras laughed. “My grandmother always said they were useful to keep adults from getting too full of themselves. I’m beginning to think she was right.” 
 
    Karine laughed as well, and for a moment it was as though they were a family taking a vacation by the sea. But then a roar sounded overhead. She cried out, pointing up. The shapes of four dragons could be seen, their wings beating strongly as they soared high above. She watched as they flew toward Gold Port. 
 
    “They’re here,” she whispered. “They made it.” 
 
    She would have stood and stared, but Lieutenant Gerras took her hand and pulled her toward the boat. “If they’re here, the battle is about to start in earnest,” he said practically. “Come on. Let’s have that rowing contest.” 
 
    “You realise that if you two row harder than we do, we’ll just go in circles.” 
 
    He flashed her a smile and helped her and the children into the boat. He and the other soldiers pushed it down into the water and leapt aboard while Orianna and Alberto clapped. As the boat pulled away, Karine put an arm around Orianna’s shoulders. 
 
    “I know it was scary,” she said, “but you were very brave.” 
 
    The little girl smiled, her eyes wide and her face serene with newfound confidence. “When I grow up,” she proclaimed, “I am going to slay dragons.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Karine shook her head. “When you grow up, the only dragons left will be the nice ones.” 
 
    Please, she thought, let her be right about that. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    The dragon’s roar was so loud that even high above, woozy from the lack of air, Luca felt his strength return in a jolt. He gripped the dragon harness that held him in place on Ato’s back with cold, aching fingers as he searched the skies for the source of the call. 
 
    Ato, bearing him down in a spiral toward the ground, back-finned abruptly in surprise at the sound, and Carlia did likewise. They looked at one another and then down to where Reva and Sam could distantly be seen racing for the palace. Luca had not known that dragons could fly so fast. He had the air-deprived, almost drunken thought that Rohesa, Lottie, and Joss must be terrified out of their minds. 
 
    Then Carlia and Ato returned the call, and any thought disappeared in the deafening sound. Luca’s ears began to ring, and he saw the others on Ato’s back cowering. 
 
    One did not need to be a dragon to know what that meant. 
 
    Ato and Carlia sped toward the ground, and Luca fought the urge to take his hands off the harness and clamp them over his ears. It felt as though his head was tearing itself apart as he dropped. He knew he was crying out in pain, and so were the others. 
 
    It must have made some impression on the dragons, for they levelled out and descended at a slower pace, but he could feel the tension vibrating through them. They wanted nothing more than to join the fight between the dragons. 
 
    When they at last reached the ground, it was in a long set of gardens near the council chambers. Luca fought through the pain and helped the others off the dragons’ backs as quickly as he could. They stumbled on legs unused to movement after their journey over the sea, and one or two threw up on the ground. Luca helped them all away so the dragons could take off, and Ato and Carlia both spared him the merest glance before springing into the air and flying with all the speed they could muster toward the dragons’ roars. 
 
    Reva. Luca’s heart twisted, but he had no time to think. Soldiers were flowing from the doorways around them and surrounding them on three sides. With a yell, they advanced, intent on driving the Menti to the end of the gardens, where a long drop into the city awaited them. 
 
    “Attack!” Luca yelled.  
 
    The Menti formed a protective circle around him as he and two others, a middle-aged woman named Jerassa and a younger man named Feodor created sheets of fire to hang between the Menti and their attackers.  
 
    With shouts of alarm coming from behind the flaming wall, Luca yelled, “Forward!” 
 
    The Menti ran as a group, with non-fire wielders guiding them over the steps so they could maintain their concentration. 
 
    With Luca focused on his powers, Geraldo took his position as they had planned, shouting orders to the fighters. Fire was impressive and dangerous to their foes, but Luca could not maintain it and control the battle. 
 
    “Water wielders, make ready!” Geraldo boomed in his usual strong, confident voice. “Shifters, arrange yourselves. Water wielders, now!” 
 
    With the water from the ornamental streams, the water wielders were well-armed. At Luca’s side, Tania smiled ferally as she released an orb of water from between her hands. In the air, it spread into hundreds of droplets that raced to collide with the sheet of flame. 
 
    The water and flame combined into a cloud of steam, forcing Stefan’s soldiers to stumble away, hands covering their faces, shrieking in pain. Luca’s stomach twisted in response to those shrieks, but he did not allow himself to break concentration. 
 
    “Shifters!” Geraldo called. 
 
    The shifters launched themselves out in two groups, flanking Stefan’s soldiers. Jaws snapped and claws tore flesh and leather armour alike. The soldiers screamed and tried to find their stances to fight these beasts. One could hardly fight a panther in the same way one would fight another soldier. 
 
    “Luca!” Geraldo called Luca’s attention back. “The fore group is advancing! Stop them!” 
 
    Luca, panting, only nodded as he turned to throw his hands out at the soldiers who were now running directly toward them. This time it was not a sheet of fire, which they would pass through without a break, but individual balls of flame that shot toward the soldiers’ chests. 
 
    The charge turned into confusion, and the soldiers collided with one another as they struggled to get out of the way. Luca brought his hands forward and pushed with every bit of focus he could summon. At high speed, the balls of flame collided with the soldiers and stayed, glued to leather and cloth until the material began to catch fire. 
 
    Screaming erupted, but Luca had heard no more orders from Geraldo. That meant, according to Geraldo’s terse instructions to everyone before the journey, Keep doing what you’re doing. I’ll tell you when to stop. 
 
