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 The Lord 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anios, Anios, Anios.” From inside the cave came the shuffling sound of many feet. The Lord’s followers swayed, palms held up as if to receive a blessing from heaven. “Anios, Anios, Anios.” 
 
    The Lord, masked and hooded, turned to Brother Mikkel. He saw a shiver of fear pass over the man’s face. You wanted to meet your god, did you not? The Lord felt a wave of contempt. Brother Mikkel was weak. He was a zealot, constrained by arbitrary rules and hatreds. 
 
    But the Lord had to admit that Mikkel had found a good candidate for the Lord’s rebirth, and in so doing, he had given the Lord a body with more powers than Mikkel could dream. The Lord flexed his fingers under the leather gloves he wore and clenched them into a fist. This body was still weak from its illness, though the illness itself had been burned away with his transformation. 
 
    Strength would come in time. 
 
    “You have done well,” the Lord told Mikkel. He tasted the greed and anger of the man who had once held this body, and he savoured both Mikkel’s fear and the chanting of the masked followers in the cave. “You have done very well.” 
 
    Mikkel bowed. “My Lord, I seek only to serve you.” 
 
    “And so you have, Mikkel. So you have.” The Lord cast a look at the wall of the cave. Truly, he sought to look past it. Outside were the fleets of Xantos, with their Menti leader, the weak little boy who had never been meant to be a king. “Estala is ripe for the taking.” 
 
    “My Lord….” Mikkel’s throat worked. “An assault now—” 
 
    “We will not assault now,” the Lord said strongly. He drank in the adoration of his followers as they swayed. Anios, Anios, Anios. “We will wait. The boy king is untried. He will stumble and fall even without our help.” 
 
    Mikkel’s face betrayed his dislike, and the Lord could feel the memories left over from this body. The hatred for Luca. He saw a sword. He saw fire. 
 
    “Do you not think Luca is a worthy adversary, Brother?” He believed that Luca would fail, but he had another point to make as well. 
 
    “He is a Menti,” Mikkel said with open hatred. 
 
    “As am I,” the Lord observed. 
 
    “Not like you, my Lord. You are the last of the Dragon Kings. You will bring about peace and an end to the Menti.” Now the Brother’s face shone with devotion. “You will endure forever, and with your powers, you can wipe out any other Menti who are born.” 
 
    The Lord repressed a shudder at the thought of spending all of eternity in this prison of a body. He was a god, not a mortal. Mikkel should know that. 
 
    “That is not how we will triumph,” he told Mikkel. “Our triumph will be in the hearts of the people—all the people. When I rise, the Menti will be cast down, because every time such an abomination is born, any person who sees it will purge it. Davead told the people that the Menti must be destroyed. They obeyed him because he was the king, but they did not understand why they must do what he asked. When I rise, they will know.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” Mikkel ducked his head. He was breathing fast. “My Lord, will you address your followers?” 
 
    “Yes. Soon.” 
 
    He walked down from the rough dais and into the crowd of his followers, spreading his hands out so that they might touch him. They crowded around him, reaching out to lay their hands on his body. They cried out his name as he passed them. 
 
    My Lord! My king! Anios, Anios! 
 
    He murmured his thanks. Stefan had been weak, too obsessed with the trappings of power to understand how to capture the hearts of the people—and it was in their hearts that one would find true, unshakable power. People did not revere the crown, they coveted it. 
 
    What they wanted was to know they were beloved of their God. That He appreciated them. 
 
    “You are blessed,” the Lord told them as he passed. “You are the most faithful of my followers. We will build this kingdom together.” 
 
    They wept openly at his words. 
 
    “You.” The Lord pointed at one of them. “What has brought you here?” 
 
    The man’s face twisted with rage. “The plague took my daughter. Those filthy Menti stained the earth and my daughter was taken!” 
 
    For a moment, the Lord wondered if perhaps this was an assassin. He smiled coldly to himself. Let the man try, if so. They would all learn a valuable lesson. 
 
    But the man had no such designs. He looked around the cave, meeting the eyes of anyone who was watching him. “Their magic has been used to terrorise us, and we have bowed before them like whipped dogs! Even Davead did not chase them down as he should have! And because we bowed to them, we must suffer a penance. I say no more! No more children taken, because today is the day we prove our loyalty to our Lord! Today is the day he knows we follow his laws! Today is the day we rid the earth of Menti!” 
 
    The Lord embraced him and felt the man shaking with tears. 
 
    “You have done well,” he told the man. “You have shown me your heart, and it gives me hope. If all men and women of Estala follow me as you do, the world will be cleansed.” 
 
    “My Lord, nothing would please me more.” The man drew away, still sobbing. 
 
    “What is your name?” the Lord asked him. 
 
    “Josef, my Lord.” 
 
    “Behold Josef, a man whose faith is a beacon to us all! Let his example give you strength in dark days—for there are dark days ahead. The Menti will fight. They will try to keep all their ill-gotten gains. They will pretend to be like you and me. We must all be vigilant. But we will not let them win.” He raised his voice to shout the last few words. 
 
    The crowd yelled and stamped their feet. Hands reached out to touch him as he turned and welcomed their praise. 
 
    They called out their names and stories, and he listened to them, soothed them, prayed with them. When at last he returned to the dais, they were in a frenzy. Some had taken out their whips and were screaming both in pain and joy as the lashes landed. 
 
    “They love you,” Mikkel told the Lord. 
 
    The Lord did not bother to respond to this. Who had this body been, before, that Mikkel was such a sycophant? The Lord was their God. Of course they loved him. He needed no reassurance of that. 
 
    After a time, he raised his hand and waited for them to become quiet. “You are the first among my followers, and so you must see me as I am,” the Lord told them. 
 
    “Lord, is this wise?” Mikkel’s voice was a frantic whisper. 
 
    The Lord looked at him and met his eyes until Mikkel looked away. He should be ashamed. 
 
    The people were easily led and commanded to obedience, afraid to speak out, but loyalty that was simply cowed obedience could snap in a moment. What they needed was a figure who inspired awe, yes, but who also fit within the mortal strictures they had created. A man who said he was a God reborn in mortal flesh, yes, that was good. That same God in the body of the crowned King of Estala—that was better. 
 
    Those who were loyal to the rule of law would know that Stefan had been crowned king, and they would be honour-bound to support him against the imposter, Luca. Those who were loyal to Anios would not be torn between love for their God and the rightful king. Those who were not sure whom to support—well, what could be better than a king and a God in one body? 
 
    Especially when the rest of the Lord’s plan had been put into action. In the meantime, he had no qualms about pretending to be Stefan. The boy’s soul had hardly put up a fight when the Lord took his body. All of his memories were there for the taking. 
 
    The Lord removed his mask and welcomed the collective gasp of surprise. They were still transfixed by him, but they were horrified by the scars on his face and scalp. 
 
    “I received these scars in battle with the Menti,” the Lord told them. “You are the first to hear this story from my lips, and soon, all of Estala will know it. My father, King Davead, sent me after Prince Luca, who committed fratricide and killed Prince Matias. When I came to apprehend him, he used his Menti powers against me.” 
 
    There were cries of horror among those assembled, and the Lord nodded in appreciation, raising his hand to still the crowd. 
 
    “He would have committed fratricide twice over, seeking to kill anyone who stood between him and the throne. He has in his palace, even now, three siblings whose lives are in terrible danger: the princesses Serena and Carolina, and the prince Alberto. All that has been done to me, all that was done to Matias, may be their fate as well if we do not save them.” 
 
    The cries of his followers were angry now. Prince Alberto was so young, and how could anyone hurt the princesses? It was unconscionable. The Lord smiled as the followers in the cave hurled curses at Luca’s name. 
 
    When they quieted, he told them, “Perhaps some of you will be wondering: how can we defeat Luca and his army from Xantos—not to mention his army of Menti?” 
 
    There was silence this time, save for awkward shuffling. They did wonder. They were afraid. What if their Lord could not give them victory? 
 
    “Luca is a fire wielder,” the Lord told them. “He incinerated his own brother in barely a moment. Why did he not do the same to me, you wonder? Because I have powers far, far beyond Luca’s. Yes, in a moment of weakness, I allowed my brother the chance to explain his actions. I thought perhaps Matias’s death had been a terrible accident and no more. It was weak of me.” 
 
    He hung his head artfully and heard their sorrowful whispers trying to comfort him. Inside his breast, their adoration flowed through him like ichor. He was a God, after all. He thrived on such things. He knew just the words to say to make them love him, and he said them all. 
 
    He lifted his head to smile at them. “But I am not weak, and now I know Luca’s murderous intentions. I came back to Estala to safeguard it, and when the time is right, I will sweep into Reyalon and take back the throne that is mine! I will fight Luca, and I will destroy him! I will destroy all Menti. Do you know how?” 
 
    Their cries echoed off the walls now.  
 
    The Lord stood and spread his arms. Mikkel unfastened his cloak, and even as the Lord let his robes drop to the floor around him, he transformed. He reared back, giving a bellow that reverberated around the cave. 
 
    “I…” It was hard to shape human words with a dragon’s mouth, but the Lord was no ordinary mortal. He forced the form to do his bidding. “…Am the last of the Dragon Kings!” 
 
    Many of his supporters were weeping, falling to the ground and touching their foreheads to it. The Lord lashed his tail. 
 
    “We will hunt down the Menti and destroy them,” he told his followers. “Starting with the usurper and his followers.” 
 
    Anios! Anios! Anios! 
 
    “You are my strength!” The Lord swung his head, looking around at them. There was a beautiful woman on her knees toward one side of the cavern. The curtains of her brown hair parted just enough to reveal her perfect features. Yes, she would do. “Your loyalty and sacrifice will save Estala!” He lifted a talon to point at the woman. “You. Come to me.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” She was trembling as she walked closer. The Lord could faintly see the marks of lashes at the shoulders of her robes. A true believer. Her adoration gave him strength. 
 
    “You are one of the most devoted of my followers,” he told her, his voice a low rumble. “Would you not say that is so?” 
 
    “I would, my Lord.” As she raised her chin, the Lord saw that her eyes were almost mad with her fervour. “Every day I punish myself, hoping to be cleansed…hoping to cleanse the world.” 
 
    “And so you shall. You have sacrificed greatly to give me strength. Now you will make the greatest sacrifice—without hesitation. I know this. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    She stared up at him, her face blank as he reared above her. 
 
    He came down with a snap of his jaws, and her head was severed from her body. Blood, rich and warm, poured into the Lord’s mouth. He drank it down with a fervour, then gulped down the rest of her body as the supporters fell silent—and then roused themselves into a fervent cheer once more. 
 
    Anios! Anios! Anios! 
 
    “Now,” the Lord told them. He could hear the blood dripping from his jaws. “Let us go forth with our sister’s strength and cleanse the world.” 
 
   
  
 



Reva 
 
      
 
    Reva half-woke in the darkness. Out of habit, she kept herself to the very edge of the bed even though her muscles were screaming. She must make room for the others. 
 
    But the others were not here.  
 
    Her eyes opened. The moon was only a pale sliver, but it cast enough light for her to see the empty room and the empty bed. The curtains, which she kept pulled open so she could wake with the dawn, stirred in the drafts from the small window. 
 
    This was a miserable place, but to Reva, after all she had been through, it was everything she needed and more. She eased herself into the middle of the bed, trying not to let the ropes beneath the mattress squeak, and spread herself out with a tiny sigh of pleasure. 
 
    A whole bed to herself. A bed that was not on the ground, with rocks poking up from beneath it. A meal that had included more gristle than she liked in the watery soup, but that had filled her stomach. She thought of the homes of her childhood, Avalon Towers and Nesra’s Keep, and she wanted to laugh. That girl would not have appreciated this bed, or the torn, dirty clothing Reva wore, or the food. 
 
    Her smile faded away as she thought back to those days. She had once been sure that everything in her life would turn out well. She had not considered any other option. As she ran around her family’s castle, basking in sunlight and the smell of the flowers, she had believed that nothing would ever change: not her family, not Estala. 
 
    Even when her parents were brutally murdered, Reva’s core beliefs about the world had not changed. She had been brought at once to Nesra’s Keep and engaged to Prince Luca. It was a good marriage. She would be a princess. She missed her family, but she did not have clear memories of that night, and she still saw the world as basically good. Estala was ruled by a wise king, and Reva had a secure future. 
 
    And then everything had changed again. The wise king, in all of his infinite wisdom, had broken Reva’s betrothal to Luca and given her instead to Francis like a piece of chattel. What Reva wanted, what she had been promised, did not enter into it at all. She was only a pawn, a gift to make a general happy, and she had lost the will to do anything more than simply endure the beatings Francis gave her and the failed pregnancies that had scarred her body and her soul. 
 
    She pressed her lips together and tried not to cry. Every one of those pregnancies had ended in a mess of blood and tears, and at least one had ended with a monstrously deformed baby, but she still carried those four children in her heart. It was an ache she knew would never go away. 
 
    She was not sure why she had come back to Reyalon, truth be told. She had fled the cave where Aron had tried to kill her, to finish the massacre of her family that he had started so many years ago. Sam and Carlia had tried to follow, to call her back, but Reva had transformed and fled into the night, lashed by rain and wind. 
 
    Not far from Reyalon, she had transformed back and changed into the clothes she had clutched in her talons while she flew. She had a few coins she had managed to secret away, and with the city in chaos after Luca’s defeat of Stefan, the inn room had been cheap. There had still been blood in the streets. 
 
    Reva was not sure why she had not gone to Nesra’s Keep at once when she heard that Luca held the throne. It was something she was unwilling to think about just yet. 
 
    Coming here in her dragon form had been a terribly risky move. She knew that. The Ulezi, a terrible hybrid of humans and dragons, were driven to seek out any dragon shifters and destroy them. The madness in their blood, their hatred of the dragons for creating them, would never cease. That was what had driven Aron and Diana to take their children and hide away—and, when Reva’s parents had not agreed to do the same, Aron and Diana had killed them rather than leave any trail for the Ulezi to find. 
 
    Reva hugged her arms around herself. Learning the truth of her parents’ death had been a blow. She had not agreed with Aron’s outlook on the world, but she would never have guessed that he had murdered her parents, and that he would have murdered her as well that day if he had found her. 
 
    Of course, that was only one of many unpalatable truths. She had not believed that King Davead would do something as terrible as creating the Gardens of Anios, even though she knew he hated Menti fiercely. She had not believed that anyone could be as cruel as Francis was. She had not believed that Stefan would be so poor a king as he was. Instead of helping his citizens with the plague, he was building more temples to the Order of Insight and driving the people into a religious fervour. 
 
    Reva shook her head in the darkness. How had she been so wrong about the world? 
 
    Still, she was proud of herself. She had freed all of the slaves from one of the work camps, using cleverness and a strength she had not known she had. She was not the girl she had been before she was given to Francis. She would never be that girl again, but she was proud of the woman she was. 
 
    She was just afraid that she would not like the man Luca was. The realisation came to her in a rush. Since her parents had died, every man Reva had known who was in a position of power, from Aron to Davead, had turned to their very worst impulses. However desperate they had been, however good their intentions, they had done terrible things. 
 
    She was afraid that if she went to Nesra’s Keep, she would see that the same thing had happened to Luca. In her head, he was still thirteen years old and sickly, but he had returned at the head of a Xanti army and had fought his way to the keep. There were rumours, too, that he had killed his brother Matias, and no one knew what had happened to Stefan. He was no longer in the keep, but no one had announced his death, either. 
 
    Clearly, Luca had already changed. She was afraid to see how much. 
 
    There was a creak from the hallway, and Reva’s head turned at once, every sense on high alert. Since her escape from the Gardens of Anios, she had spent almost every night in fear for her life, waking to the sound of branches blowing in the wind or hearing the footsteps of Aron’s family in the cave they had brought her to. 
 
    Now she tried to tell herself that this sound was nothing. The tavern below surely had people in it at all hours. Or perhaps the innkeeper was going to bed. 
 
    But the creak came again, this time closer to her door, and Reva froze. Her heart had started to pound. She was terribly afraid all of a sudden. Who would know she was here? Had someone in the tavern below seen her come upstairs alone? Had Sam and Carlia come to get revenge for what had happened to their parents? 
 
    Or was it something worse? Was it the Ulezi? 
 
    Reva forced herself to breathe. She must not panic. This was nothing, she told herself firmly. Nothing at all. 
 
    Except now she could hear whispers right outside her door. Reva slowly pushed herself upright so as not to let the bed creak. She glanced around, her mind racing. She had no proper weapons. She barely had any strength at all, though she was better fed than she had been at the Gardens of Anios. 
 
    She could not fight whomever was out there. It was a bitter realisation. Though she had hopes for Luca’s reign, being a Menti was still outlawed. If she were to transform, tales would spread to the Brothers and Sisters of the Enlightened, and they would surely come for her. A dragon? Oh, yes, they would come. 
 