    Behind him, he heard the rotating orders: water wielders, wind callers, and metal wielders being unleashed on the soldiers in turn, the tactics switching without a pattern as the soldiers developed strategies to fight each attack. The water wielders would make the ground slick and the wind callers would buffet the soldiers down, or the fire wielders would ignite sparks in the soldiers’ hair and beards and the shifters would attack while the soldiers were distracted, trying to put out the flames. 
 
    Luca’s efforts, meanwhile, were keeping the advancing soldiers at bay, but little more. His attention was so divided among twenty soldiers that he could not focus much on any of them in particular. 
 
    “I need help!” he called to Geraldo. 
 
    “Hold for a moment more,” Geraldo called back. He barked orders to Jerassa and Feodor, before shouting, “Luca, stand down!” 
 
    Luca leaned over, panting for breath as a wall of fire appeared on either side of the soldiers. They closed so slowly that the soldiers likely did not realise what was happening at first, but soon they were bunched together. As they realised their mistake, they charged, but they had not paid attention to the shifters who were now finished with the two flanks of guards. Several of the shifters had circled around behind, and they dragged some of the soldiers down to slash their throats open and crush their skulls while another set of shifters surged forward to attack from the front. 
 
    The soldiers whirled, trying to determine how to fight and where to focus their attention, but they could not win with no room to manoeuvre. One by one, they fell. 
 
    “Onward!” Luca called. His voice was reedy, and he cleared his throat and called the word again. He pushed his weary body into a run, kept his hand on the pommel of his sword, and hoped against hope that there would not be soldiers in the council chambers. 
 
    Together with his fighters, he pushed open the doors and made his way through, remembering the way he had arrived at Nesra’s Keep after defeating Stefan’s army the first time. There were no more soldiers this time, but there were zealots. Blood covered the floor, and many of them were huddled together with expressions of terror on their faces. There were lash marks all over their bodies, ugly red welts that made Luca wince. 
 
    “You are safe now,” Luca told them. “Stefan will not hurt you any longer.” 
 
    The room was oddly silent. There were no cheers or tears. Nothing until a laugh came from the centre of the group. Suddenly, the room seemed to writhe. The wounded people stumbled away, their eyes dull, as Mikkel appeared from the among them. Luca steeled himself; he knew the Brother was dangerous.  
 
    Mikkel shouldered his way to the front of the zealots. His torso, like the others’, showed signs of self-abuse. There were bruises and long welts, and he had the appearance of someone who had lost a lot of weight very quickly. 
 
    But there was no weakness in his eyes. There was only hatred. He lifted a sword and stared at Luca with utter contempt. 
 
    “You. Menti. You have come to kill a god, but he cannot be killed. Minutes ago, he was stabbed and did not die. You, though—you are no more than a worm.” 
 
    Luca was exhausted, but he knew he must fight. He closed his fingers around the pommel of his sword. 
 
    “No.” A hand came to rest on his shoulder, and a moment later, Brother Axil walked past him, wielding a long staff. 
 
    “Governor,” Luca said, panic flooding through his body. 
 
    A hand pulled him back, and Geraldo said, his words meant for Luca’s ears only, “You cannot fight now, boy. If you try it, you’ll fall. Leave it to the old man. He’s been on this earth since before your father had his crown.” 
 
    Luca subsided, but every part of his body was tense. His hands had bunched into fists with the effort of not intervening. His breath caught as Mikkel rushed at the Governor. Brother Axil swung the staff at the last moment and drove him back, sliding between Mikkel and Luca. Two wolves padded up to Luca to stand guard, their lips twisted up in silent snarls. He laid a shaking hand on one’s fur, and it leaned against him to comfort him. 
 
    Where Mikkel had learned to use a sword, there was no saying, but he was more competent than Luca would have guessed. He disentangled it from Brother Axil’s strike and stumbled back, then immediately returned to a ready stance with the sort of muscular habit that came from long practice. 
 
    In response, Brother Axil slid forward. Both his hands were closed around his staff, and it seemed that he would wield it almost like a sword, running Mikkel through. But at the last moment, his front hand loosened, and the stave shot forward to slam into Mikkel’s chest, neatly evading the sword before Mikkel could block with it. The priest stumbled back, cursing, and the zealots cried out in fear and crowded back. 
 
    Geraldo snorted derisively. “They’re useless without a leader. Any one of us would be fighting in their place.” 
 
    Luca roamed the room with his eyes, taking in the faces of the people who worshipped his brother as a god. He did not know what to feel. These were the most devout, he supposed, and any one of them would gladly see him dead, along with most of those he loved. 
 
    But, oddly, he found himself wondering how they had been so lost that they would seize upon Stefan as a saviour. The gods knew his brother did not inspire confidence or fealty. What about the ascetism and self-hatred of Stefan’s following had drawn these people to him? 
 
    Meanwhile, the fight was unfolding with surprising speed. Mikkel parried Axil’s strikes and often advanced, swinging his blade with a dangerous mixture of competence and fanaticism. If his skill was not comparable to Luca’s or Stefan’s, it was because the boys had been trained to wield a sword from their earliest years. 
 
    No one seemed to know how to intervene. The zealots stumbled back as if they were shaken that anyone should be here if they did not adore Stefan. The Menti, exhausted, were content to let Axil fight this particular battle. 
 