    So Reva had to run. She reached out with one hand and began to ease the window latch open. There were more creaks outside, and more whispers, but she had to focus on this. Move slowly and silently, she told herself; do not give them any reason to come bursting in yet. The latch was sticky, and she had to lever herself up slowly to stand and wrap her skirt around it so she could jerk it open without making too much of a sound. 
 
    The window was narrow, but Reva was slight. She stepped up onto the deep sill and tried to ease the window open. It squeaked a little, and she heard the whispers outside cease. In desperation, she yawned loudly and kicked at the mattress a few times so that they might think she had turned over and gone back to sleep. Hopefully, that would keep them for a few more seconds.  
 
    She peered out the window and saw the drop below. There was no ledge and no real handholds for her to climb. In the rain, everything would be slippery. 
 
    Which meant she had to drop, and hope she would not be too injured to run once she had. She checked the alleyway below for anyone waiting there and eased herself out. It was an awkward process, and her skirt hitched up around her waist. 
 
    She was just trying to figure out how to lever herself down to her fingertips when the doorknob turned and the door began to open. Reva was sure she heard the sound of a hiss. 
 
    In that one pivotal moment, she did not think at all. She kicked against the outside wall of the inn and shoved herself backwards. It was pure instinct that led her to try to push away, and instinct again that had her grasping desperately at the sill as her body realised it was falling. 
 
    And it was instinct that made her start to transform. She half-turned into her dragon form, tried to stop herself, and landed hard on the cobblestones below. Whether it was the momentary snap of her wings or simply luck, she did not know, but after the first jarring moment of pain, she could tell that nothing was broken. 
 
    There was a shout above, and Reva pushed herself up and ran. She was near the walls of Reyalon, as she had been afraid to go farther into the city and perhaps come across Brothers and Sisters of the Enlightened—or more plague victims. Sam had told her that her dragon blood would make her more resistant to the plague, but Reva did not want to take any chances. 
 
    Now she ran with her bare feet slapping on the cobblestones and the wind and rain loud in her ears. Was anyone following her? She could not hear them if so. She ran, praying that no guard at the gates would mistake her for a thief. She had to get out of the city…. 
 
    She skidded to a stop, panting. If she left the city, she would have no protection at all from the Ulezi. No one would come to her aid. 
 
    She looked around herself again, however, and knew the brutal truth. No one would save her here, either. If she was truly being pursued by monsters, no one in this exhausted, war-torn, plague-ridden city would put themselves in even more danger to help Reva. At least in the countryside, she could transform. 
 
    And so, as she saw two figures come around a distant corner, Reva sprinted for the gates and out into the night. She waited until she was sure the guards could no longer see her, and then she ripped off her dress and transformed, flying off into the night with her wings beating strong against the rain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the council chambers of Nesra’s Keep, Luca sat awkwardly in his father’s chair and tried not to feel like an imposter. 
 
    He had never expected to be the king. No one had ever expected him to be the king. With an heir like Matias, who in their right mind would have looked to any of the other children—let alone one who had been on his deathbed for most of his childhood? Luca had not minded that, particularly. He liked Matias. Everyone liked Matias. Not to mention, he had been more concerned with his own impending death than anything else. 
 
    Now he was here, though—and not because the other heirs to the throne had passed away and been buried in state, only for Luca to be crowned. No, he had come at the head of a Xanti fleet and fought his way through the streets of his own home to take the castle by force. His brother, who had been crowned king, was on the run. 
 
    And everyone wanted Luca to behave as if this was completely normal, and make the sort of wise, measured decisions they expected from a king who had been on the throne for years, as Luca’s father had been. 
 
    So far today, they had discussed how Luca’s return would be spoken of, how to combat the rumours Stefan and the Order of Insight had spread about Luca, and methods of plague relief. Serena had spoken passionately on the last point, detailing medicines and plans for teams of doctors to travel the countryside. Though it was clear she had worked with the Xanti in the matter of medicine, Lord Tinian had not seemed pleased when she spoke. They had disagreed on some points. 
 
    Luca realised that all of the council was staring at him. He must have missed something. His eyes travelled over the assembled group: Brother Axil, Lord Tinian, Commander Ingran, General Arenza, Lord Zimin, and his sister, Serena. Though Serena had been graceful enough about it, General Arenza and Lord Zimin were still prickly about members of the Gold Council sitting in on Luca’s meetings. 
 
    Luca swallowed awkwardly. He did not dare look at Brother Axil. “I’m sorry,” he said. “What did you ask?” 
 
    Brother Axil furrowed his brow in annoyance. “Lord Tinian asked about the profits from the Gardens of Anios.” He cast a glance at Lord Tinian, and Luca realised the annoyance was with the Xanti Councillor, not with him. 
 
    “What are the Gardens of Anios?” Luca asked. 
 
    Brother Axil settled back in his chair and nodded at Lord Tinian to explain. There was a sardonic expression on his face—as if, Luca realised, Brother Axil knew that Luca would not like what he was about to hear. It was a level of politicking that Luca had never seen from the Brother, though he had known that Axil was well-versed in the ways of the court. 
 
    Lord Tinian, however, took the matter gracefully. “The Gardens of Anios, Your Majesty, are—” 
 
    “Highness,” Luca said. 
 
    Lord Tinian paused. He inclined his head in a polite show of not understanding. 
 
    “I am not crowned,” Luca said. “My brother has been crowned, and he has not been apprehended. I am not the king. I am Prince Luca.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence. Luca looked around the room. Expressions were carefully blank. Serena’s expression was impassive, as though she was not sure what to think. 
 
    “Of course,” Tinian said after a moment. “Prince Luca, the Gardens of Anios are estates where any number of export goods are produced. Olives, citrus fruits, herbs and medicines—” 
 
    “Such as the medicines for the plague?” Luca interrupted. He glanced across at Serena, who had leaned forward in interest. 
 
    Lord Tinian seemed pleased. He smiled. “Yes, Prince Luca. Like those medicines. Your father ordered the camps established, and they have provided immense profits to Estala ever since.” 
 
    Luca was pleased. After the grim assessment of Estala’s treasury, this was good news. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Brother Axil said warningly. “Your father established the camps with two purposes. One was to produce goods at very low cost.” There was clearly a lot of meaning in his words, though Luca was not sure what it was. “The other reason, which was far more important to your father, was to create a prison…for the Menti.” 
 
    The bottom seemed to fall out of Luca’s stomach. He looked sharply at Tinian. 
 
    Tinian spread his hands with a courtier’s shrug. “It is true that the workers at the Gardens of Anios—” 
 
    “Are slaves,” Brother Axil interrupted. 
 
    Lord Tinian paused for a moment, his eyes deliberately turned from Axil, and then he continued. “It is true that they are Menti.” 
 
    “Prince Luca,” Brother Axil said, “these slaves are captured, taken from their homes by force, marched in chains across the countryside, and worked until they die. They are abused—” 
 
    “With respect, Governor, can you be sure of the conditions in the camps?” Lord Tinian’s voice was cool and reasonable. 
 
    “They are slaves,” Axil said again. “The camp was made to be a prison. King Davead was famous for his hatred of Menti. I do not need to see the camps to know how well the Menti there are treated.” 
 
    “Governor, please—” 
 
    “Both of you, stop.” Luca lifted his chin, and both men fell silent in surprise. Luca’s eyes roamed across the room, taking in the expressions of every council member. “Slavery is not the Estalan way, nor will the Menti continue to be persecuted here. The Gardens of Anios will be shut down, and those who participated in running them will face justice.” 
 
    In the silence, he noticed Serena begin to smile. She nodded at him. 
 
    “Prince Luca, this would be a mistake,” Tinian told him firmly. “You will bring many good changes during the years of your reign, but to make too many, too fast, would be to make enemies. The people have been taught for decades that the Menti are their enemies. There would be a panic if the Menti from the camps were to be released among the populace. The riots might take the lives of those same Menti.” 
 
    “You speak of possibilities—” Axil began heatedly. 
 
    “My mind is made up,” Luca said again. “I am Menti. My brother was also Menti. The people must accept that the Menti are not what my father feared, and I refuse to accept slavery within Estala. The council is dismissed for today.” 
 
    The rest of the council murmured their assent and began to leave. 
 
    “Prince Luca, if I might have a word?” Tinian’s voice was respectful. He inclined his head and waited for Luca’s decision. 
 
    Luca wanted to say no and leave, but he knew he could not do that. That was a childish way to do things. He had to rule. 
 
    “Of course, Lord Tinian. I will be with you in a moment.” 
 
    Brother Axil paused on his way out of the room when Tinian spoke, and Luca made his way to the Governor. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked Axil. 
 
    “I’d tell you to be careful with Lord Tinian,” Axil said bluntly, “but I think you know that already.” 
 
    “I do.” Luca nodded. 
 
    “Promise him nothing,” Axil warned. 
 
    “I will not.” Luca shook his head, although he had sudden worries of what Tinian might say. The man had a way of speaking so that suddenly, everything Luca did not want to do seemed like the only option. 
 
    “And, Luca.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What you said before, about being a prince and not a king….” Axil hesitated. “Be careful to whom you say that, and how loudly you proclaim it.” 
 
    “But it is true,” Luca argued. “I am not the king.” 
 
    “I believe that if it had been a choice between you and Stefan, your father might have chosen you,” Axil said. He folded his hands before him and took a deep breath. “Despite the fact that you were a Menti. Even though he did not make that choice, even though Stefan killed him—yes, Luca, I believe that is what happened—and even though Stefan was crowned, you sit on the throne now, and you are a better ruler than Stefan was.” 
 
    “But I am not,” Luca said miserably. “I do not know how to be king. How to rule.” He was abruptly conscious of Tinian hovering behind them. “I have to go.” 
 
    “Luca.” Axil took his hand. “We do not always win things the way we want to. You came with a Xanti fleet. You have not been crowned yet. This is correct. But you must show the people that you are the rightful ruler. That you believe you are the rightful ruler.” 
 
    He left with a faint bow, and Luca stared after him. How could he show the people that he was the rightful ruler when he did not feel like one? Matias had always been the heir, Stefan wore the crown, and Serena had spoken so much more eloquently at the meeting than Luca had. 
 
    He did not believe it. 
 
    He walked back to Lord Tinian and tried not to feel like an imposter. He haughtily lifted his chin as he thought his father might have done—and then, because he thought his father might have done it, he went to his chair and sat. 
 
    “What can I help you with, Lord Tinian?” 
 
    “Your Highness”—Tinian carefully used the title Luca had insisted upon—“I believe you should rethink your decision regarding the Gardens of Anios.” 
 
    Luca’s fingers tightened on the arms of the chair. “My decision on that is final. The slaves will be released. The camps will be shut down. The clerics and guards will face punishment.” 
 
    “Your Highness,” Lord Tinian said again, and this time there was a warning in his voice. “To be a king is to make decisions that will cause distress to a minority. It is an unavoidable fact about the world.” 
 
    “What harm would come from treating our citizens as if they are, indeed, our citizens?” Luca leaned forward in his chair. His face was hot. “The Gardens of Anios—” 
 
    “Generate enormous profits that sustain many things within Estala,” Lord Tinian said strongly. “Your sister’s plans for healing this country will not be cheap, Your Highness. Nor will it be cheap to maintain the forces you will need to track down your brother and defeat him. The Gardens of Anios produce food that could feed the hungry of Estala, and bandages and medicines that could help with the plague. Say what you will about the methods of the camp, but they have generated significant profits for Estala before, and they can do so again.” 
 
    Luca bit his lip. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Tinian said. He did not remain on the attack. His voice was kind. “You are a fair man. Your father commanded that the Gardens of Anios be built. Do you think it is fair to imprison and punish the ones who followed their king’s orders?” 
 
    How did Tinian do this? Luca considered, but he could see no way out of the trap Tinian had built. The man was correct: it was not fair to punish those who had followed his father’s orders. He simply did not see how anyone could have volunteered for such a job. It was not as if his father had ordered any specific person to serve as a Sister of the Enlightened or a guard at the Gardens, was it? 
 
    “Prince Luca,” Tinian told him, “I meant what I said before, that to be a king is to serve the good of your kingdom. Sometimes, the good of a kingdom is at odds with the good of an individual. In a time of war, there must be soldiers to fight. Right now, Estala needs both the goods and the funds the Gardens of Anios provide. Your brother beggared this country, Prince Luca.” 
 
    You do not want us to be rich so that Estala will prosper. You want us to be rich so you will prosper. Luca thought the words resentfully, though he did not say them. 
 
    “Perhaps, when Stefan has been defeated, the Gardens of Anios may be shut down,” Tinian suggested. He spread his hands with a smile. “It is a process not to be undertaken lightly, but we can find a way. I am sure of it.” 
 
    Luca stared down at his lap. His head was spinning. He was not sure anymore of the right thing to do. 
 
    “The Gardens of Anios can produce many of the medicines we need to combat the plague,” Tinian suggested. He took a seat without being asked and leaned forward to catch Luca’s eyes. “With distribution centres all around Estala, we can reach victims of the plague faster and cure more people.” 
 
    Luca wished desperately that he was anywhere else. He did not want this to be his choice to make. What would his father do? Of course, he knew what his father would have done. His father had created the Gardens of Anios, because he had seen no use for Menti lives. Because he had viewed Menti as an abomination and a threat. 
 
    Luca swallowed. He had never had the chance to make his father see the world differently. 
 
    Tinian waited. He seemed to know that pressing Luca for a decision would be counterproductive. 
 
    Finally, Luca said in a small voice, “We will command the Gardens of Anios to produce cures for the plague.” 
 
    Tinian gave a small sigh. “A wise choice, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Luca caught the title. He glanced sharply at Tinian but forced himself not to correct him. “We will also send hand-picked members of the army to make sure that no abuse of the prisoners is occurring.” 
 
    An expression flitted across Tinian’s face and was gone before Luca would determine what it had been. “Of course,” he said. “Commander Ingran could perhaps suggest some names from within our forces here in Reyalon.” 
 
    “You do not need to—” 
 
    “It is a favour,” Tinian said. “I will speak to him at once. Your Majesty, thank you for reconsidering. You will make a wise king.” 
 
    He left, and Luca stared after him, biting his lip. He highly doubted that the Gold Council ever did anything “as a favour,” and he did not like this decision at all. But he did not know what his other option was. Serena had said that the plague must be treated quickly, and they did not have the money to buy more medicines from Xantos. 
 
    He should find Brother Axil, but Luca was afraid to tell his Governor that he had agreed to Lord Tinian’s request. So, instead, he sat in his father’s chair in the council room and tried desperately to feel as if he belonged there. 
 
   
  
 



Reva 
 
      
 
    Reva’s wings beat strongly in the darkness as she circled Nesra’s Keep. She could not see the gardens and buildings below very clearly, as the rain was driving against the stone, making even the light of the lamps and the watchmen’s lanterns barely a warm flicker in the storm. 
 
    She did not have to see it, though, to remember it. Her wings beat once, twice, and then she flattened them and banked around the All-Seeing Tower. King Davead used to come here regularly, flanked by his guards. No one knew why, and though she knew Serena and Matias would dare one another to follow him, as far as she knew, neither of them ever had. 
 
    Below, in the great hall where rain was running off the roof tiles, was the throne room. Just beyond it were the gardens through which she and Luca used to run. 
 
    Reva circled wider. There—that was where Luca had his rooms. Once, he had told her he liked the view from them, but when she went to visit him, he was too weak even to get out of bed. The doctors said he was like that when he was ill, and she understood that he had lied so she would not worry about him. 
 
    It was one of the first times she had realised she might truly love him someday. Luca had always been kind. He had always been eager to please, eager not to be a burden or a disturbance. Surely, he would be a good king. Surely, it was worth seeing him. She could land here now and go to the king’s chambers. She knew where they were. 
 
    Or would he be sleeping in his old rooms? That would be like him, she thought. 
 
    Her wings carried her lower, but still she wavered. What did she really know of Luca anymore? She had heard stories in the tavern that he was strong now, that he had fought side by side with the Xanti soldiers as they broke the gates and came ashore. Clearly, his weakness was gone. If Stefan’s rumours were true, Luca was a Menti, and he had killed Matias. Reva had dismissed the story of murder out of hand, but the fact remained that several years had passed since she had last seen her childhood friend. 
 
    She could not be sure it was safe. If she landed here tonight, she would have to tell him how she had come to be in Nesra’s Keep, and then he would know her secrets, and what would he do with them? What if he, like Davead, was committed to wiping the Menti out? 
 
    She turned and slipped away in the storm. She had to find out more before she could trust Luca with the story of who and what she was. 
 
    But how? 
 