    “You are nothing,” Mikkel spat at Brother Axil. “A washed-up old priest following a fire wielder, of all things! A heretic, and the most common kind, at that!” 
 
    Brother Axil smiled as he ducked under a wild swing. “I serve a man whose skill lies in bringing forth the courage of those he leads. His coalition will rise from that belief. Stefan’s will fall because he cannot command loyalty.” 
 
    “You do not know what loyalty means!” Mikkel shot a glare around the room at the zealots. “He commands more of it than you could ever dream exists, old man.” 
 
    “Loyalty cannot be commanded,” Brother Axil said. “It can only be earned.” 
 
    Mikkel sneered at him. “Is that the sort of thing you taught your mewling little boy? Did you say those words before he burned his brother to death, or after?” 
 
    Luca closed his eyes, thinking about his brother’s death. It was that death that had started this war. But, no, he would not feel guilt. He would always grieve for Matias, but he would never regret going to the Menti camp and learning about his powers. He would never regret standing up to Stefan as he had and fighting for what he believed was right. 
 
    Faced with this ridiculous accusation from Mikkel, he realised what Brother Axil had tried to make him understand from the beginning: that Matias’s death had not been his fault. There was no way he could have anticipated his powers or learned to control them. He opened his eyes and knew there were tears in him, yet he felt freer than he had in months. 
 
    He had not murdered his brother. 
 
    Brother Axil glanced at Luca, clearly assessing what he saw in his student’s eyes. At the same moment, Mikkel charged silently, absolute hatred filling his eyes, and Luca cried out in fear for his governor. 
 
    But Axil had known what he was doing. He had been baiting an attack, and now he turned calmly and swung his staff in a tight arc to wrench the sword from Mikkel’s hand. Mikkel dropped it with a scream and clutched his hand as it clattered to the floor. 
 
    He had no time to recover. Brother Axil stepped forward quickly. Again, the staff shot out, but this time it hit Mikkel in the throat, the temple, the chest. Over and over, the blows rained down until Mikkel lay unmoving on the floor. His chest did not rise and fall, and his eyes gazed lifelessly up at the ceiling. 
 
    There was a strained silence as everyone in the room stared at the body. No one seemed to know what to do next. Then a roar sounded, and a moment later, an impact shook mortar from the walls. 
 
    From behind him, Luca heard several people whisper prayers, and then Geraldo gasped. Geraldo was not a man to gasp, but he did now, because he was staring out into the gardens. 
 
    “Come,” Geraldo said to Luca. 
 
    “What?” Luca could not seem to pull his eyes away from the sight of Mikkel’s body. 
 
    “Come,” Geraldo repeated. “Unless I miss my guess, you are about to see a sight that may never happen again in the world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    She saw the battle beginning to spill out onto the streets of Gold Port. Stefan’s soldiers had been dispatched from the palace to run toward the docks, no doubt expecting an enemy fleet. People had long since learned to stay out of their way, so they disappeared from the streets with speed. 
 
    What the soldiers did not see was that from behind them came more of their number, dressed all in black, weapons drawn. From the hawk shifter’s report, Reva knew that these were soldiers loyal to Tinian who had been exhorted to prove themselves to Stefan and give all appearances of being converts. 
 
    Now these dangerous and covert fighters struck, and Stefan’s soldiers began to fall, few of them aware that their numbers were being slowly diminished by silent attacks from the rear of their party. 
 
    Stefan’s attention had been focused on his soldiers, but now he rose into the air with preternatural grace. Blood coated his jaws. He hung, wings sculling lazily, and Reva sensed a distortion of the air around him. What it was, she could not say. 
 
    She had no time to worry about it. She and Sam banked away from one another and swung to face Stefan in his dragon form. Reva roared once more. The sound startled even her. 
 
    Leave this place, she told Stefan. You have lost. Your brother will take the throne. 
 
    My brother? The green-gold dragon threw back its head and laughed. So, none of you ever knew. You truly did not know. I am not Stefan. I am the Lord. I am Anios. 
 
    Reva snorted in contempt as she circled him. She and Sam passed one another and continued to circle in opposite directions. No matter how this dragon tried to evade them, they would be able to pursue him quickly. 
 
    You doubt me? The dragon was watching her hungrily. He bared his chest to reveal a wound that was half-there and half-not, a mirage amidst the shimmering scales. There was dried blood over his heart, and a patch of pale skin. In his human form, he had suffered a wound that should have killed him. Perhaps that was what she had sensed was wrong about his appearance. 
 
    Reva exchanged a worried glance with Sam. What if they could not kill him? What if he could not be defeated? 
 
    Ah, now you see the truth. The dragon seemed self-satisfied, his voice strong and arrogant. But why should we fight? We are the dragons. Let the insects fight amongst themselves. 
 
    You set the Ulezi on us, Sam said. Dislike dripped in his voice. You, a dragon, sent monsters to kill us in our beds. 
 
    A mistake. Stefan’s voice was like honey. You were allied with my enemy. I should have come to you directly. Appealed to you as my kin. 
 
    Reva’s eyes narrowed. Behind Stefan, down on the ground near the steps to the palace, Ato and Carlia were landing to let Luca and his Menti disembark. Soon they would join the battle, and she did not know what would happen. 
 
    We should not be enemies, Stefan told them. We are dragons. 
 
    We are humans, Reva replied. We shift our forms, but we are human, and we have all lived humans lives and performed human deeds. Yours are detestable. 
 
    I am no human. I am not Stefan. I could be your king. I could lead you to glory over all the earth. Imagine it. His voice was a hiss, melting and sliding through her like liquid fire. For your mate, a god-king, and for your dominion, everyone. You have seen what hateful acts they wreak upon each other. You could stop them. You could impose your justice without forcing them to listen or love you. 
 
    Reva back-finned uncertainly. 
 
    Do not listen to him! The cry, from Rohesa, barely penetrated her mind. 
 
    For this dragon had seen something in Reva that she had always hidden away shamefully. She had always wanted more.  
 
    A long time ago, a little girl had watched helplessly as her parents were murdered. In that moment, she had wanted nothing more than to be powerful, because then she would have been able to protect them. Then the girl was given to a man twice her size who would hurt her to ease his own anger, and she had felt powerless yet again. Then, on the day her beloved friend Ammie had died, she had discovered that there was some power within her, a power she could unleash to acquire justice for the things that had happened to her and to the people she loved. But yet again she had known what it was like to be helpless when the Sisters chained her in iron, and when her oldest friend, Prince Luca, had betrayed her. 
 
    In those moments, she had wanted only power. The power to do good. To right the wrongs of the world.  
 
    She struggled to breathe. 
 
    Reva. The voice was now filled with lust. The dragon swayed, his eyes glazing over as though he was struggling internally. Reva, he repeated. Can you not see? It was never supposed to be Luca. He is a fire wielder, nothing more. I am a dragon. I am your equal. Together, we will rule the world. Together, we will be formidable, and you will never be helpless again. 
 
    Stefan, you cannot— 
 
    No! The snarl was immediate. I am Anios. Stefan is gone. He is nothing. This body is mine to do with as I will. 
 
    Reva steadied herself. There was a ring of truth in those words, and something more, something that the Lord had most likely not intended to show her: his truth. She saw then that he was the king of lies, that he would use anyone and discard them when their usefulness was gone. She knew he could smell her, could sense her fears, and that he would use that knowledge to trick her into thinking he would give her anything she wanted. No mortal had his respect or his love, and never would. If she did rule with this god, this dragon or prince or whatever he was, it would be over a miserable, scorched world. 
 
    She continued to slowly circle in the air, and she smiled. You are no true god, Anios. Humanity and gods serve one another and should love one another, but you despise humanity. 
 
    He snarled at her and turned to Sam. You. His voice was low and sweet. So many years shut away, and then…. His gaze swung inexorably toward Reva. Desire, Anios purred. Finally, a woman worthy of you, of your bloodline. Another dragon. 
 
    Sam wavered, and Reva wanted to cry out to him to resist the call, but she knew he must face it alone. Ato and Carlia were circling closer, and she met their eyes, hoping they would stay back. 
 
    The Lord saw her focus, however. He spun and roared at the two new dragons. Challengers. You come to attack me, knowing nothing of what I can give you. He swung his head between Carlia and Ato, and his eyes fixed on the silver of Ato’s scales. You want to be safe, to build a home with your goatherder wife. I can give you that. No one will dare oppose you while I rule. And you, the older sister, the one so frightened for your family and grieving. You want revenge. He nodded toward Reva. She took everything from you, did she not? Join me, and you will have the vengeance you seek. 
 
    Reva met Carlia’s eyes and saw the depth of the hatred there. Never had Carlia betrayed, through word or glance, that she resented Reva for what had happened to her family. But Reva could see now that in the darkest moments, in the silence of the long nights, Carlia had hated her for her mother’s and father’s deaths. 
 
    In that moment, Reva knew true despair. Anios kept twisting their deepest, darkest thoughts for his own benefit. How could they fight him? 
 
    She sought out the others, desperate for their support. It had been daunting enough when she sat with Sam on the sunlit stones of Castle Dalur, when they thought they were allied, but now she knew the simmering resentment that lay between them: his thwarted desire, her hunger for power, Carlia’s longing for revenge against those who had wronged her, and Ato’s need for normality. 
 
    She had not wanted this. She wanted loyalty and trust more than anything, but how could they ever have that when this lay among all of them? Ato hated them for dragging him away from his wife-to-be, and Carlia went to sleep at night weeping silently with rage. 
 
    And then there was the truth, the greater truth, blazing inside her.  
 
    Reva swept her wings around her and swung her head to view each of them in turn. 
 
    These are not the only truths we have, she called to the others. We have all raged against our losses and clung to petty hatreds, but we have also forged bonds based on true friendship and love. 
 
    A moment went by, and then Carlia called back to her: Our families nearly destroyed each other, yet the three of us have forged a new path. 
 
    I fell in love with a dream, Sam added more quietly. He turned to Reva. Who else could I love but another dragon? Or so I thought. But it is not so. 
 
    It was the persecution of the Menti that took me from my home, Ato chimed in. You needed my help. You are not the cause of my loss. 
 
    Reva turned back to Anios. You tell us truths about ourselves, but we are not measured by our darkest thoughts. We are measured by our actions. 
 
    This will not be another battle of the four kings, Sam agreed. We will not be turned against one another. 
 
    Anios’s hatred grew into a force they could feel, sickening all of them. 
 
    If you defy me like the rest, then you will die with them, he snarled. 
 
    Carlia! Ato! Take the first attack! Reva back-finned with Sam as Anios hurled himself at them. 
 
    Ato and Carlia each took a wing, slashing with their claws and breathing fire on the bleeding wounds. They hauled Anios back when he would have lashed out at Reva and Sam. 
 