    She landed heavily in a clearing in the forest outside the city, hitting the ground too hard, transforming too fast, and rolling over leaves, stones, and far too many brambles. For a moment, she stared up at the sky and let the rain fall on her face, and then she forced herself to sit up and retrieve her clothing. At least she had learned how to fly, even if she could not land and transform back very well yet. 
 
    She waited as long as she could for the water to dry a little on her skin. Her dress, hung over a bush beneath the densest tree she could find, was nowhere near dry yet, but there was no reason to make matters worse. 
 
    When she finally put the dress back on, she shivered at the clammy feeling of the wet fabric. She needed a fire, but she did not dare to build one with the Ulezi on her trail. 
 
    Thieves. Those had been thieves, she told herself. Or rapists. Common, run-of-the-mill, two-a-copper criminals who had seen a lone woman in an inn and seized their chance. But no ordinary girl would have jumped out that window. 
 
    Her breath caught, and the familiar fear gripped her. This was how it started. Stories got told, and the Sisters heard and they came…. 
 
    She would have to enter Reyalon next time by another gate, and do as much as she could to change her appearance. She would go to Nesra’s Keep because she would have to do so. She needed Luca’s protection. She would determine whether he was Menti or not before she told him her story. Surely, if he were Menti, he would not turn her in for her powers. 
 
    She had been so absorbed in her thoughts that she did not notice the unusual snap of branches until it was too late. Before Reva even had time to look around for the source of the sound, she found herself staring into two slit-pupiled eyes. A long tongue snaked out to taste the air between them, and the Ulezi hissed as it crouched down to look at her. It was a light, airy sound, but not one she could mistake for anything kind. 
 
    Reva screamed before she could stop herself. Her fingers curled into a fist, and she came up onto her knees as she drove it forward. It hit the Ulezi in the nose, and the thing stumbled back from her with a howl of pain. 
 
    Reva pushed herself up to her feet and fled through the undergrowth, cursing herself for her stupidity. It had been Ulezi at the inn. If she had taken the warnings seriously, she would have run for her life, not flown over Nesra’s Keep in her dragon form only to return here, within easy striking distance of where they had first found her. 
 
    In her terror, she did not transform. Her mind circled around and around: clearly, they already knew she was a dragon shifter, but if they did not, she could perhaps convince them that she was not one. But they knew. Why else would they have come to her in the forest? But maybe… 
 
    She could hear them calling to one another behind her, and she felt bile rising up in her throat. They were going to kill her. They were going to rip her heart out. 
 
    Now she faced one fact with terrible certainty: what Aron had done to her family, he had done because he was so afraid of the Ulezi. Aron was a strong fighter and a confident man. His madness, which had grown over the years since he had massacred her family, had shown her that he was not a remorseless murderer. 
 
    He had judged the Ulezi to be so frightening that it was worth it for him to kill a family, parents and children alike, to keep his own family safe. How could Reva not have seen that before? The Ulezi must be the stuff of nightmares. 
 
    One hurtled into her path and she screamed, skidding to a stop out of instinct. It was the wrong move. It allowed them to surround her. There were five of them, all with those long tongues, all tilting their heads to stare at her through inhuman eyes. Seeing those eyes in an almost-human face was horrifying. 
 
    Reva stumbled back. Uselessly, she berated herself. If she had kept running, she might have managed to get free of the one in front of her and keep going into the forest. 
 
    To what end, however? There were five of them and one of her. She would tire eventually, and even if by some miracle she managed to escape, they would find her. They would always find her. 
 
    An iron lash, the same sort of torment that the Sisters once wielded, snaked out to catch her wrist. Reva looked down at it dully. She should have transformed. She should have kept running. She should have flown far, far away so they could not follow her. 
 
    Fury followed the numbness. How dare they try to imprison her? She was a dragon. 
 
    She roared her fury at them. It came from a human throat, from the bruised and battered body of a mother, from a tiny woman that these Ulezi did not fear at all, but Reva knew she was more than that. She was not, and had never been, just human. She had survived the death of her family, she had lived through Aron’s attempt to end her line forever, and she had freed herself from the Sisters. 
 
    She would not die here, she vowed to herself. She pulled on the arm that was trapped by the whip so that the Ulezi holding it pulled back, and then she released the tension in her arm and let the momentum carry her. She lashed at his face. She did not have claws in this form, but she was a dragon. She raked down his face with her fingers and screamed again in victory when he staggered back, clutching his eyes. 
 
    The lash was made to link and catch, so it did not fall away when he let go of it. Reva knew she could not take her time to pick at it. She needed to focus on the next Ulezi, and the next after that, until all of them were gone. 
 
    There were enough, however, that she must do more than just focus on one. She darted around the next so that he stood between her and the others, and they could not mob her while she fought him. In a moment of inspiration, she flung the chained arm out and let the handle of the whip begin to swing. The teeth bit into her wrist and she cried out in pain, but the handle hit the Ulezi in the head and bought her a moment of surprise. Reva kicked out to drive him back, and then searched the space around her, desperate for any sort of weapon. 
 
    She barely heard the roar over the howl of the wind and the sound of her own panting, but what she did hear caused her to whip her head up and around. Fire came from above to catch the cluster of three Ulezi, and they screeched in pain. It was a sound from beyond the mortal world, full of fury and agony that was not merely born of this moment. 
 
    No, the Ulezi suffered. All their lives, they suffered. Despite herself, Reva found compassion for them as they died. 
 
    She was so consumed with watching the three that were killed by dragon fire that she neglected the one she was still fighting. He reared back up with a hiss and a shriek, and she understood the look in his eyes without his needing to say a word. You’ve killed my friends, and I am about to die. But I can take you with me. And she still had no weapon. 
 
    A blue-green dragon came bursting through the trees with a scream and impaled the Ulezi on one claw. Jaws snapped down to rip the creature’s head off, but instead of a gulp, the dragon gave it a look of disgust and spat the head out before transforming into Carlia. She stumbled for a moment on bare feet and looked at Reva, panting. 
 
    Both of them looked back to the clearing, and a moment later, Sam’s voice called, “I got the last one!” 
 
    Reva had fled from them. She had been furious, unable to face them after she had learned the truth of what had happened between their families. Now, however, she took two steps and flung her arms around Carlia. The other girl hugged her back, shivering both from the fight and from cold as the rain hit her naked body. 
 
    Reva gave a strangled sort of laugh. “We have to get you clothed.” 
 
    “Yes.” Carlia pulled away with a laugh of her own and went to retrieve a leather pack from the ground. “I put my ankle in this before I transform, and then I can carry clothes with me, see?” 
 
    “That’s clever.”  
 
    Reva looked away while the woman dressed. When she looked back, it was to see Sam standing with his sister. The rain had flattened his shirt against his chest and his hair to his forehead. 
 
    A memory came, unbidden, to Reva’s mind. They had transformed back in the caves, and for a moment, Reva’s body had been pressed against Sam’s. He was not her husband, the man who beat her and wanted nothing but sons from her. He was not Luca, the boy she had thought she would marry. He was only Sam, and she was only Reva. 
 
    Tears stung Reva’s eyes, and she could not have said why. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said instead. “I would have….” She bit her lip and looked down at the forest floor. “Thank you.” 
 
    There was a silence. 
 
    “We should find shelter,” Sam said finally. With Aron gone, his voice had taken on more authority. “The five here were the only Ulezi we had word of in this area, but we need to be warm and dry. We should return to—” 
 
    “No.” Reva was grateful for their intervention, but she refused absolutely to go back. “I am not continuing to play the game your parents played. I will not hide myself away.” 
 
    “Reva.” Sam stepped forward. He was frustrated, his mouth a thin line. “What, then? It’s too dangerous out here. You were nearly—” 
 
    He broke off and turned away, and Reva saw with a pang of guilt that her brush with death had truly frightened him. Before she could stop herself, she stepped forward to touch his face with one hand. She was aware of Carlia looking away as Sam froze in surprise. He turned to look back at Reva. 
 
    “I know it is too dangerous to stay out here with no plan,” Reva told him. “But we nearly destroyed ourselves. There’s a chance we are the last of the dragons. We need a better plan than hiding away in the caves.” 
 
    After a moment, he nodded. “I saw an abandoned barn nearby,” he said. He was still holding himself rigidly, aware of her touch. “We will go there and…make a plan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    Serena made her way down a side corridor and tried not to appear as if she were rushing. After the council meeting, she had gone back to her rooms to check on Carolina. Though Stefan was missing and his forces had been driven back, Serena could not shake the fear that something might happen to her sister. 
 
    In truth, she felt guilty for advising Carolina not to fight as they approached their forced marriages. Some of Carolina’s spirit had been knocked out of her, not only by her brother’s cruelty, but also by the fact that Serena had not stood by her in defiance. 
 
    Serena had thought often of how to explain why she had been so insistent that they not fight. Stefan was cruel and capricious. If even half the rumours about him were true, what might he do to them for defying him? What might Mikkel do to them? Better married and alive than dead. But when she saw Carolina’s face and the shadow in it that was now always there, all she could remember was that she had told her younger sister to go along with the marriage. That would be what Carolina remembered. 
 
    This time, as always, Serena had lingered awkwardly in the outer chamber and asked inane questions. She had tried to provoke Carolina into being her usual, irreverent self, but instead, her sister had only grown annoyed and had taken her book into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    Now Serena was late to meet Lord Tinian and Brother Raphael, a man Tinian had told her would help them with the distribution of the plague cure. Her blood heated at the thought of what she had been told at the council meeting. Many ships full of medicine had been set on fire by Stefan’s ridiculous zealots, and now Estala was being beggared to buy another shipment of medicinal herbs. 
 
    It made sense that the Xanti would need more money to produce yet more of the cure, especially when they must fear a wider outbreak in Xantos as well. Still, Serena did not like the way Lord Tinian bargained over price while people were dying. 
 
    She forced herself to smile as she approached the door. She would be gracious. Whatever problems there were between the two nations, she swore she would not add to them by being as haughty and unpleasant as Stefan had been. 
 
    “Lord Tinian,” she said with a warm smile as she entered the room. “I hope you have not been waiting—oh.” 
 
    The man by the fireplace stood and bowed respectfully. “Princess Serena.” 
 
    “Are you…Brother Raphael?” When Tinian mentioned a Brother of the Enlightened, skilled in healing, Serena had pictured someone like Brother Axil, older and more experienced in running an effective campaign against the plague. 
 
    “I am.” He smiled at her. 
 
    Serena came closer, curious. Brother Raphael, despite her earlier imaginings, looked to be no more than a year or two older than she. His brown hair lay neatly on his head, with glints of red and blond catching the light, and while his face was perfectly pleasant, it was his eyes that caught and held her. They were a dark brown, so expressive and alive that Serena almost found herself leaning toward him. 
 
    She realised she had been staring, and she flushed. “I apologise, Brother Raphael. I did not expect you to be so….” 
 
    “So…?” he echoed. 
 
    Serena was almost annoyed by the innocent expression on his face. He knew well what she meant, but was choosing to pretend otherwise. She took a seat by the fire and, after a moment, gestured for him to retake his. “So young. You must be a prodigy in your studies.” 
 
    “All that matters is whether I can help bring an end to the plague,” he said seriously. “Any talents I have are useless if they do not serve the Enlightened God.” 
 
    Serena tried to keep a small frown from her face. In anyone else, she would suspect that such devotion was false piety, but she had the strong sense that Raphael believed what he said. 
 
    “Then you believe that what is required of us is to use medicine,” she said after a pause. “Not to build temples to Anios.” 
 
    Raphael gave her a small smile. It was impossible to tell from his expression what he thought of any of this. “The Enlightened God gave us all the bounty of this world, and our talents. Through this, we have learned the secrets of medicine. It would be cruel to give us such an understanding of the world and expect us not to use that to alleviate the suffering of our fellows. I can see no purpose to that.” 
 
    “I agree with you.” Serena responded with a half-smile. Though she did not doubt the piety she had seen in Raphael at the start, now she could also see his pride in his talents. From the strength with which he said the words, she could see that other priests must have questioned him. She arranged her skirts as she thought. “It must have been difficult for you to say such things when my brother Stefan was on the throne.” 
 
    Raphael gave her a cool look, and she saw that she had underestimated his talents as a courtier. He was not simply going to speak, he was going to wait to see her leanings before he did so. 
 
    “Brother, before you answer, let me be frank with you. Before Stefan disappeared, he and I were not on good terms. He believed that I sought to supplant him, and I believed that he was not acting in ways that would help Estala’s citizens. I was effectively a prisoner when the Xanti fleet arrived.” 
 
    Raphael nodded slightly, as if he was relieved. “I see.” As if an afterthought, a remembered piece of etiquette, he added, “I am sorry for your suffering, Princess.” 
 
    “Can it be called suffering?” Serena asked lightly. “I still lived in luxury.” 
 
    He looked at her, just looked, and there was a silence while she bit her lip and turned away from those dark eyes. They unsettled her. No one tended to stare at a princess that way, at least not when the two of them were alone in a room. 
 
    Where was Lord Tinian? 
 
    “You should come with me into the city,” Raphael said suddenly. 
 
    “What?” Serena stared back at him, wide-eyed. 
 
    “On my rounds.” Raphael was smiling. “You could nurse some of those who are afflicted. You could see how the medicines are used.” 
 
    “Oh, I do not….” Serena’s voice trailed off, and she cleared her throat hastily. “That would not be proper at all.” 
 
    “Why not?” His brows lifted curiously, as though he could not think of a single reason. 
 
    “I am a princess,” Serena said, frustrated again. Did this man not have any idea what he was asking? “It is not safe to go into the city.” When his frown of confusion deepened, she felt her annoyance grow. “There are people who might want to hurt me. There are people who might….” Gods, she had heard enough of her father’s lectures over the years. She should be able to come up with something to say. Why was her mind so blank? “I might get sick,” she said finally. That was an unassailable fact. 
 
    To her surprise, the Brother nodded. “You might,” he agreed. 
 
    “Good,” Serena said after a moment. This seemed too easy somehow, but she would take the victory. “So you understand.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    She closed her eyes briefly. This man was infuriating. “I cannot get sick,” she told him. “I cannot put myself in danger. I am—” 
 
    “One scion of the royal family.” He dismissed her status easily. “Your brother Luca stands to claim the throne, is that not so? You will not inherit the throne.” 
 
    Serena’s fingers tightened to fists in her lap. 
 
    “I am sorry.” When she looked up, surprised, she saw a level of understanding she had not expected to find in the Brother’s eyes. 
 
    “Why are you sorry?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I have heard of your efforts to bring the medicine here,” Raphael told her. “To create such a treaty, reaching out to a country that might have been Estala’s enemy, was a work of quite accomplished statecraft—as I understand such things. You would have made a good ruler, Princess. When I said what I said, I saw the look on your face. You believe you would benefit Estala if you sat on the throne.” 
 
    “I—” Serena glanced around, suddenly aware that anyone could be listening to this. “I am loyal to the throne,” she said carefully. “I would never seek to supplant Luca.” Especially not now, when he was ruling with the same good heart that Matias had possessed. Luca would be a better king than Stefan, no matter how overwhelmed he felt. Serena could see that already. 
 
    Raphael’s lips curled upwards as he gazed down at his lap. 
 
    “But you must see that I still cannot accompany you into the city,” Serena told him. “It is far too dangerous.” 
 
    “Those are dangers faced by my Brothers every day,” he told her. “Is your life so much more important than theirs, that you would leave them to face the danger alone? Would you arrange for the medicine to be brought, but give the task of distributing it solely to those you deem expendable?” 
 
    Serena flushed again. Guilt twisted in her chest. 
 
    “It would do the common folk good to see their princess,” Raphael added. “And it would do you good to see them. What do you truly know of your people?” 
 
    “That is quite enough.” She lifted her head. “Brother Raphael—” 
 
    The door opened behind them, and Tinian came inside with a regretful bow. “I am so sorry. I was detained after the council meeting.” A quick flick of his eyes took in the scene before him. “I hope I have not missed very much.” 
 
    “No,” Raphael answered as Serena rose to say the same thing. She only barely avoided giving him an annoyed glance as he continued, “Please, my lord, join us.” 
 
    Serena sank back into her seat, hating the Brother and yet very aware of Tinian’s watchful gaze. She could not let him see that she was unsettled. He was like a hunter, she thought, circling and looking for weaknesses. 
 
    “I hope there are no crises that detained you,” she told Lord Tinian. 
 
    “Ah, no.” He shook his head. “A small matter. Brother Raphael, pray tell us. What would be your strategy to combat the plague?” 
 
    “The first aspect is containment,” Brother Raphael said gravely. “It is important that the sickness not keep spreading between our towns and cities. We should close the gates.” 
 
    “And shut our people out?” Serena asked in horror. In a smaller voice, she added, “Or shut them in.” 
 
    “Frankly, yes.” Tinian looked over at her. “The plague has already reached some villages, but Reyalon is the centre of the infection in Estala. Everyone who leaves might bring it to the outer villages.” 
 
    “It would not be necessary to keep the medicines back,” Raphael assured Serena. “We could use priests who have not been exposed to the plague and bring them down through the caves under Nesra’s Keep. When they leave the city, they can bring relief to various places within Estala. We can even have the ships from Xantos land at different points on the coast, so that the medicines need never filter through Reyalon at all.” 
 
    “It will not be so complicated, actually.” Tinian was smiling. 
 
    “Why not?” Serena felt uneasy. Something about Tinian’s smile set her off-balance. 
 
    “I spoke with Prince Luca after the council meeting,” Tinian said casually. “Brother Raphael, would you agree that it would be wise to have multiple places within Estala that could produce and distribute cures for the plague?” 
 
    “Of course.” Brother Raphael looked interested. 
 
    Serena narrowed her eyes a fraction before hastily making her face clear and open as Tinian’s gaze fell upon her. 
 
    “We have infrastructure already in place that can accommodate that,” Tinian said triumphantly. “The Gardens of Anios produce the herbs that are needed to make the medicine. If we simply give them the supplies they need to bottle it, they can begin sending medicine very shortly.” 
 
    Serena felt cold. “The Gardens of Anios are closing.” 
 
    “Princess, I understand that—” 
 
    “What are the Gardens of Anios?” Brother Raphael interrupted delicately. Though he was not a noble, he instantly captured the attention of both Serena and Tinian. 
 
    “They are slave camps,” Serena said strongly. She saw the Brother’s surprise and swung her head to look at Tinian. “And Luca quite rightly said he would have them shut down.” 
 
    “It is not quite so simple,” Tinian explained to Brother Raphael, as if Serena were not even there. “You see, the camps were established by King Davead as a method of…secluding the Menti.” 
 
    Brother Raphael went quiet. 
 
    “And working them to death,” Serena said crisply. “It was an execution without the guilt.” Never before had she felt so sickened by her father’s memory. 
 
    “This way, they still served the interests of your nation, while not being able to work against them,” Tinian said as though he were lecturing a child. “Princess Serena, your father was not well-loved by the Menti. It was a wise precaution.” 
 
    Serena looked away from him. Since she was little, the Menti had been Estala’s enemies. It was difficult to find herself arguing for them—much less following a king who had Menti powers. But the camps were wrong. 
 
    “Perhaps we should discuss this another time,” Tinian suggested. 
 
    “No,” Serena said. “No. We should, of course, discuss distribution of the medicines without delay. The plague will not rest. Neither should we.” She steadied herself, controlling her emotions. “Brother Raphael, what do you need in terms of bandages? How many people will you need to aid you within the city and out in the countryside? What else should we know?” 
 
    As he spoke, though, she could not bring herself to focus on the words. All she could hear was one thought, circling and circling: Luca went back on his word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    As the fire crackled and spat sparks, Reva drew in her breath sharply. Though it was raining outside and the roof of the barn most certainly leaked, the majority of the place was still dry and dusty: a few stalks of hay, the stalls leaning and warped, a broken wagon wheel that someone must have planned to fix and then did not. All of it could go up in a moment. 
 
    But the sparks faded to nothing, and she let out her breath. 
 
    “I wonder who owned this place,” she said softly, “and where they went.” 
 
    “The house burned,” Carlia said. She looked up to meet Reva’s gaze. “We went by yesterday, before the rain started.” 
 
    “It was probably a tavern,” Sam said. “So close to Reyalon. There are not any fields.” 
 
    That made sense. Reva nodded. There was no dark story here, then. Just a tavern that had burned down and a proprietor who had not wanted to face the expense of building it back up. 
 
    She still wondered where they had gone. Any landowner near her family’s castle could expect to be taken in by her father if they suffered such a tragedy. The house would be rebuilt, a joint effort of their neighbours, perhaps paid for from her family’s coffers, and then the family would go back home. 
 
    So close to Reyalon, however, the owners of this tavern would have no lord to turn to, and she sensed that they could hardly go to the king and ask him to save them. She frowned as she held out her hands to the flames. So many people in Estala were facing tragedy, and they had no one to guard them from it. The Menti were actively hunted. The common people faced the plague, and Stefan had not helped them with it. 
 
    “So, where do you intend to go?” Sam asked finally. 
 
    Reva looked up silently. 
 
    “You have to have somewhere.” His words were uncompromising. “We will not—we would never—I am not my father.” He held her gaze even as a chill ran down Reva’s spine. He looked uncomfortable but resolute. “I would never do what he did, but I cannot just let you go, Reva, not if you do not have anywhere to take shelter.” 
 
    Reva turned away. She could not look at him without seeing Aron. 
 
    “Nesra’s Keep,” she said finally. It was the only answer. “Luca has returned. Stefan is on the run. Luca is no longer my betrothed, but he will protect me.” She wished she had felt more confident when she said that. She finally met Sam’s gaze and found Sam staring at her oddly. “What?” 
 
    “I forgot who you were,” he said after a moment. He sounded bitter. “Daughter of a lord. You would have been a princess, then.” He paused and then added, even more bitterly, “Now you could be queen.” 
 
    Reva felt an unexpected wave of anger. “You forget that your own family were high-born once.” She shook her head and tried to control the heat of her anger. “Do you know how I came to be engaged to Luca?” 
 
    Carlia’s gaze flitted between the two of them, worried. Sam hesitated, then shook his head. 
 
    “I was brought to Nesra’s Keep after my parents were murdered,” Reva told him harshly. “A little girl, alone and scared. Davead took pity on me. I thought he cared for me then, betrothing me to Luca. Of course, now I can see that it was not like that at all. I was such a good reminder to the court of why the Menti needed to be killed, was I not? And he did not expect Luca to survive, so he did not have to give anything to do it.” Her breath was coming hard, and then the anger left her in a rush, as quickly as it had come. “But for a little bit, I was happy there,” she finished quietly. 
 
    “What was Luca like?” Carlia asked. Her brother glared at her, and she glared back. “We need to know. If we’re going there.” 
 
    “I am going there,” Reva said at the same time that Sam said, “We are not going there.” 
 
    The air thickened with tension as Reva’s words hung between them. 
 
    Carlia opened her mouth to speak, then seemed to think better of it. “Tell me anyway, then,” she said finally. 
 
    “He was kind.” Reva smiled. “But he was not well. They were always worried that he might die, but he never got bitter about it, or mean. He idolised Matias—I suppose we all did. Matias was the heir, and everyone saw his potential to be a great king,” she explained to Carlia. “He was Luca’s half-brother—well, it’s not important. Luca never thought he would be king. He did not even expect to live into adulthood. No, he had no ambition to be king, but Stefan did. Luca was happy. He was kind. He was nothing like Stefan.” 
 
    “Being a king cannot be an easy job for a kind man,” Carlia said. 
 
    “I cannot be sure of his kindness now,” Reva pointed out. “A lot can change with time. Stefan was sent into Xantos with an army to defeat the Menti. There were many rumours that Luca was one of them, that he killed Matias. The Luca I knew would never do that,” she added when she saw Sam’s expression. 
 
    “Who can say?” He raised an eyebrow at her. “The crown is a big prize.” 
 
    “The last time I saw Luca, the only prize he coveted was to live.” 
 
    Sam only shrugged, infuriatingly, and Reva looked away, trying to calm herself. 
 
    “You are worried that he might be different now?” Carlia asked. 
 
    “Of course I am,” Reva snapped. “King Davead sold me to Francis like a cow. Francis used me like a brood mare and beat me when I failed to give him sons. Aside from Luca, my experiences with the royal family were not happy ones.” 
 
    “Reva.” Carlia came to sit beside her. Reva expected comfort, but Carlia’s face was serious. “If Luca is the kind boy that you remember, then he will shelter you. Maybe us, too. If he is a Menti, it can only benefit us to have a Menti sitting on the throne. You can tell him about the ones who held you captive. I would wager he does not know about them. And if he is not Menti, and he is not as kind as you remember, then you need to be there to remind him of how he used to be. You say he was sweet to you?” 
 
    Reva nodded warily. 
 
    “Bring that boy back,” Carlia said. “If he changed once—and we do not even know he did, but if he did, he can change again. When he sees you, he will remember how things used to be.” 
 
    Reva bit her lip. It was a good point. It still felt like an awful risk, however.  
 
    She turned to Sam. “What do you think?” 
 
    She hoped he would poke holes in Carlia’s argument and give her an excuse not to go back, but Sam only shrugged. “She makes a good point. Between the Ulezi and Davead, our family was nearly crushed. Your family was favoured, but they still had to hide what they were. You could persuade King Luca to be kinder to the Menti, I suppose.” 
 
    You suppose? Reva bit back the childish retort. Sam was just trying to do the right thing. 
 
    A gust of wind hit the side of the barn, and all of them flinched. Reva’s eyes searched the areas of pure black she could see through the broken walls. Perhaps a fire had been too much of a risk. What if there were more Ulezi than Carlia and Sam knew? 
 
    Carlia must have been thinking along the same lines, because she said suddenly, “I had never seen one before. An Ulezi, I mean. I was terrified.” 
 
    Sam reached out a hand to take hers. “I was, too,” he admitted. 
 
    Reva did not speak. This moment was for them. They had lived their lives so constrained, fleeing from the Ulezi, and now, when they had just lost their parents, they were suddenly facing the very thing they had run from for so long. 
 
    “They know there are more of us,” Carlia told Sam now, and her voice was worried. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But it was worth it.” 
 
    They had searched for her and saved her. Their circumstances were complicated. After everything that happened between them, Reva would not have been surprised if Sam had chosen to blame her for his father’s death. Instead, he and Carlia had risked everything to save her life. No matter how infuriating he was being, she was alive because of him. 
 
    He met her eyes, and she saw his grief—but it was secondary to his fury. “I am sick of hiding,” he said. “What did we gain from it?” 
 
    “All those years together—” Carlia began, but Sam cut her off. 
 
    “It was a prison! Reva was right when she came. I just refused to listen. The Ulezi were going to find us sooner or later, and what if more dragons were born in the wild? They would be hunted down. No.” He formed one hand into a fist and pounded it into the palm of the other hand. “The Ulezi need to be wiped out.” 
 
    “They are in such pain,” Reva murmured. “I can see why they are angry.” 
 
    “They should hate the dragons that bred them,” Sam said strongly. “Not us. We had nothing to do with it. If they do not want us to have any more children, they could at least ask us before killing us.” 
 
    Reva gave him a little half-smile. “I had not thought of that.” 
 
    “Apparently, neither have they.” He shook his head. “So, what do you think? Both of you. How do we stop them?” 
 
    “We have to start with somewhere safe,” Reva said. “Somewhere we can plan without fear of their attack.” She squared her shoulders. “We should go to Nesra’s Keep. Or…I should go, and see if it is safe.” 
 
    “No. Where one of us goes, all of us go. It is safer to stick together.” Sam shook his head. “If you go, we are coming.” He did not look very happy about it. “Then what?” 
 
    “Then we figure out the Ulezi’s vulnerabilities. There must be something. We have to find out what powers and weapons they have. Only when we know what we are dealing with can we hope to defeat it.” 
 
    “She makes a good point,” Carlia said. She bit her lip and laughed in disbelief. “Are we actually doing this? Are we going to fight them?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sam said fiercely. “We have spent our whole lives running. When the next dragon shifters are born, I want the world to be safe for them. Carlia, any children you have. Any children I have.” There was a pause during which he did not look at Reva. “The Ulezi are monsters. They are driven by hate. We need to put an end to them.” 
 
    Carlia regarded Reva, her lips pulled tightly together. “And you are agreed?” 
 
    Reva nodded. “Yes. It is one of…well, one of a few things. But I suppose with Luca taking care of the Gardens of Anios, we can fight the Ulezi.” She felt a stab of guilt and hunched her shoulders. “I wish I had been able to find Karine and the others. I wish they knew I was safe.” 
 
    “Are you safe?” Sam asked. He raised an eyebrow at her, but it was clearly a joke of a sort. 
 
    Reva laughed. It felt good to laugh. “Not in the slightest,” she said, and after the panic and exhaustion of the past few hours, even that seemed funny. “I am alive, though.” 
 
    Firelight glimmered on Sam’s face as he smiled at her. “That is a good start.” 
 
    “Yes.” Reva nodded. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    There was an awkward pause. Sam cleared his throat. 
 
    “I hope they are safe,” Reva said. Whatever the moment had been, it was broken, and she looked away. “I hope they were not captured again. I could not have survived being in the Gardens any longer than I was. If they were—” 
 
    Carlia put her hand over Reva’s. The touch was startling, and Reva jumped, but Carlia’s eyes were grave. “There is enough to fear,” Carlia said. “Do not fear things that have not happened yet, Reva.” 
 
    Reva nodded. 
 
    “You survived in the Gardens,” Carlia told her. “If they have been captured again, they will do everything they can to survive, too. Do not discount them, Reva.” 
 
    Reva straightened herself and nodded. “I will not. But if they are there, I have to get them out. I have to.” 
 
    “Then we go to Nesra’s Keep,” Sam said. For a moment, he sounded like the man he would become, not the seventeen-year-old he was. “It is settled. Everyone, get some sleep. In the morning, we will figure out a way to get in.” 
 
    “We could fly,” Carlia suggested sleepily as she lay down. 
 
    The other two laughed. 
 
    “We could transform into dragons and walk up to the gates,” Reva suggested. “Very polite. I could tell them I am the lady Reva Avalon and see what they do.” 
 
    Sam was laughing now, too. “Would you try to curtsy?” 
 
    “Only if I have skirts on.” 
 
    They began to drift off to sleep, and Reva stared up at the rafters, trying to hold on to the fleeting sense that everything was well, that the world was a place where she could smile. She tried not to think of the Ulezi, and when she thought of Karine, she heard Carlia’s words in her head: Do not count them out. 
 
    “I will find you,” she whispered to the ceiling, a promise. Then she curled on her side and let sleep claim her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Karine 
 
      
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid. Karine’s entire body ached, but she forced herself to keep raking the muck in the pigpen. She cast a look over her shoulder at the pigs, who were watching her with narrowed eyes, and she bared her teeth at them. Did every one of these places have mean pigs? 
 
    She went back to her work a moment later. She pushed the shovel into the mulch and then flung the waste onto the pile on the cart. “Stu…” she whispered as she stuck the shovel in. “…Pid,” she finished a moment later as she dumped the fragrant pile on the heap. “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.” 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” Sister Silvia appeared nearby. “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    “No one,” Karine said without looking up.  
 
    She hated Sister Silvia. The woman was clearly old, with hair that was almost all white except for a few wiry black strands and eyes that were a watery blue. Though she was old, she was fast. She would not hit the girls with her cane. Instead, she would grab them by the hair and whisper terrible things in their ears, like how she would come into the sleeping hall at night and haul them away to give them to the guards. 
 
    “You think you’re better than me?” Sister Silvia asked now. 
 
    Karine lifted her head sharply. She was wary now. There seemed to be limits to what the Sisters were willing to do, but she did not want to test those limits. 
 
    “No, Sister Silvia.” Karine forced herself to say the words. She tried to smile but did not quite manage it. 
 
    Sister Silvia, however, did smile. That smile told Karine that Silvia knew just how much those words cost to say. She knew that Karine hated playing the part of the humble slave. Unlike other girls, who could be terrified to tears by her threats, Karine was someone who hated above all to humble herself. Silvia had known that. 
 
    She left without another word, and Karine stared after her, full of hatred. 
 
    “I’ll kill you,” she promised. She only mouthed the words, afraid of who might be listening. “I’ll kill every one of you.” 
 
    But it was not true, and she knew it. As she went back to work, she could feel tears on her cheeks. She was powerless here. She had tried to keep her spirits up, and Lottie’s, but without Reva to rally the woman, Karine did not know what to do. 
 
    The truth was, when she thought of taking the risk Reva had, she was petrified. She did not know how to make a plan here, where the cook never misplaced her wooden spoons, where the sisters did not have an obvious informant. This camp was newer, and the women were younger. What if they became afraid? Every night, Karine lay awake, trying to will herself to be courageous enough to escape. 
 
    Every night, she failed. 
 
    Worse, there had been no word of Rohesa. She had been hauled away, still bleeding, and no one had seen her since. Karine knew better than to ask after her friend. The Sisters were quick to play the girls off each other, so it was dangerous for Karine to admit she cared for Rohesa. They would not answer her, anyway. 
 