    Both of them spiralled down quickly to release their riders, and Rohesa and Joss carried Lottie into the buildings faster than Reva would have expected. Cramped legs or not, they knew danger when they saw it. 
 
    The two dragons sprang back into the air to guard the humans, then Reva beat her wings as fast as she could, shooting up to grab Anios’s throat in her teeth and drag him out over the water. 
 
    She tried to do so, at any rate. Though he was bleeding and should not be able to beat his wings, he seemed unaffected, and what should have been a difficult, weak position in which to fight had more strength than it should. He stopped her, his eyes burning at hers as he beat her back. If her teeth on his throat gave him any trouble, he did not show it. 
 
    Sam had climbed above them, and now he plummeted down to drag Anios away from Reva. The two dragons twisted as they fell, scrabbling at each other, and Sam cried out in pain. Anios’s claws had raked down his relatively unprotected chest, and he was breathing heavily. 
 
    Ato was the next to strike. His teeth ripped down Anios’s wing. Strong or not, it would be difficult to fly with such a gap in the webbing, and Ato ushered Sam away, snarling at Anios while Carlia flew at him to avenge her brother’s injury. 
 
    The flames will take you! Anios cried. He twisted his head, fire sprouting from his jaws, and Carlia’s attack was hampered by her attempt to stay out of the way. The fire burned hotter than any Reva had seen from a dragon before. 
 
    She spiralled closer to Ato and Sam. We must work together. If fire is his forte, then water will be his downfall. She remembered the pyres Stefan’s followers had lit and felt sick. 
 
    The three of them went for Anios together, driving him back above terraced gardens and then over the city. Anios snarled at them, but all his strength could not compete with three dragons hemming him in and another harrying him with bursts of fire and swipes of her claws. 
 
    Screams and shouts came from below, and Reva could only hope that people were watching the battle, not being slaughtered by Anios’s followers. She exchanged glances with the other four and then called, Now! 
 
    Ato and Sam each darted forward and seized their enemy by the wing joints. They bore him down, roaring around their clamped teeth, until all three of them plunged beneath the waves in the harbour. Steam hissed and rose between the three of them, and Reva and Carlia circled lower and lower. 
 
    Anios broke free, above the surface, and the two of them dived to drag him back down once more. Reva was dimly aware of Sam and Ato surfacing to draw huge breaths of air, but then the water closed above her head. Beneath the surface, steam roiled into clouds of bubbles as Anios thrashed for freedom. 
 
    He was tiring, but not as fast as they were. Again he broke free, and Reva and Carlia swam desperately up for air as Sam and Ato plunged down. Seconds turned into minutes, into gasps of air and moments of battle. Lines of pain opened along Reva’s body as the water became filled with blood. 
 
    And then her jaws, which had been clamped around Anios’s wings, bit down on nothing. In the water, she could hardly see a thing. 
 
    The dragons came up and circled, curious, calling out to one another. Sam could barely fly now, and Carlia supported some of his weight as she flew beneath him, helping him back to shore. 
 
    Then Reva saw it: a human body beneath the surface. She dove and grasped it with her claws, then took it back to drop onto the paving stones near the docks. 
 
    Amidst a chorus of shouts, soldiers dressed all in black pushed the crowds away so that Luca and his Menti could come through. They had taken horses from the palace and were covered in sweat and blood. Luca swung from his horse, ran to Reva, and pressed his hands against the wounds on her sides. 
 
    She lowered her snout to nudge at him, and he laughed. He did not spare a single glance for his brother’s body; his focus was on his allies. Behind him, Nico was tending to Sam, eyes shut in concentration as he knotted together muscle and skin and scale. 
 
    When the screams erupted, all of them turned. 
 
    The body was not dead. It dragged itself up, unnaturally pale, clutching at its head. 
 
    “Mine!” it snarled, not to them but to itself. “The body is mine! And I cannot be killed!” 
 
    Luca gestured all of them away, drawing his weapon, staring at his brother’s corpse in horror. “Stefan,” he whispered. It was a child’s voice, small and pleading. Reva saw him flush hot with shame. After everything that had happened, it was obvious that Luca still felt some brotherly love for this being. 
 
    The body froze. It swayed on its feet, and then it moaned as it gripped its scalp with dead fingers. When it looked up at Luca, its eyes were no longer pits of madness. 
 
    Luca’s throat worked up and down. There was something terrifying about Stefan returning to this body, but Stefan had brought so much cruelty into the world, so much violence, that he deserved a ruthless end now. 
 
    Luca held himself in check and took a deep breath. “Stefan?” he asked again. 
 
    The mouth of the body opened and closed, silently, and then it said, “Luca.” Stefan’s voice, his own voice. It sounded rusty. The fingers clenched, and he gasped. “He wants—he wants to take the body back.” 
 
    “Stefan?” Luca said urgently. “Anios—” 
 
    “He is stronger than I am!” Stefan gasped. “Ah, gods, if I had known….” His voice trailed off, and he squeezed his eyes shut. “I wanted it on my account.” He sounded petulant now. “Not his. All those years, denying myself for the favour of a few dried-up old monks.” 
 
    Reva saw disappointment settle over Luca like a cloak. In the end, Stefan was no different than he had been before Anios had claimed his body. 
 
    “I wish, brother, that things had been different.” Luca was calm now. There was grief in his words, but also acceptance. “I wish we had been better brothers to one another. I wish you had not marched to kill me.” 
 