    Behind her silence, though, she was terribly afraid. She hated to admit it, but she could not imagine a scenario where Rohesa had survived. The Sisters at the last camp would taunt them that there were always new girls being sent here to replace them when they dropped. If that was the truth, then why would they take the time or effort to heal Rohesa? The best Karine could hope for was that Rohesa had been left in a corner of the infirmary and forgotten about, to live or die without any care. 
 
    There was a commotion in the main courtyard, and she leaned the shovel on the cart and climbed over the fence to investigate. 
 
    When she saw the reason for the commotion, her blood ran cold.  
 
    Karine ran forward. Lottie was tied to the whipping post, and the stripes on her back showed that she had been lashed many times already. However small and mousy she appeared, however, Lottie had great determination. She had not cried out, Karine was sure. If she had, Karine would have heard her. 
 
    She was shoving her way through the assembling crowd, ready to stop this barbaric act, when two of the other prisoners caught her to keep her back. The other slaves knew she and Lottie had come here together, and there were whispers that Karine was here to save them all. Even though she had done nothing for them since, the women were not going to let her get into trouble by intervening. 
 
    “What happened?” Karine asked Ellie, one of the younger women. 
 
    The girl brushed blonde hair out of her eyes and hunched her shoulders. “I didn’t really see,” she admitted. “But you know how Sister Aurora can be.” 
 
    Sister Aurora. Karine swallowed. She did know. The Sister seemed to have it out for Karine in particular. It was not surprising, as she had seen through Karine’s face-shifting, but—like all of the Sisters, in Karine’s opinion—Aurora carried a grudge more than most people would. 
 
    And she was whipping Lottie. Karine could not discount that as being a way to get under her skin, not just punishing the other girl for whatever made-up slight Aurora had taken offence at. 
 
    Now Aurora glowered at the gathered prisoners, her eyes narrowed to two mean slits. “Let this be a lesson to all of you. If you think you can disrespect the Sisters, you are wrong. We are doing you a kindness by keeping you here. We have given you a way to serve Estala instead of simply being the kingdom’s enemies. Without the Gardens, all of you would have been put to death!” 
 
    Better death than this, Karine thought resentfully, but she did not say it. She would not even mean it, in truth. While she was alive, there was still hope of escaping. It might be one of the cruellest things in the world to feel that hope fade, day after day, but it was true. If she was dead, there would be no chance of anything else. While she was here, and alive, she could at least hope that one day she would be free. 
 
    The lash landed again, and this time, Lottie did cry. Karine saw her hands clench and knew that the girl was near the end of her strength. This was no way to live. Karine felt the pricking of tears in her eyes. She could not let Lottie go through this alone. 
 
    “I have to go to her,” she whispered. 
 
    “No,” Ellie said fiercely. She grabbed Karine’s hand, and her warm brown eyes met Karine’s. “You won’t make it better for her. You’ll only suffer the same.” 
 
    “This is how they win,” Karine whispered back. “They make the rules so we won’t help each other.” 
 
    Ellie looked uncertain. “But what can we do?” 
 
    Karine paused, but the sound of the lash on Lottie’s skin made the decision for her. “What Reva would do,” she said. She untangled her fingers from Ellie’s and marched through the crowd. 
 
    “That’s enough,” she told Sister Aurora. 
 
    There was a sudden silence, and everyone in the courtyard turned to watch them. The captive women exchanged furtive glances, their mouths open in shock. Was this the moment they had been waiting for? Was Karine going to do something new to set them free? 
 
    With a sense of hurtling toward the edge of a cliff, Karine kept her gaze focused on Sister Aurora. 
 
    “That’s enough,” she said again. She gestured to Lottie, though she did not allow herself to look at her friend. If she did, she knew she would cry. “She talked back to you, and you punished her. This has now gone too far.” 
 
    Sister Aurora strode down the steps with the whip in both hands, stroking along the leather in a loving way that made Karine’s stomach turn. 
 
    “Too far?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Karine said fiercely. She pitched her voice to carry. “You say you want us to serve Estala. Well, she won’t be able to work properly for days with those injuries. You always tell us that if we die, another will take our place, but if we’re here to serve Estala, that’s wasteful. 
 
    “And if you’re doing it because you think Menti are abominations, then surely you think we should just be killed. You’re not being true to your faith if you do things like this. So it’s not your faith, and it’s not your loyalty to your king. What is it, then? All that’s left is cruelty. You simply like hurting people.” 
 
    Aurora had come close enough that Karine could see her eyes, and she knew now that she was right. She had wanted to fling the woman’s failings in her face, but she had not counted on the fact that Aurora would agree with her. When Aurora smiled coldly, Karine’s stomach dropped. 
 
    “Untie her.” Aurora pointed with the whip, directing the guards to Lottie. Then she pointed back at Karine. “And put her there instead.” You will find out just how right you are, her gaze promised Karine. 
 
    All of Karine’s courage fled. She began to fight as the guards came to grab her arms and haul her up the steps. She was going to die here. She knew it. Sister Aurora was not going to let her give that kind of speech and let her live through it. Karine was going to be whipped to death, and that was a slow death. It was a bad death. 
 
    “No!” She wrenched at her hands as the guards tried to drag her to the post. She knew the other women were watching her, and she wanted to be brave, but her fear betrayed her. “No! No!” 
 
    But the guards were stronger than she was, and they pulled her hands up anyway. As she was bound in place, Karine thought she heard a sudden noise, but she could not focus on it over the pounding of her own heart. She waited for the lash to fall and felt tears hot on her cheeks. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    As she tried to see what was happening, her gaze fell first on Lottie, who had collapsed on the ground. The girl was only half-conscious, and Karine felt a pulse of anger, but curiosity spurred her to keep craning her neck to look. 
 
    The gates were opening, and a few moments later, a messenger in royal livery entered at the head of a column of soldiers. Next to him rode a man who must be an officer of some sort, given the decorations on his uniform, but Karine did not know what any of them meant. 
 
    As he took in the scene, he pointed straight at Karine. “Take her down.” 
 
    “But, sir—” Sister Aurora began. 
 
    “I said, take her down.” The officer waited. 
 
    Finally, Sister Aurora gave a jerky nod to the guards, and then came to untie Karine. With her hands free, Karine dropped to her knees next to Lottie and stroked her friend’s hair. 
 
    “Go on,” the officer said to the messenger. 
 
    “Greetings,” the messenger said pleasantly. “Who is in charge of this camp?” 
 
    “You may speak to any of us, sir.” Aurora was forcing herself to be pleasant, but her face looked as though she were sucking lemons. 
 
    “I will,” the messenger promised her. “I will speak to all the Sisters in due time. For now, let everyone hear me and carry word to those who are not here. At my side is Lieutenant Gerras. He is here on the order of Prince Luca.” 
 
    A ripple of tense excitement travelled through the crowd. 
 
    “Prince Luca, being once more returned to Reyalon, awaits his coronation in the absence of his brother, King Stefan, who has been declared a traitor to Estala.” The messenger’s gaze swept across the courtyard. “As he reviews the business of the realm, he has become concerned about conditions within the Gardens of Anios. Lieutenant Gerras will oversee Prince Luca’s specific orders, which will be shared with the Sisters, the guards, and the workers of this camp tonight. Until that time, all Sisters and guards are to refrain from harsh punishments.” 
 
    As the guards went running, perhaps to find the other Sisters, the women of the camp descended into whispers. Lieutenant Gerras, meanwhile, jumped down from his horse and whistled to one of his soldiers. The two of them brushed past Sister Aurora without stopping to hear whatever protest she was making, and came to the little stage that held the whipping post. 
 
    “See to her,” the lieutenant instructed the other soldier, who had a medical bag with him. 
 
    He began to examine Lottie’s wounds, murmuring to himself as he did so. 
 
    Karine squeezed her hand. “It’s going to be okay, Lottie. There’s a doctor here. A real doctor.” She lifted her head to find the lieutenant staring at her. 
 
    He dropped to one knee and pulled out his canteen of water, unscrewed it and handed it to Lottie so she could drink. She did so gratefully. He was younger than Karine had first thought, with a face that showed emotion easily. 
 
    “We are to be freed,” she whispered finally. It did not seem real. When his face closed off, she knew it was not real. “Oh, no. No, please. Tell me we don’t have to stay.” 
 
    “What is your name?” he asked her. 
 
    “Karine. Please, sir—officer—” 
 
    “You will not be mistreated anymore, Karine,” he assured her. “You have my word. My soldiers and I will stay to make sure our orders from Prince Luca—soon King Luca, I hope—are carried out.” 
 
    “But we’ll still be captives,” Karine pressed. 
 
    A shadow crossed his face. “Yes,” he admitted. “There is a plague ravaging Estala. The kingdom needs medicines that can be produced here.” 
 
    Karine laughed bitterly. “So Prince Luca is very concerned about our welfare, but not enough to free us, then.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras stood. He stared down at her for a moment, and she saw everything in his face. He knew she was right, but he had his orders. 
 
    “No,” he said finally. “Not enough for that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Prince Luca.” Brother Axil stood in the doorway of the king’s inner chambers. “Lord Rokkan is here to see you.” 
 
    Luca felt utterly unprepared. He stood up from his desk and straightened his doublet. “Give me a moment. I need my crown.” 
 
    Brother Axil frowned. “Is something wrong, my prince?” Luca could see that Brother Axil wanted to call him “king” but was trying to keep from doing so according to Luca’s wishes. He closed the door behind him so that Luca could speak privately. 
 
    “I do not know what to say to Lord Rokkan,” Luca said, sounding as miserable as he felt. “I have been meeting lords all morning, and I do not know what to ask them. What should I look for in a general? Serena would know. Can we not have her—” 
 
    “You are to be crowned,” Brother Axil said firmly. “Not Serena. Moreover, Serena will not be fighting with the army. You must choose generals you think you would work well with. You must choose generals you feel comfortable fighting beside.” 
 
    Luca swallowed. 
 
    “Prince Luca?” Brother Axil crossed the room to him. 
 
    “This is like a nightmare,” Luca admitted to the Governor. “I listened when Matias spoke of war. I saw what happened at the camp. I do not want another war. The people of Estala do not want another war.” 
 
    “Good,” Axil said decisively. He smiled at Luca’s confused expression. “Your brother Stefan seeks glory in battle and conquest. He does not want to convert those he deems non-believers; he wants to kill them. For Stefan—and Brother Mikkel—the answer is always more blood.” 
 
    Dislike made Axil’s voice heavy and deep. Though the two Governors had never liked each other much, Axil’s dislike had grown by leaps and bounds since he had heard the stories of how Stefan had ruled with Mikkel as his advisor. 
 
    “If you do not want more blood,” Brother Axil told Luca, “you must choose generals who can end a battle swiftly and decisively before it has even begun. There are writings from old sages that tell us that a victory in battle is not the best way to win a war. The best way is to make sure the battle never occurs.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” Luca asked eagerly. 
 
    Brother Axil spread his hands. “Many ways. But one of the first is to choose generals who will not seek glory, as your brother does, but instead seek to protect their fighters, engage only when necessary and on good terms, and win this war for you quickly if Stefan does force a battle.” 
 
    Luca nodded and settled his crown on his head. It was a simple circlet, but he liked that. Not only could he feel it, reminding him of his duty, it was not the heavy crown his father had worn. That crown had always seemed so uncomfortable to Luca. He wondered, somewhat hopefully, if Stefan had taken it. That way, Luca could order a new one to be made. 
 
    He came out into the main room to find Lord Rokkan waiting for him. Rokkan was a tall, lean man, well into middle age. His dark, thick hair was greying at a rapid rate, but his black eyes, set in a tanned, weather-beaten face, were piercing and alert. Luca had spent the past meetings comparing each potential general with Matias in his head. All of them had been wanting in that regard, not so young and handsome, not so kind. 
 
    Now, he regarded Lord Rokkan in a different way. Rokkan might not have read as many books as Luca had about military strategy, but he likely knew much more than Luca from experience. 
 
    “Lord Rokkan.” Luca inclined his head and gestured to a chair. “Please, sit. Would you like some wine?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Rokkan accepted a cup from Brother Axil with a nod of thanks. “It has been a hot day in the training yards.” 
 
    “Lord Rokkan still drills with the soldiers himself,” Axil told Luca. There was respect in the Governor’s voice. 
 
    Luca liked this as well. Someone who saw his soldiers every day would understand their capabilities much better, and be able to direct them in battle with a good understanding of what was possible and what manoeuvres they excelled at. Moreover, he would be fond of his soldiers, surely. 
 
    “Lord Rokkan.” Lucca chose his words carefully and tried not to think about how much better Matias or Serena would be at this. “As you know, my brother has fled the capital. We are not sure of his location, but we are sure that he does not mean to accept his defeat.” 
 
    Rokkan snorted. “I should say not. The boy could not wait to wear the damn crown.” He took a gulp of wine and then frowned somewhat warily. “I beg your pardon, Prince Luca. I know I am speaking of your brother. I say only what is the truth. Your father was not even cold before Stefan was trying to arrange the coronation and spreading rumours about you, so no one would want to back you.” His eyes met Luca’s. “He said you were a Menti.” 
 
    Luca purposefully kept his gaze directed away from Axil, afraid to see the warning in the old Gov’s eyes. 
 
    “You have been honest with me, Lord Rokkan, and so I would like to be honest with you in turn. If you were a general in my army, you would fight alongside Menti. I hope it will be many Menti, but there will certainly be at least one. My brother is correct. I am Menti.” 
 
    Lord Rokkan stared at Luca, his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “I understand if you wish to leave,” Luca said. “Unlike my brother, I am not vengeful. If you do not wish to lead soldiers for a Menti prince, I will neither force you, nor punish you—and if you are one of my generals, I believe you should know the truth of the man you serve.” 
 
    Lord Rokkan closed his mouth. “I see,” he said faintly. 
 
    “Lord Rokkan, I called you here because of your experience.” He had not, but now that he was seeing this man, Luca understood that Rokkan’s experience would be invaluable. “What I want is not a glorious battle to be spoken of for generations. What I want is for my brother to be defeated with a minimum of bloodshed so that Estala can prosper. My brother….” He looked over at Axil. Should he tell the truth about Stefan? 
 
    “Stefan is a dragon shifter,” Axil said bluntly. “Luca has been training to defeat him with the aid of other Menti.” 
 
    “I fear that Stefan will massacre our troops if he finds a large number of them in one place,” Luca said gravely. “I also fear that Stefan’s strength as a dragon will be used as a distraction to keep us from paying attention to his soldiers. I need a general who is able to work within such constraints, enforcing discipline within the ranks, so that we can meet Stefan’s army successfully without putting our own in undue danger.” 
 
    Lord Rokkan considered this as he drained his wine cup. “You ask a lot,” he said bluntly. “But I think it can be done.” Luca gestured for Axil to refill the man’s cup, but Rokkan waved it away. “No, please. I need a clear head for this.” 
 
    Rokkan’s eyes were distant, and Luca realised that the lord saw this as a puzzle. He wanted to find the solution, no matter how strange the parameters. Luca liked that. 
 
    “Lord Rokkan, I would be honoured if you would serve as a general in my army.” He waited for Rokkan to respond. 
 
    “I’ll do it.” Rokkan hesitated, then reached out to clasp Luca’s arm. “Never thought I’d see a battle like the one you described, but I like the way you think, Prince Luca. I like your honesty.” 
 
    Luca smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Lord Rokkan.” 
 
    “Two of Davead’s sons are Menti.” Rokkan shook his head at Axil as he stood. “That is unexpected.” He left with a bow, whistling as he went down the stairs outside the king’s rooms. 
 
    “That was well done,” Axil said. “I did not think it was wise to tell him you were Menti. Men like Rokkan, who served your father, have certain prejudices after the war. But you were quick to see that he values honesty above all, and you appealed to the other thing he holds most dear: the safety of his soldiers.” 
 
    “I hold it dear as well,” Luca said. He clenched his hands briefly in his lap and sighed, then took the circlet off. “Stefan will come after my armies. He can breathe fire on them as he flies. They would be terrified. How do we fight that?” Rokkan would find a way, he thought. 
 
    “There will be losses,” Axil said. “That, you must accept.” 
 
    Luca felt his good mood vanish. He took a sip of his own wine and set the cup back down again. He did not want wine. He wanted to be gone, back to the Shadow Valley. He had never thought he would miss those days, but when he was on the run from his father and his older brother, he had still felt freer than he did now. The hard work had kept him too exhausted to think of much else. 
 
    “Where are Geraldo and the others?” he asked. 
 
    “The ambassadors’ wing,” Axil told him. “It is not perfect. Those rooms and courtyards were made to be spied on, so they could not train any troops without us noticing, or anything like that. But I wanted them kept apart until we knew that they would be…accepted.” 
 
    Luca nodded. This had been wise. Since his father’s war against the Menti, many still believed that all Menti were evil. 
 