    Stefan’s head jerked up, and he stared Luca down with utter hatred. “You hated me. You all hated me.” 
 
    “You earned your fair share of hatred,” Luca said, unwavering. “But I wish it had not been so. There were times when you might have turned back.” 
 
    Stefan’s eyes met Luca’s, and Reva almost thought the elder brother understood. She could see sadness in him for a path not accepted and not taken. And then his body went rigid once more, and a laugh worked its way out of his throat. 
 
    That laugh was not human. 
 
    Every fighter on the docks reached for their swords, but Brother Axil ran for one of the boats and began sawing at a rope. 
 
    “No stabbing!” he called. He dragged the rope free and began to knot it as the rest watched, mystified. The body glowered at all of them, pure hatred in its eyes, and shrieked its fury as the people screamed in terror. 
 
    “Hold him!” Brother Axil yelled. Guards surged forward to grab the body, and it took all of them to restrain it as Brother Axil looped the rope around its neck. 
 
    The priest shook his head. Reva could see pure exhaustion in the way Axil held himself, along with utter acceptance of what was to come. It brought him no pleasure. “The threefold death,” he said. “You can be killed, and you have earned this death. Anios, may a new god rise in your place. A true Prince of Truth and Light, not what you have become.” 
 
    The soldiers hauled on the rope, and Reva threw her wings out to shield Luca from the sight. He shook as he buried his face against her scales. 
 
    They watched the light fade from the body’s eyes, and when they lowered it to the ground, it was clear that there was nothing more alive within it. Brother Axil reached out to close the eyes gently, then turned to the crowd. 
 
    “It is over,” he said. “Let us build a new world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Trumpets sounded, and Luca’s heart fluttered in his chest. The sensation spread down to his stomach, and he pulled in a deep breath to steady himself. 
 
    “Luca.” Brother Axil’s voice was quiet in the private chapel. “It is time.” 
 
    But Luca paused. He gazed up at the stained-glass windows and closed his eyes against the sting of tears. For the last time, he asked himself the question he had asked over and over again as the hours crept by: Am I ready to be king? 
 
    This chapel seemed filled with ghosts. Those spectres, of his brothers and father, were larger than life. Luca had spent time with his memories of Matias and his father, ruminating on the choices he had seen them make. At long last, he was beginning to shed the idea that Matias had some divine right to rule, and that Luca would always be a poor second. 
 
    Since the battle with Stefan had been fought and won, Luca had finally realised that he did have something to offer his kingdom. He had his own view of what was right and wrong, which he now felt he was finally mature enough to understand. He would rule Estala in his own way. He no longer felt overshadowed by the ghost of his older brother. 
 
    About his father, his thoughts were more conflicted. It was easy to hate Davead for what he had done, for the way he had crushed individuals in his quest for a broader peace, yet Davead had shown some wisdom during his time as king. He had not been one to seek worship from his subjects, or indulge in luxury for its own sake. 
 
    He had not feared to make decisions that were difficult, and although Luca knew he would make different choices from his father’s, he also knew how difficult those choices had been. 
 
    He had not spent his time thinking only of his father and Matias, but also of Stefan and Lord Tinian. Stefan had been a monster at the end, so determined to take what he had thought was his by right that he had killed, enslaved, and used his subjects—and had become vulnerable to anyone who promised him what he sought. At the end, he had died with the god he had so ruthlessly exploited with false piety. 
 
    What was there for Luca to learn from Stefan? That question had swirled around his mind for many hours. Simple hatred and wholesale rejection was too easy. When Luca searched deep within himself, he had seen something that cut him to the bone. Stefan had known for many years that he was not the favourite, that no one had loved him. It was that love he had sought with such determination. 
 
    Luca did not know yet how to implement the wisdom of that story, but he knew he must keep it in mind. After all, he had also fallen prey to someone who had promised him everything he wanted. 
 
    Tinian had shown Luca a different way to rule. Victories were not always won in battle, but sometimes in prosperity. A country could flourish through pragmatism and trade, not battle songs and heroic acts. 
 
    Luca smiled. Tinian had possessed a more heroic streak than he might have admitted while he was alive. There was a statue of him out in the king’s gardens now, a reminder that courage was not always something one could assume from a person’s appearance. It was a slippery thing, emerging from the most unlikely people. 
 
    Robes swished behind him, and Brother Axil put his hand on Luca’s shoulder. 
 
    “I know,” Luca said. He let Brother Axil help him to his feet. “There is much to think about.” 
 
    “And have you thought about it?” Brother Axil folded his hands and regarded Luca, his old eyes as patient as ever, but there was a hint of tension in his jaw. Will you take the crown? Did I train you well enough? 
 
    Luca reached out to clasp the old man’s shoulder. “I could not have asked for a better Governor. When I was a child, you did not speak to me as though I were already dead. While the others overlooked me, you thought to train me as well as you could. You have risked your life for mine many times over and given me all of your knowledge and kindness. I can only thank you.” 
 
    Brother Axil smiled at Luca for a long moment before embracing him, then gestured to the small door that led out to the dais. He nodded wordlessly; Luca thought the priest might not trust his voice. 
 
    Luca emerged through the door to see the great hall filled with rank upon rank of nobles and commoners. What was only a sea of faces at first glance resolved itself quickly into those he knew: Serena with her arms around both Carolina and Alberto; Tania standing with Sam, Ato, and Carlia; Geraldo with his familiar glower and Nico with a new measure of self-confidence; Lord Rokkan, ill at ease in his dress clothes; and many of the lords and generals Luca had known from his childhood. 
 
    He sat on his throne and watched as a young priest carried the crown and sceptre up the aisle. He frowned slightly. The man’s face was familiar. 
 
    When he caught sight of Serena’s head turned toward the priest and the expression on her face, he remembered who this was: Rafael. Happiness and sadness showed in equal measure in Serena’s eyes, and Luca felt a pang for her. It was not a new story for a member of the royal family to love someone they could not marry, yet he did not wish her this heartache. She had kept herself busy during the past several weeks, devoting more and more time to her projects in the city, and now he thought he knew why. 
 
    He sat still while oil was dripped on his brow and prayers were recited. The sceptre felt strange in his hands, and the crown was heavy when at last it was placed on his head. Luca listened to the thunder of people calling his name and felt a joy as sharp as grief—and a grief as gentle as happiness. 
 
    When at last the people quieted, he drew breath to speak. 
 
    “We have had enough of coronations, I think.” 
 
    There was a shocked moment of silence, and then a burst of laughter. People quieted themselves quickly, glancing at each other to see if they were even allowed to laugh at such a joke. 
 
    “Three months ago,” Luca told them, “I sat in a small room in Gold Port, listening to the First Councillor tell me that I would be installed, whether I wished it or not, as a king to rival Stefan. The army was not my own; the choice was not my own. For a long time, I fought the zealotry my brother had spread, as well as the choices he had made. Estala’s future seemed bleak. I was not the king I wished to be.” 
 
    He paused, taking a moment to view the faces staring back at him. Would they give him the advice he needed in the years to come? Would they offer him support? There was no way to predict the future, but he was hopeful. 
 
    “I no longer wish to be a better king than Stefan or to forge a different Estala than my father ruled. I seek to create a new world entirely, not bound to echo or reverse the past, but instead to build upon the strength Estala has always had, and lift us all to new heights.” 
 
    A few people murmured small prayers. Serena was smiling. When Luca met her eye, she nodded to him, and Luca felt his body flush with brotherly love. Next to Serena, Carolina was squirming in her seat, but she softly clapped her hands together and smiled. He felt himself smiling back. 
 
    “There is little power in speeches,” he said. “But there is great power in actions. In the coming years, we will act together, you and I. We will forge alliances and build our prosperity. Those are the dreams of a peaceful time, so I promise you peace. Our days of war are behind us.” 
 
    He nodded once to indicate that he was finished speaking, and the trumpets blared out their royal tune. Brother Axil gestured for Luca to proceed down the aisle, and Luca did so with the cheers deafening him. He was only a man with a shining crown on his head, holding a sceptre, nothing but the boy he had always been. 
 
    And yet, he was so much more. As he walked, he truly felt like a conduit between the people and a nation that did not yet exist, but one that could be. 
 
    In the corridor beyond, his guards fell in beside him and brought him toward the banquet hall.  
 
    He turned the sceptre over in his hands. “What do I do with this?” 
 
    Someone laughed, and he raised his head sharply. Reva was standing there, her face split into a broad smile. 
 
    “I do not mean to laugh,” she said. “Only—it is funny. All that pomp and circumstance, and then there is a big piece of gold you need to figure out what to do with.” She walked forward, the hem of her rich red gown sweeping the stones. “I heard your speech. I was waiting outside the chapel, keeping vigil with you. I wanted to see you now to ask how you are.” 
 
    The guards melted away unobtrusively, and Luca fought the urge to throw his arms around her. He held out a hand, and she came to take it. 
 
    “I do not know how I am,” he told her honestly. “There is so much behind us: my father, my brothers. So much I know I want to be better than.” 
 
    “You will be,” she said with utter confidence. “You will be, Luca.” 
 
    He smiled, but his heart was suddenly beating as if it had no idea what to do with itself. He could feel it practically flopping around in his chest. 
 
    He had been avoiding Reva for the past two weeks. First, he had told himself that it was because she was tending to the other wounded dragons and recovering from her own wounds. Then there was so much to do to prepare for the coronation, and choosing his cabinet, and the other hundreds of things he was expected to devote his attention to. 
 
    In truth, however, he had been avoiding her because he knew that when he saw her, he would not be able to keep a certain question inside. Now he had the sense that he was going to faint, and it was going to be terribly embarrassing. 
 
    “Reva,” he began. 
 
    Then he stopped. He seemed to have forgotten every word he had ever known. He blinked in panic. His mouth opened and closed, and the question was there in his heart, unable to make its way out of his body. 
 
    Reva’s fingers squeezed around his own. 
 
    “Yes,” she said simply. “Let us be together. Let us be happy, Luca.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Wild shrieking echoed over the gentle slope of the hill. Dark curls gleamed in the sunshine as Matias pelted across the slope, his little sister toddling after him with a petulant cry. 
 
    “Matias!” Reva called. “Slowly.” 
 
    Matias, as far as she could tell, hardly took notice of her. She shook her head and laughed, because that was all she could do. Then she walked over to one of the boulders that dotted the landscape and leaned against the hard surface to take some of the weight off her feet. She rubbed her swollen belly and smiled when the child inside kicked back at her. 
 