    “I am going to visit them,” he announced. “For the rest of my generals, I would like Lord Feryn, Lord Bellanon, and Lord Essad.” 
 
    Brother Axil nodded. 
 
    Luca hummed softly as he walked across the palace grounds to the ambassadors’ wing. It was a fine day, and Rokkan’s competence—and the man’s own whistled tune—had left Luca feeling as if things were not so bad. He tried not to think about Axil’s promises that there would be losses in battle, because every time he did think of that, his stomach clenched and he felt horribly sick. 
 
    He somehow had to find a way to defeat Stefan, the crowned king, without any bloodshed. How was he going to do that? 
 
    In the ambassadors’ wing, he lingered at the doorway to the courtyard. He had told the guards stationed there not to announce him so he would not have to see his friends bow to him. He still did not like that. 
 
    He left his guards at the doorway. “I will be training with the others,” he told them. “Sometimes they will strike at me with Menti powers. You must not intervene. I am perfectly safe.” 
 
    The two guards nodded. Axil had chosen them, Luca knew, and he assumed that they were both more flexible about the concept of Menti than many of the palace guard. He had not seen either of them before, attending his father. 
 
    Luca walked into the courtyard, and Nico was the first to spot him. 
 
    “Ludo!” Nico’s eyes lit up, and he laughed a little as he shook his head. “I’m sorry. I can train myself to say Luca, but you will always be Ludo to me.” 
 
    “You will call him ‘Your Majesty,’” said Tania. Her face was grave, and Luca saw from the way she held herself that she was tense. “So you will not need to use his name.” 
 
    “I hope I will never be ‘Your Majesty’ to you,” Luca told her. He still felt hurt every time he saw her, but he could not imagine Tania being so informal. A moment later, he realised all of them were staring at him. “All of you,” he clarified. He could feel his cheeks burning, and he turned away from Tania before he could say anything else that would sound like he was forgiving her. 
 
    He knew he was going to forgive her someday, but he was not ready yet. Without her intervention, he would not be here. 
 
    “Joss,” he said. He clasped the other boy’s hand with a smile. “Should we spar? I need to keep training.” 
 
    “You do,” Geraldo said sourly. “You’ve been in too many meetings, and how are you going to defeat your brother when you can only wield fire as well as a five-year-old?” 
 
    Luca felt the familiar surge of anger, but he knew Geraldo was right. He nodded at Joss. “I am here now. I am ready to train.” 
 
    It was a relief to pour all of his energies into the fight. It became a game for Luca to throw fire from angles where Joss was not expecting it, because Joss could summon a gust of wind that would make Luca’s flames gutter out. They fought on and on, while Luca summoned ever-bigger fireballs and Joss countered them, until Luca bent over and put his hands on his knees, signalling an end to the fight. 
 
    “That will do for today,” he said, panting slightly. “I have still more meetings to attend. But this was good. Thank you, Joss.” 
 
    The others waved at him as he left, and Luca was careful not to look at Tania. He did not want to smile at her. 
 
    To his surprise, when he returned to his guards, there was a man in black robes waiting with them. The man bowed to Luca. 
 
    “Prince Luca. I am Brother Josef. I saw you fighting.” 
 
    Luca regarded the man warily. This Brother did not seem familiar to him, but he had not been back at the Keep for long, and he knew there had been a heavy presence of Brothers since the plague began. “It is good to make your acquaintance, Brother Josef.” 
 
    “You will face a dragon,” Josef told him matter-of-factly. “And you have only your powers of fire with which to do it.” 
 
    Luca felt the nausea creeping back. He did not want to be reminded of this. “I will find a way to defeat my brother,” he said finally. “Good day, Brother Josef.” 
 
    “You will not defeat him,” Brother Josef called after Luca and his guards. The robed Brother waited until Luca turned. “Not if you keep training with those Menti. They are strong in the conventional sense, yes, but you must be more than strong. I can teach you to defeat your brother—alone.” 
 
    Luca stood frozen for a moment. He did not know this Brother Josef, and the robes the man wore were unlike any he had ever seen. How did Josef know about Stefan? But the man’s words had caught Luca’s attention, and now he had only one thought: If I can kill Stefan myself, there does not need to be a war at all. 
 
    “Tell me how,” Luca said. 
 
   
  
 



The Lord 
 
      
 
    The denizens of the town crowded into the barn, pushing and shoving their way toward the makeshift dais. There, on a rough-hewn chair, sat the Lord. Beside him was Brother Mikkel. Some followers from the cave stood along the sides of the dais. Others had been sent to bring tidings of the Lord’s return to all corners of Estala. 
 
    “Do you think it is wise to be masked in the outlying countryside, and yet tell your true name to other followers?” Mikkel sounded uncertain. “These men are here because they are angry at the king. When they find out—” 
 
    “They will not,” the Lord said. He did not bother to disguise his annoyance. “To them, I am only the Lord. To those who need to be convinced of a blood right, I am Stefan. To the most loyal of my followers, I am both. When I am in power again, it will be immaterial.” 
 
    He judged that he had let the men before him shout for long enough, so he stood and waited for them to go quiet. His eyes passed over the crowd once they were paying attention to him. The faces here were gaunt, and the men’s eyes were wild. The plague had claimed many in the villages of Estala, and those who had come to the gathering were angry. 
 
    “Why are you here?” the Lord asked them finally. 
 
    The men regarded each other as though they were searching for the answer to that question. They were nothing but sheep, coming because they had been called. 
 
    “You are here,” the Lord told them, “because you have been attacked. You have faced the scourge of the plague. You have suffered Anios’s wrath. And why? Why you? Surely, you have done nothing to merit such a punishment.” 
 
    The heads of the men bobbed up and down in fervent agreement, and the Lord saw their flushed faces and set jaws. He had sensed their angry mood accurately. He knew the words to say next to drive them into a frenzy of rage. 
 
    “Anios has punished the world because heresy has been allowed to flourish!” the Lord called to them. His voice echoed from the rafters. “Menti are found in every village, and they are not killed, as they should be.” 
 
    The crowd was silent now, and afraid. Everyone had a story. If not them, it was their cousin from another village, their wife’s relatives, a traveling tinker—I heard a tale of a Menti who torched the barn. I heard tell of one who called the river nearby and drowned everyone in the village. I heard of one who could take any face he wanted, so that you could never tell whom you were speaking to. Learned everyone’s secrets and spread discord in the village. 
 
    But they all knew the other tales, too, of the parents who cried when their children were snatched by the Sisters, or worse, by the king’s army. They had probably been afraid that such a thing would happen to them. Who could bear to see their own children killed? They might have asked each other those very questions in the tavern, in a whisper, secretly sympathetic. 
 
    The Lord’s lip curled. These people were still soft. They must be shown true faith, and he knew the weaknesses of their hearts. He knew that if he punished people who did the same things, these people would fall into line like easily led animals. He would rule with an iron fist as he wiped out the Menti once and for all. There would be no tolerance for sympathisers. 
 
    “King Davead promised you that he would save you from the Menti,” the Lord continued. “But I know that he did not. I know that he let the Menti live. He sent them to the Gardens of Anios, still alive, an affront to the Prince of Truth. They lived and flourished in these protected places while you starved.” 
 
    There was a sudden, angry murmur. One could not underestimate the value of lies, the Lord thought grimly. 
 
    “Instead of rooting out all Menti lines and putting them to death as he should have, King Davead was soft. He made a show of piety. He demanded obedience from all of you as he waged his wars and levied his taxes. Is that not so?” 
 
    They nodded cautiously. 
 
    “Your brothers, your fathers, your uncles—all of them served, did they not? Many did not come back. And yet, at the end of those wars, so costly to all of us, Davead proved they were nothing more than a show. He simply wanted to be known as the Menti killer, without having accomplished his goals. And you cannot lie to a god.” 
 
    There was a sudden silence. These men were here because they had heard the rumours about the Lord, carefully spread by his followers—but they had not quite believed them until now. 
 
    “I see all,” the Lord told them. “I saw betrayal and rot in Nesra’s Keep. You cannot imagine the perversions I saw there. They are followers not of truth and light, but of greed!” The Lord slammed one fist down into the other palm. The crowd was rapt, and he drank in their adoration. This, this, was what strengthened him. “When they could have sent soldiers to finish the job, they did not. When they could have killed Menti, they did not. They were afraid of war, afraid of bloodshed. And all of you paid the price!” 
 
    There was a pause, and then yells of fury filled the barn. The Lord knew he had led them rightly to the truth. Soon, they would see the world as they should. Soon, they would be his zealots, spreading the word of his return. 
 
    Now the Lord approached the steps and began to descend slowly. “As I watched Nesra’s Keep, I wanted nothing more than to see the whole world burn. I wanted every one of you to suffer. I wanted your blood in recompense.” 
 
    There was a startled silence. 
 
    “And then I saw you,” the Lord told them. 
 
    He looked out into the crowd as he reached the bottom of the stairs, and they shuffled back to allow him to pass through their ranks. Mikkel hated when he did this, fearing that harm would come to him, but the Lord knew he was safe. These mortals would not defy him—and if they did, he would make an example of them quickly enough. He walked among them and reached out to touch certain faces as if he knew them, as if he had seen them before. 
 
    “I saw the devotion in the common people of Estala,” he told them. “I saw how dedicated all of you were to your faith. I felt your worship. As the plague struck, you knew what was required of you! You punished yourselves so that I might spare your families! You punished yourselves, even when the sin was not yours.” 
 
    He looked around to meet their gaze, and he felt the hunger emanating from them. 
 
    “For years, my followers prayed for me to return to this world,” the Lord told them. “I did not do so. I am a god, but I do not lightly accept this form. But when I saw your devotion, I yearned to walk among you. I allowed Brother Mikkel to bring me to the world—to you.” 
 
    He turned to gesture to Brother Mikkel, and the men bowed their heads in thanks. Mikkel was radiating pride at his accomplishment. 
 
    Your only accomplishment was convincing yourself that the weakling king could ever be Anios, the Lord thought, but he did not say it. He would dole out scraps of praise and keep Mikkel as his faithful lap dog. The man was useful. 
 
    He did not seem to know yet that Stefan was gone. The mortal soul had sunk deep into the recesses of the body, held easily at bay by the Lord. This was his body now. 
 
    “Tell me,” the Lord said to the crowd. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Reyalon failed us,” one man whispered. There were tears in his eyes. “They betrayed us. They sent the plague, and they have done nothing to stop it. That king—he said he’d build temples to Anios, but that did nothing to save us!” 
 
    Brother Mikkel started forward angrily, but the Lord gave him a warning look. 
 
    “They failed you,” the Lord agreed. “You suffered while those in Nesra’s Keep dined on fine foods and wore silks. What do they know of your struggles, except that they are pleased to add to them?” 
 
    There was an angry murmur of assent. 
 
    “Did you know,” the Lord said, “that King Stefan no longer holds the throne? It is his brother, Luca, who controls Relayon and the Keep now.” 
 
    The men looked among one another in confusion. 
 
    “And since Luca arrived, have you heard even one word about those temples? Have you seen medicine or food? Luca arrived in the middle of the worst plague Estala has ever seen, but he came with an army to capture the keep and defeat his brother. While you were suffering, he played a game of crowns and armies.” 
 
    They were furious now. On the dais, Mikkel settled back with a look of contentment. 
 
    “It does not matter who sits on the throne,” the Lord told them, “as long as it is merely another human, a mortal who can see no further than his own pride. But what of the Prince of Truth? What of the one who revealed himself to you here, tonight, who was moved by your piety to cease the plague and walked among you once more? What then?” 
 
    The calls came from all over the room. “Peace!” shouted one man. “Wealth,” said another. Someone, to roars of sudden laughter, called out, “Women!” The Lord allowed himself to smile at that, knowing they would see the unburned side of his face 
 
    “You will see a realm such as there has never been,” he told them when they ended their calls. “There will be no foolish wars, no heresy and decadence in the capital. Estala will grow until it stretches to every corner of the earth. All other nations will bow to us—forever. Will you help me?” 
 
    They were willing. They were more than willing. They surged over one another to touch him, to pledge their loyalty, and he pointed them to his followers at the dais who could give them their assignments. When they moved on the next day, the Lord knew that their ranks would be much larger. 
 
    When they reached the next town, these same men would spread the word of their own conversion, and of the Lord’s return. The Lord would use their discontent as fuel for the fire in Estala. 
 
    What these people wanted of him, he would be…for now. After centuries of being the little brother of the Enlightened God, he needed their adoration to become stronger. He would promise them anything they wished. They would learn the cost later, but he would not let them back away from their deal. They would pay him what was owed. 
 
    They would help him build his kingdom. 
 
    As he walked back to the platform, the Lord’s eyes caught on a strapping youth. Unlike the others, he had come in alone, and he did not seem to speak with anyone around him. He held himself tall as he pledged his service to the Lord, and even from some distance away, the Lord could feel the heat of him, hear the blood coursing in his veins, the life and the power within him. He looked at the man for a long moment before he returned to Mikkel. 
 
    “That one,” he said, nodding to the man. “Have him brought to me later.”  
 
    It was all he could do not to transform here. He could not do that, he knew. His seasoned followers would accept the blood sacrifice, but not these new recruits. They needed longer to understand. So this sacrifice would be private. Waiting for it would be a sweet torment. The Lord knew he would savour the look of fear in the man’s eyes. He was a proud one. He was not used to being powerless. 
 
    Mikkel seemed to think of protesting, but then he nodded and murmured something to one of the followers from the cave. They called themselves the First Followers now. The Lord let them do so. It was nothing to him. 
 
    He left the barn and went to his tent. He had a makeshift army camp already begun. When he had gathered enough followers, they would crawl over the land like locusts and strip it bare. An unfortunate necessity, but kingdoms were not won without armies. 
 
    Would he seek to attack Nesra’s Keep first? The Lord was not sure. He stripped off his mask as he went into his tent. He would go for the ripest fruit first, be that Xantos or Estala. It did not matter in the end. When his kingdom stretched to all the ends of the earth, it would be of no consequence which city had been first conquered. 
 
    He was sitting, pondering a map, when the door hangings rustled and Mikkel came into the tent with the young man from the barn. 
 
    “My Lord.” Mikkel bowed deeply. “This is Howit Dinn, a blacksmith from a village north of here.” 
 
    “Howit.” The Lord remained seated. Anticipation was sweeter in a mortal body, he decided. He could feel the bloodlust rising in him, the tempo of his mortal heart rising in a pleasant thrum. “Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    “I heard about you from a merchant on the road,” Howit said. “He told me he’d passed you in the south, said there was something strange about you but that you weren’t afraid of the plague, and you had many followers. I was curious. I wanted to help my country, but I didn’t know how.” 
 
    “Ah. And I see you decided to join the ranks of my followers.” The Lord inclined his head. “I am pleased.” 
 
    “So am I, my Lord.” The man nodded. “I want to serve a Lord who will change Estala. I want to make a difference. I want to help you build your kingdom.” 
 
    The Lord smiled as his anticipation reached a fever pitch. He gave a languorous sigh as he stood. “I’m so glad you said that. So very glad. For I need something special from you, Howit. Something only you can provide.” 
 
    Far away, in the camp, the new followers heard the scream. But it was only one scream. No similar sounds came after, and in the morning, there was not so much as a single drop of blood in the Lord’s tent to suggest anything untoward had occurred. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up.” Carolina almost stamped her foot, glaring at Serena with a ferocity that made her stomach flip. “I would not have come with you if I had known you would walk so slow.” 
 
    Despite the frightening wilfulness of that stare, Serena had to hide her smile. She had finally managed to coax Carolina out of her room, ostensibly to come walking in the gardens, and Carolina’s usual infuriating attitude was in full evidence. Serena would normally be frustrated by this behaviour, but Carolina had not shown so much stubbornness since Stefan had threatened to marry them off. 
 
    Perhaps, finally, Carolina was beginning to feel like her old self again. Serena allowed herself that smile. 
 
    “What?” When Serena did not answer, Carolina’s eyes narrowed. “What is it? Why are you smiling?” 
 
    “I missed you,” Serena said honestly. “Even the part where you sneer at me for walking so slowly in my skirts. Even the part where you are rude and unmannerly, entirely unbefitting of a princess. Even the part where you sneak off to the stables and feed apples to the warhorses because you think someday you will be at the head of the army.” 
 
    “Someday, I will be at the head of the army,” Carolina declared. “Luca will let me. He is different from Stefan.” And you. The accusation in her words was clear. 
 
    Serena wanted to assure Carolina that she had meant only to keep the two of them safe, but instead she found herself awash in bitterness. 
 
    “Maybe he will let you,” she said. “If Tinian allows it.” 
 
    Serena watched as Carolina paused, uncertain. Her little sister’s insult had not landed as it usually did, and she was confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh, it is nothing.” Serena shook her head angrily and sighed before quickly looking around to make sure they were not being followed. Without Stefan in power, and without Cato to guard her, she had chosen to go on this walk alone. There were still guards at the corners of the gardens, of course, but there was no one to overhear what she would say to Carolina. 
 
    Serena detoured into the centre of the garden. The rows of hedges and flowers, knee-high and carefully maintained, formed an interlocking pattern around the fountain. 
 
    “Serena,” Carolina said when they reached the centre. “What is it?” 
 
    Serena forced herself to sit and trail her fingers through the water before she answered. It was a worthwhile exercise, making sure that one’s mannerisms were normal and unhurried. Otherwise, a mood could lead you to do very unwise things. Her mother had taught her that. 
 
    “I do not want to scare you,” she said finally. “Luca is our brother, and we are much safer now that he is here instead of Stefan.” 
 
    “Stefan did not care about us at all,” Carolina agreed. “He was just worried you would overthrow him because you would be a better queen than he was a king.” 
 
    Serena stared at her. She had never heard Carolina say anything on the subject of politics before. Carolina, however, only shrugged. 
 
    “It is true,” Carolina insisted. She kicked against the rim of the fountain. “Everyone knew it. If it had been Papa choosing whom to make heir—” 
 
    “He would never have chosen me,” Serena said bitterly. She remembered Brother Raphael’s words the other day. Did her bitterness shine through for everyone to see? “I was a woman. Father did not believe women are good for anything.” 
 
    Carolina watched her gravely for a moment. “Luca cares about us,” she said finally. 
 
    “Luca does care about us,” Serena agreed. “And he is not going to marry us to people we hate.” 
 
    “And he would never hurt Alberto,” Carolina added. 
 
    “What? Was Stefan planning to hurt Alberto?” Their brother was only seven. Fury rose up in Serena’s chest. She should have brought Alberto with them today. She had been so focused on Carolina that she had not paid much attention to Alberto lately. 
 
    “He would have, once Alberto came of age,” Carolina said. “But Luca will not.” 
 
    “No,” Serena agreed. Luca had arranged for Alberto to have a new Governor so he could study. To be my heir was the implied message behind his words, and Serena had, at the time, felt a pang of sympathy. Alberto had once been a far from likely heir, but then, so had Luca. Luca wanted to make sure that if Alberto ever sat on the throne, he would not feel unprepared. 
 
    She bit her lip as she considered the situation. 
 
    “But, Carolina, you know Luca cannot make all the decisions he wants to make.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Carolina pushed herself up to begin walking around the rim of the fountain. “I am still listening,” she called. “What did you mean?” 
 
    Serena stood up so that Carolina could have the fountain all to herself and watched in amusement as her younger sister decided to try hopping on one foot. 
 
     “Luca would never have taken Nesra’s Keep had it not been for the Xanti helping him,” Serena said. 
 
    “Yes.” Carolina was still hopping, her brow furrowed in concentration. “But that is good, is it not? You were working with them too. And it made Stefan angry, which is also good.” 
 
    “Yes,” Serena said cautiously. “That is true. But now it means that Luca cannot always act in the best interests of Estala.” Horrified by her own candour, she checked again to ensure they were alone. She let out a relieved breath when she saw that the gardens were still empty. Even so, her paranoia was so high that she backtracked slightly. “Or, just in the interests of Estala. He has to act in a way that benefits Xantos, too.” 
 
    Carolina, who had come back around again, paused on one foot to stare at Serena. “How?” 
 
    “Like with the Gardens of Anios,” Serena said bitterly. “Papa did a very bad thing, Carolina. A very cruel thing. Luca was going to stop it—he said he would during a council meeting—but Tinian stayed afterwards and convinced him to change his mind. At least, I am convinced that is what happened.” 
 
    “Oh.” Carolina looked, understandably, a little lost. “So—” 
 
    Serena shushed her hurriedly as two men made their way through one of the other doors to the gardens. “Get down,” she said, holding her hand up for Carolina. 
 
    Carolina folded her arms and gave Serena another fearsome glare, then stared at the two men. “It is just a Brother and…I do not know who that is.” 
 
    She should have brought guards. Serena reached up quickly and yanked Carolina down from the fountain, hissing at her to stay silent. The guards were not so far away, and once she could signal to them— 
 
    “Princess Serena.” A familiar voice called her name, and she turned in surprise. 
 
    “Brother Raphael.” Her cheeks flamed, though she was not sure why. “I did not expect to see you here. These are our private gardens.” 
 
    “I was given leave by Lord Tinian to examine any part of the palace,” Raphael said. “These gardens contain many herbs I thought we might use.” 
 
    “I…oh.” She realised that Raphael was right. This was one of her favourite gardens, in fact, because of the herbs growing in it. Their green and purple leaves gave the gardens a more unique appearance than some of the others, and the scent in the air was spicy and fresh instead of just sweet. “I had not thought of that.” 
 
    She took a moment to examine Raphael’s companion. He was tall in the way of a man who had not yet finished growing. He managed to be a little plump and somehow also look underfed. His round face was framed with a mop of light brown hair. 
 
    “I do not believe we have met,” she said pleasantly. “I am Princess Serena.” 
 
    “I—I am Nico.” The boy stammered out his name. “I came here with your brother. From Xantos.” 
 
    One of the Menti. Serena’s curiosity spiked, and she wondered suddenly if Raphael knew who Nico was. Probably not, she guessed. Brothers of the Enlightened were rarely pleased by the idea of Menti. Brother Axil was an anomaly in that regard. 
 
    “I see,” she said simply, with her best smile. “We are all grateful to have Luca back. We thank you for keeping him safe. And how did you meet Brother Raphael?” 
 
    “He was speaking with some other priests about the plague,” Nico explained. “I was curious to know more.” 
 
    “Nico is most knowledgeable about healing,” Raphael said gravely. “He has a natural understanding of how to heal the body, and a knack for how to expand our efforts on a wider scale to combat the plague.” 
 
    “I see.” Serena looked at Nico with a new appreciation. “Would you like to take a walk with us, Nico? Brother Raphael?” 
 
    Nico nodded, a flush coming out blotchy on his fair skin, and Raphael said, “I would like that very much, Princess.” 
 
    Did he have to stare at her quite so intently when he said things like that? It made her feel strange. Serena took a deep breath and fell in beside them with a glance back at Carolina. She expected a tantrum from her sister, or for the girl to go running off along the paths on her own, but instead, the girl seemed intrigued by the two men. 
 
    After all this time of criticising Serena for having been too “girlish” when she learned about herbs and healing, perhaps Carolina was beginning to see that healing was an important art in its own right. 
 
    “Are you coming, Carolina?” Serena asked. “If you are going to command Luca’s armies someday, you will need to learn about healing.” 
 
    Carolina flushed slightly at that, but then she raised her chin and gave her sister a decisive nod. 
 
    Seeing Raphael’s startled look, Serena smiled elegantly. “Brother Raphael, this is my younger sister, Carolina.” 
 
    “I see.” Raphael clearly wanted to ask more about Carolina serving as a general, but he had too much tact. At any rate, he was always pleased to talk about the business of curing the plague. “Princess Serena, Nico has put forth a most interesting question: how does a plague spread?” 
 
    Serena looked to Nico for the answer. 
 
    “It is just a question,” Nico said miserably. “I do not know the answer.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Serena said, already adrift in this conversation. 
 
    “I was intrigued when he asked that,” Raphael said, “as I realised that we have done so much work to find medicines that ease the plague, and yet, we do not know why those medicines work. It would be easy to say that they work because the Enlightened God wills it.” 
 
    Serena nodded. At the mention of the Enlightened God, her body had tensed. From what she had seen on the streets of Reyalon from her chambers, the mix of religion with the plague had only made things worse. She shuddered at the thought of the procession flagellating themselves in the street.  
 
     “Are you all right, Princess?” 
 
    “I am rather warm, that is all.” Her cheeks flamed as the Brother’s gaze rested on her. “It is quite a hot day.” 
 
    Raphael gazed at the muted sun above with a frown on his face. 
 
    What was it about this man that seemed to make all the words fall out of her mind? It was not a particularly hot day. She hastened onward before Raphael could comment on that. “Please, go on.” 
 
    “Of course.” He nodded to her. “As I was saying, that would be an easy explanation, but I do not think it is the right one. Why one herb and not another? Why a tincture and not a balm?” 
 
     “So, there might be herbs that would not only save a sick person’s life, but also stop the plague from reaching someone new?” she said, concentrating on Raphael’s words. 
 
    Raphael gave her a startled look, but he nodded. “Yes. I think you are right. What if people could take medicine before they even thought they were sick?” 
 
    “People already hang herbs over their door to ward off spirits,” Nico opined. 
 
    “That is rank superstition,” Raphael told him firmly. “And heresy.” 
 
    Nico opened his mouth, closed it again, then lifted his chin resolutely. “What if there is something to it?” he asked finally. “There are many things we do not know. We do not know why our medicines work. What if these herbs, taken a certain way, could stop the spread of the disease—not only curing the sick, but preventing others from falling ill? Would that not, then, be the will of the Enlightened God?” 
 
    “Of course, but—” 
 
    “And you said we do not know why the medicine works, and that it is not enough to say ‘because the Enlightened God wills it,’” Nico pressed. 
 
    Raphael was silent, and Serena fought to keep a straight face. She was somewhat enjoying seeing the Brother at a loss for words. 
 
    “We cannot continue to think, ‘Oh, such a thing is heresy.’” Nico was fierce and uncompromising in his words. “We must try anything and everything we can. We must look at what people have noticed over the years and dismiss treatments based on their merits, not on our prejudices. The people need that from us.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Brother Raphael said. “Anything we can do, we must do. Your reasoning is sound, Nico.” 
 
    “We must use every tool at our disposal,” Nico said. “Even if it were, say, a Menti?” 
 
    Brother Raphael pulled at a thread on his robes, his mouth set into a grim line, but he had been backed into a corner and he had to concede. He nodded. 
 
    Nico did not press the argument, but, to Serena’s interest, he seemed to think he had scored a point. He walked in quiet silence for the rest of the meeting, radiating contentment, and when she looked back, she saw even Carolina regarding Nico with respect.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Karine 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Gerras and the messenger relayed their message once more in the dining hall on the first night. They spoke to the prisoners with the Sisters and the guards in attendance so that no one might claim they did not know the king’s orders. Then they sent the guards and the Sisters away to allow the women to speak freely about conditions in the camp. 
 
    At first, the women were hesitant. Karine realised they were waiting for her to take the lead, so she stood up and faced the two men. She told them about the way the women slept, still in chains. She told them that even the meagre amount of food the prisoners had been given for dinner was more than their usual daily ration. She told them about the threats to send the prisoners to the tower to become the guards’ entertainment. 
 
    That last one was a risk. Karine knew that some military companies did not care if their soldiers abused the women they came across. However, she had seen the lieutenant’s face when he saw her and Lottie on the whipping post, and she made the gamble that he would act just as quickly and without fear of reprisal in this. 
 
    He did. He leaned to the side and spoke quietly in a man’s ear, and the man went out of the hall. Karine and the others went back to their hally, but she could not help wondering what Gerras had said. 
 
    The next day, all of the guards had been dismissed. Ellie told Karine how Sister Aurora had protested the decision. 
 
    “Lieutenant Gerras just asked her why they needed the guards when they had his men now,” the younger girl reported. She had the beginnings of a mischievous smile on her face. “You should’ve seen her face! I’ll bet she thought they were all going home.” 
 
    New beds were brought in for the women. Their chains were struck, and only one ankle cuff was left on. As the women were trained in the delicate work of making medicines, peasants were brought in from the surrounding areas and paid to work in the fields. The food was better now, and the women were allowed to sing and talk as they worked. 
 
    Karine could not have said what it was that made her uneasy, but while the other women laughed and joked and enjoyed their newfound freedoms, she found herself growing more and more withdrawn. 
 
    “What is it?” Lottie asked finally. 
 
    “We’re still slaves,” Karine told her. “We still wear shackles, and there are still guards on the walls. We’re not free to go home to our families.” 
 
    “Yes, but Prince Luca sees our worth,” Lottie argued. “Reva said he was kind, and he’s sent these people to make sure that we aren’t being killed.” 
 
    “What about when the plague is over?” Karine asked her. “Do you really think they’ll let us out of here? Or do you think they’ll make us stay and keep working on whatever new use they find for us? And what if it’s worse?” 
 
    Lottie twisted her hands together. “But what do we do? How would we get out?” 
 
    “It would be easier,” Karine said, thinking it over. “Without the chains and all. But the soldiers….” 
 
    She did not finish the sentence. It had been difficult enough to kill the guards at the last camp, the ones who had beat them and hurt them and threatened to do worse. These soldiers were not only far kinder, they were also far more disciplined. They did not lock the women inside and then all leave to have their dinner. 
 
    “Reva would have a plan,” Karine said, frustrated. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” Lottie told her. She reached out to lay her hand on Karine’s. 
 
    Karine snatched her hand back. “It’s not going to be okay,” she said furiously. “Nothing’s better.” 
 
    Lottie pushed herself up. “It’s easy for you to say that when you didn’t get whipped at all the other day,” she observed coolly. “The soldiers bandaged my wounds and have checked them to make sure I’m healing. The Sisters aren’t able to beat me anymore. Karine, it’s better.” 
 
    She left without another word, and Karine stared after her. Things were better. She could not dispute that. 
 
    She was still worried, however—and suddenly it seemed very clear what she needed to do. She stood up and brushed her skirts off, and on the next break that day, she went to find Lieutenant Gerras. He was speaking to a group of soldiers, but when he saw her, he nodded in recognition and came to speak with her. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked her. “How is your friend? I heard her wounds are healing well.” 
 
    “They are,” Karine assured him. She’s, ah…. Yes, they’re healing well.” 
 
    “And you?” he pressed. 
 
    She found her eyes tracing the lines of his face. His hair was dense and thick and wavy. It looked like it was difficult to control, and although he was clean-shaven, and she was sure he had shaved that morning, there was already a shadow on his cheeks. He had startling blue eyes, contrasted by his black hair. They were a darker blue, like the water in a deep lake. 
 
    He swallowed as she studied him, and Karine diverted her focus down to her hands. 
 
    “I’m well,” she said finally. What else could she say? That the Sisters now sometimes hissed to the girls that since the guards were gone and the soldiers were soft, the sisters would know how harsh to be if they ‘had to’ punish one of the girls? That the girls all knew Sister Aurora, in particular, longed to hurt them, and could no longer do so, and that her temper was like a pot ready to boil over? 
 
     No, Karine could not say any of that. 
 
    “Why did you come to—” Lieutenant Gerras began at the same time that Karine said, “I came to speak to you because—” 
 
    They both broke off with an uncertain laugh, and the lieutenant nodded to Karine for her to speak. He was very courtly, she had learned. It was his example that the soldiers followed, and they seemed to respect him. 
 
    “I am looking for my friend,” Karine said honestly. “One of the guards shot her with an arrow two weeks ago, and we haven’t seen her since. I want to know—” To her horror, her voice was thick, and she had to swallow just to keep speaking. “If she’s still alive,” she finished a bit breathlessly. “And if she is, I’d like to see her. Her name is Rohesa.” 
 
    “We can find her now, if you like,” Lieutenant Gerras said at once. “I—that is—” He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “Perhaps I should not have promised you that. If she is not in a good way, it might be best if you did not see her.” 
 
    Karine’s head came up at that. “I want to,” she said strongly. “I want to see her.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras nodded. “Come with me, then,” he said. “We’ll go to the infirmary first. Hopefully, she is there.” He did not add that she might have been thrown into a cell, even in her poor condition. 
 
    They walked together in the sunshine, and Karine marked the narrow-eyed stare of the Sisters on her. They did not like that Lieutenant Gerras was so polite to the workers. They thought he was soft on the women. 
 
    In the infirmary, he motioned for Karine to hang back while he went to talk to the doctor. She looked around and suddenly spotted something that fit with her plan. She reached out to grab it and stuffed it into the pocket of her gown just before the lieutenant came back, looking grave. 
 
    “Come this way,” he said by way of explanation. 
 
    Rohesa lay in a small bed at the end of the infirmary. She looked very small, Karine thought in shock. Rohesa had been so tall and strong, always able to summon strength for her magic even when the rest of them were hardly able to stay on their feet. Now she was thin and pale. A bulky bandage was visible on her shoulder. 
 
    “My doctor tells me that they found her in poor condition when they arrived,” Lieutenant Gerras explained. He spoke in a murmur, as if Rohesa was only sleeping and he did not want to wake her. “Her wound was infected—badly, I’m afraid. My doctor cleaned it, extracted the arrowhead, and has been tending to her. He says the wound is not infected anymore, but she was very weak, and it is difficult to tell….” 
 