    The hillside was a verdant green, life having taken root in the remnants of the landslide Francis had caused so many years ago. Reva tipped her face up to the sun and closed her eyes for a long moment. It was only when her children called to her that she realised her face was wet with tears. 
 
    “Mama! Mama!” Matias sounded afraid. “What is wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong, sweetheart.” Reva patted the rock beside her, and Matias scrambled up. She reached down to pick Ammie up and balanced the little girl between her and her brother. 
 
    “Mama,” Matias said. “What is this place?” 
 
    Reva took her time before answering. At the base of the slope, soldiers were waiting with the carriages, and she could see Luca speaking with Brother Axil, going over papers and signing documents. She had asked to walk up the hill alone, but of course the children had come with her. 
 
    She did not mind. 
 
    “There was a Menti who lived here,” Reva replied. Her voice was quavering. “A man who could move earth and stone. He made this whole hill.” 
 
    Matias’s eyes were very round. “Why?” 
 
    “To save his wife.” Reva felt a lump in her throat. Beyond her, she could see the faint shape of a tower, its very top rising from the grass. It was all that remained of the castle. There were birds and animals nesting there now, making life where once there had been none. 
 
    She wiped the tears from her cheeks. 
 
    “There was an army,” she said. “They came because they did not like Menti. The earth wielder knew that the battle would claim many lives, and he decided to end it before it could even begin, bringing the mountain down so his wife could escape with her maid and her guards.” 
 
    “He died?” Matias asked. 
 
    “Yes, love.” Reva nodded. “He died here.” 
 
    “That is sad,” Ammie piped up. 
 
    “It is.” Reva held the little girl as close as her big belly would allow, then she smiled down at her. “But that woman was destined to die that day. There was no way to escape the army, until he did the impossible.” She paused. “He was not a kind man, the earth wielder.” 
 
    “So, why did he do it?” Matias demanded. 
 
    “I do not know,” Reva replied. Tears were streaming down her cheeks once more. “I do not know,” she repeated. “I only know that it happened. That is true of a great many things in life, love.” 
 
    Matias, with a four-year-old’s attentiveness, decided that the story was over. He hopped down from the rock and ran off, yelling that he was an earth wielder, too, a good one who was also nice. 
 
    Reva sobbed and laughed at the same time, marvelling at her son’s imagination. 
 
    “Mama, you are getting me all wet!” Ammie squirmed away. 
 
    “Yes, love.” Reva put her down on the ground. “Go and play.” 
 
    Ammie had taken the advice before it was given. She ran off as well. She wanted to be an earth wielder, too, and she was going to be an even nicer one than Matias. 
 
    Reva watched them, hand on her belly, and thought her heart would burst. Here, in the sunshine, the last of her grief and her fear began to ebb away. The past was only a memory now. The terror of those years, and the hopelessness, seemed almost like a dream now. 
 
    She had needed to see this place, and a flight of fancy had persuaded her to come now, while she was waiting for her third child. Bemused, Luca had agreed to come as well, and they brought the children with them. They had been a week on the road to see this place. Now that he was king, spending time away from Nesra’s Keep was rare, but she had insisted, and he had agreed. Princess Serena was more than capable of taking care of things in his absence. 
 
    Here, in front of the place that had once brought her so much pain, she saw how vital it had been to visit. She walked over the hillside slowly, feeling the baby kick and settle. At last free of the fear she had felt when she lived in this place, she let herself grieve for the children she had lost. They were all here, she sensed, somehow a part of the summer day: the breeze in the grass, the call of the birds, the warmth of the sunshine. She remembered each of them, and her hopes for their futures, her fear that the boys would grow up to be like Francis and the girls would grow up to fear him as she did. 
 
    Something in her eased. The memories were still there, unchanged, but the weight of them was dissolving now.  
 
    Her children’s laughter floated back to Reva on the afternoon air, and she wiped her cheeks, smiling through the tears. 
 
    “Goodbye, Francis,” she said quietly. “Good night, my children. Sleep well.” 
 
    She walked down the hill to re-join Luca, calling to Matias and Ammie to follow her as the ghosts of the past disappeared quietly into the sunlit air. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 ~ A Note from the Author ~ 
 
      
 
      
 
    A huge thank you for supporting independent authors by buying this book. As an author who has self-published her book, I rely on readers to spread the word. Why not take a moment to do just that and leave a review? 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already, join the mailing list for news of upcoming books! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Blemished series – Now in a bargain boxed set! 
 
      
 
    A beautiful world comes at a price…  
 
      
 
    The Blemished is a frightening take on a fractured future where the Genetic Enhancement Ministry have taken control of Britain. It will take you on a ride filled with adventure, romance and rebellion. Buy it here! 
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    The White Hart series – YA Fantasy 
 
      
 
    In this magical coming-of-age YA fantasy series, Mae Waylander is the craft-born. Born a lowly peasant girl, Mae has to come to terms with being the only person left in the world with the ability to use magic.  
 
      
 
    Can Mae face her destiny and rid the kingdom of Aegunlund from its oppressors? The complete series is available now! 
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    Sarah grew up in the middle of nowhere in the countryside of Derbyshire and as a result has an overactive imagination. She has been an avid reader for most of her life, taking inspiration from the stories she read as a child and the novels she devoured as an adult. 
 
      
 
    Sarah mainly writes speculative fiction for a Young Adult audience and has had pieces of short fiction published in the Medulla Literary Review, Apex Magazine, and the British Fantasy Society publication Dark Horizons. 
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