    His voice trailed off, and Karine knew he did not want to suggest that Rohesa might die. 
 
    “Thank you,” she told him. She reached out to clasp his hand, and she met his eyes with a smile. There were tears in her eyes, but she truly was grateful. Seeing Rohesa, knowing how she was being kept, had been essential to Karine’s plan. “I want you to know I appreciate all you have done. We all do.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gerras cleared his throat uncomfortably. She saw him trying to figure out what to say, and finally he ducked his head in a jerky nod. He was quite handsome. She allowed herself to notice that. It made her sad for some reason. 
 
    “I should go back to work,” Karine said. “Thank you for letting me see my friend. You’ve put my mind at ease.” 
 
    “I am glad,” he told her. He walked with her out of the infirmary and parted from her with a lingering nod, as if he wanted to speak but could not find words to say. 
 
    She stared after him for a moment, and then went back to her work in the great hall, where she chopped leaves for the rest of the day without looking up or speaking with anyone. The only time she spoke that night was to tell Lottie that Rohesa was in good hands, and was healing as well as they could hope. Lottie nodded, her chin trembling, and Karine gave her a fierce hug. Both of them had been unwilling to accept how likely it was that Rohesa was simply dead. Now they could face that fear. 
 
    “You see?” Lottie asked. “Things are better.” 
 
    Karine nodded, but she did not speak. She left quickly, heading for the privies. There was a tiny storeroom nearby that she knew was often unused. She checked carefully to see if anyone was following her, and then ducked into the storeroom. 
 
    Once there, she unrolled the bandage she had secreted inside her robe and wrapped it around her ankle, then began to work her foot determinedly. She wished they had left the shackle on her wrist instead, as that would have been easier to get off. At one point, she thought that her ankle was going to break as she dragged her foot through the shackle, but at last she was able to get the thing off. She studied it, panting slightly. 
 
    She hid it behind one of the bales of used cloth and made her transformation. With a ripple, Lieutenant Gerras appeared, perfect in every detail she had carefully memorised earlier that day. She felt a pang of guilt at that and tried not to think about it. She had already spent more time than she should thinking about the lieutenant. 
 
    When she emerged, she detoured back around the main building and first went up to the walls to look out over the fields. This was risky, but she needed them not to question her. 
 
    One of the patrols came by, and one of the soldiers said, “Hello, sir.”  
 
    Karine nodded and then gestured out into the fields. “Have you seen anything strange in the fields tonight?” 
 
    “We haven’t, no, sir. Why?” They looked at one another. 
 
    “I had word that some peasants nearby are selling olives that can only have come from these groves,” Karine explained. “I thought they might be sneaking back at night to pick them.” 
 
    The soldiers nodded. “We could round up some people to go see, sir,” one of them offered. 
 
    “A fine suggestion,” Karine said. “But you have all been working hard, and I would not add any more duties to your plate. I am going to go out now and see if anyone arrives. I will call for backup if I need it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The man looked uncertain. “Would you like your horse saddled?” 
 
    She most certainly did not want them to do that. A horse would know at once that she was not Lieutenant Gerras, and warhorses were famously well-trained. 
 
    “I think that might make too much noise,” Karine said after a moment spent considering the matter. “I will go on foot.” That sounded like him, she thought. 
 
    They opened one of the small side gates for her, and she slipped out into the night with a murmur of thanks, as she had often heard the lieutenant give. She made sure to hug the trees tight, as though she were trying to avoid being seen by the people out in the groves, and walked in a half-crouch. 
 
    It was a long time until she was sure the soldiers could not see her anymore, but when she judged the situation to be safe, she changed her path toward the trees that lined the road in the distance. By the time she reached the road, she would be too far away for them to see. 
 
    Reva had said that Luca was a kind boy. Karine needed to find Reva and tell her to speak to the king. Failing that, she would need to approach Luca herself.  
 
    The Gardens of Anios should not be changed. 
 
    They should be destroyed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Sweat was pouring into Luca’s eyes. He was exhausted, trembling with the effort of maintaining a ball of fire almost the size of his torso. It hissed and spun in his hands. 
 
    “I…cannot….” 
 
    “Maintain it, Prince Luca.” Josef’s voice was smooth and quiet, but there was steel underneath it. “Make it hotter.” 
 
    Luca concentrated all his willpower on the fire. It was draining his strength, feeding off him. He was too weak. He remembered the long days of training in the Shadow Valley, of giving the last ounce of his strength, and then another after that. He had not recognised himself when he emerged from the Menti training camp. He had been taller, stronger. He had wielded a sword and shield without tiring. 
 
    Perhaps it was the same with magic. He had been afraid to train with his magic for so long that he had missed the opportunity to become as much a Menti as he was a swordsman. He would likely be better with fire than he was in combat, in truth. Luca was not a natural fighter, but he had been born with his Menti powers. 
 
    As he had in training, he gave the fire the last drops of his strength. Its colour brightened from a bright orange to a vibrant yellow, and Luca gave energy he had not known he had to make it shine paler still, almost white. 
 
    For a moment, the fire hung in front of him, spinning fast now, and then it collapsed and sent Luca staggering back. He fell heavily to the floor and could not get up. Wonderingly, he traced the runes Josef had inscribed on the floor as the man came to give him a drink of wine. 
 
    “Were you ever so powerful when you trained with your friends, Prince Luca?” He held out the wine. “Drink.” 
 
    “Is there no water?” Luca’s voice rasped in his throat. 
 
    “Plain water, in a king’s rooms?” Josef sounded amused. “You must learn to play the part, Prince Luca. Princes drink water and play with their friends. Their voices are not heard during council meetings. Kings drink wine, they wear crowns, they master their powers—and they are not disobeyed.” 
 
    How did he know about the council meetings? Luca took the cup and sipped from it carefully as he had seen his father do. King Davead had favoured moderation in all things, except his war against the Menti, of course.  
 
    He watched as Josef cleaned the runes from the floor. The man was methodical, so not one smear of chalk or charcoal was left when he was done. 
 
    “I am done training for the day,” Luca said when he put down the cup. He tried to imbue his voice with as much command as he could. “I have matters to attend to with the army. Return tomorrow to train me further.” 
 
    “As you say.” Josef bowed, but Luca caught the gleam of approval in his eyes. 
 
    Shortly after Josef left, Brother Axil stepped into Luca’s chambers, his expression stern. 
 
    “I do not like you training with that man,” Axil said bluntly when the door was closed. “He is a charlatan. He is self-taught. Tell him to leave.” 
 
    Are you giving me orders of what to do, as if I were a child? Luca bit back the words. “I have chosen to let Josef teach me,” he said instead. His tone said that this was not a matter for discussion. “He has already strengthened my powers beyond what I learned at the Menti camp.” 
 
    “Prince Luca, at the Menti camp, you refused to train.” Frustration rang in Brother Axil’s voice. “Geraldo told me that you went to the ambassadors’ wing two days ago and trained with Joss. That was good. You will strengthen your powers that way.” In a different tone, he added, “And it would not do you harm to have friends now, Luca. It is lonely to wear a crown.” 
 
    Luca’s face fell. It was lonely. His father’s rooms were too big and grand for him. He would have returned to his own, but he could not stop remembering the last time he had been there, when he had killed Matias. Every night, he intended to meet his brother and sisters for dinner. That, at least, was one thing his father had made an effort to do. But there always seemed to be an urgent matter requiring his attention. 
 
    Still, his father had presided over a peaceful time, and Luca had a rival for the throne, one he could not defeat easily. Stefan had always wanted what other people had, Luca thought resentfully. 
 
    “I am afraid I have bad news.” Brother Axil went to one of the windows with a sigh. He looked older, suddenly. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “Your choices for the army. For the generals.” Brother Axil looked over at him. “Lord Essad has been appointed and has spoken with Lord Tinian about his duties.” 
 
    “With Lord Tinian? Why not with me?” Luca frowned. “He would not be commanding the Xanti forces. He would be commanding mine. And what of the others?” 
 
    “The others….” Axil sighed. “The others have been replaced.” 
 
    “By Lord Tinian, you mean.” Luca clenched his hand into a fist. He stood up to pace. He found he wanted to throw his crown across the room. 
 
    “Yes. The lords he picked are known to be quite favourable to Xantos. Lord Trewan, Lord Damont, and Lord Kels.” 
 
    Luca was vaguely aware of those men. They were well-respected, he knew that much; but they were respected for their trading acumen and their opinions on political matters, not for their abilities to lead troops. 
 
    “I made my choices,” he said. “I wanted the lords I chose.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Axil turned to him. “So, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    For some reason, the question infuriated Luca. “What can I do about it? Lord Tinian does not listen to me! People listen to a king, but I am not yet a king.” 
 
    “Prince Luca, people listen to a leader.” Axil nodded at him gravely. 
 
    “Then I am not a leader,” Luca said sullenly. 
 
    “Of course you are not,” Brother Axil agreed. “How could you be? You have been installed by Lord Tinian, and you came here only two weeks ago. You have not had time to become a leader. You will become one, however.” 
 
    “How?” Luca demanded. His fingers closed around the cup of wine. In every matter, in every way, he was not a king. He was just a boy, and everyone knew it. 
 
    “Stop thinking about how to gain their respect,” Axil suggested. “What would Matias concern himself with now?” 
 
    Luca hung his head. “Matias would only want to do what was right.” 
 
    “Precisely. Matias had the respect of those around him because he did the right thing. Because he fought for what was right, he always had his conviction that what he argued for was necessary. Do you see?” 
 
    Luca was not sure he did. Matias had been handsome, charming, and a good fighter. Luca was none of those things. When he spoke, people would not want to listen to him the way they had wanted to listen to Matias. 
 
    “When you ordered the Gardens of Anios shut down, you were a leader,” Brother Axil said softly. “Everyone in that room took note that when it was a matter of right and wrong, you would not be swayed into taking the easy option.” 
 
    Luca’s face flushed with heat. 
 
    “What is it?” Brother Axil asked. Luca could not hide any emotion from his Governor. 
 
    “I changed my mind,” Luca told him. He saw Brother Axil’s expression change, and he swallowed hard. No one disobeys a king, he thought, and he lifted his chin. “Estala needs medicines for plague relief. I sent soldiers to every camp to make sure that the workers are treated well, and they will make medicines for plague relief, not labour in the fields.” 
 
    “The workers,” Brother Axil said. His face was expressionless for a moment, and then it grew angry. “They are slaves, Luca, not workers. You know that. You know this is wrong.” 
 
    “As a king, I have to make decisions that hurt some to help others!” 
 
    “Did Lord Tinian tell you that?” Brother Axil gave Luca a hard look, then turned back to the city below. “Matias would never have changed his mind. Neither would Serena.” 
 
    “So, you will back her over me now?” Luca challenged him. He saw Axil’s startled look and shook his head. “Serena would understand the same thing in my place.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “That Lord Tinian gave us Nesra’s Keep, and he can overthrow us if he wants to!” Luca was shouting now. “His fleet is in the harbour. He has installed generals. It is his army now. I cannot stand against him yet. I cannot afford to offend him. I am no king, not the way you want me to be, not the way Josef wants me to be.” 
 
    “Prince Luca.” Brother Axil crossed the room to his side. “What kind of king do you want to be?” 
 
    “It does not matter,” Luca said bitterly. “Lord Tinian is the true king here. It’s what he wanted. Now he has it.” 
 
    “Prince Luca, it is not so.” Brother Axil shook his head. “You impressed Lord Rokkan, and that is hard to do. He thought you were a weakling when he came in here, a sickly boy. You told him you were a Menti, and he still wanted to fight for you. That is the king you can be. Lord Tinian needs you to defeat Stefan, or the whole world will be unstable. Xantos will be hurt without its largest trading partner. He cannot let Estala be consumed with chaos. You have power against him. You have strength.” 
 
    Luca looked away, swallowing. He did not feel like he had strength. He felt like he had when he was a child, as if everyone looked past him and was waiting for him to die. 
 
    Brother Axil sighed, but when he spoke, his voice was gentle. “This is too much, I think.” 
 
    “I know.” Luca looked down at his lap. “I am not meant for this.” 
 
    “I meant too much for one day,” Brother Axil said, amused now. “You are being turned around, dizzied by all these demands and meetings. We expect you to know how to do each little thing your father spent years learning to do. It is too much, and certainly, these are not matters to solve in a day. 
 
    “Think over what you will say to Tinian. Remember: you will defeat Stefan, as you said when you spoke to Lord Rokkan. You were a leader in that meeting, Luca. You were a king. You were picking competent people to strengthen your rule. Stefan never did so well. He surrounded himself only with people who would always tell him he was right. That is why you will defeat him. You will face Stefan in combat, with your fellow Menti at your side, and you will defeat him while your troops defeat his if they must. And those troops will be led by the generals of your choosing, and Tinian will be your ally.” 
 
    But Luca had no belief in any of the words Axil was saying. He was exhausted from Josef’s training, and the wine was making his head cloudy. 
 
    “For now,” Axil said, “rest. Call the others for a dinner. How long is it since you last spoke to Nico? Or Tania?” He tried to keep his tone level, but there was curiosity there. Brother Axil had noticed the coldness between Tania and Luca recently, though he had not asked the cause. “I meant what I said about having friends, Prince Luca. It is important for a king to have people who do not think of him first as a king.” 
 
    Still muddled from all the thoughts of what type of king he should be, and who had power over whom, Luca found the thought of a nice, simple dinner to be absolutely perfect. He nodded. 
 
    “Would you send for them, please?” He stood. “I will change my clothes. Oh, and send for Joss as well.” He had enjoyed the other boy’s easy humour as they sparred the other day, and he looked forward to an evening of talking and laughing with the others. “And send for food? I should call a servant. You are not my secretary. Am I supposed to have a secretary?” Another thing to worry about. 
 
    Brother Axil only smiled. “I will take care of it, Prince Luca. Change, and I will be back soon with your friends.” 
 
    Luca was humming as he found new clothes to change into. Stefan had been attended by many servants, but Luca found it ridiculous to have them attend him for something as simple as changing a shirt and doublet. He smoothed his hair as he looked in the mirror, and tried to ignore the way his heart pounded at the thought of Tania’s smile. 
 
    He did want to see her. Despite his anger, he had missed her, and now he realised that he did not have to forgive her as if it were some sort of defeat on his part. He could decide that she had made a mistake, but that he still cared for her. He thought of telling her that, and the thought made him a little queasy. 
 
    Perhaps he would just have a nice dinner and hope she understood. 
 
    He was walking into his receiving rooms once more when there was a knock and the door opened. It was not Brother Axil, however, but a messenger, panting from his climb up the stairs. 
 
    “Sir—Your Majes—Prince Luca.” 
 
    “Yes?” Luca stared at him. “Would you like some water?” 
 
    The messenger shook his head, still panting. “There’s a woman here to see you. She says….” He bit his lip. “She says she’s Lady Reva Avalon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Reva stood at the gates of Nesra’s Keep and willed herself to believe that this was going to work. Had they actually been waiting for a long time, or did it simply feel like a long time? She was so nervous about what might happen that she wanted to throw up. She pressed a hand over her stomach and was rewarded with a growl of hunger. 
 
    “This was a bad idea,” Sam said. He did not sound pleased. “It has been too long. We should go. Why would they not welcome you in at once?” 
 
    Reva bit her lip. “King Stefan—” She saw a glare from the guards at the gates and bit the words off hastily. “Stefan, who was the king—briefly—he killed my husband. And my husband killed his troops. It is a long story.” 
 
    “What happened?” Carlia looked horrified. 
 
    “My husband, Francis, was Menti,” Reva explained. “Stefan was known for hunting the Menti. He hated them even more than Davead. He came for us in the castle, and Francis sacrificed himself to get me to freedom by creating a landslide that killed many of Stefan’s troops. I was running from them when the Sisters captured me.” She stopped speaking then, aware that the guards were listening. 
 
    There were shouts from inside the courtyard, and Reva’s stomach flip-flopped. Sam was right: this had been a mistake. They were readying troops to arrest her. Then the gates swung open and there were not soldiers there, but Luca himself. 
 
    Or at least, a man who looked like Luca. He had Luca’s eyes, and his mouth, and his hair, but he was taller now, with broader shoulders, and he carried himself like a warrior. He was wearing fine clothes, and he had a crown on his head. Next to him, with his sun-tanned skin and his elegance, Reva felt ashamed. She had survived so long outside the palaces that she no longer noticed her ripped clothing or worried about how her hair was dressed. 
 
    Now that she was staring at Luca, though, she was acutely aware of every shortcoming. She was thin and pale, her stomach was still paunchy from childbirth, and she was dirty. Every inch of her was covered in the dirt of the road, her dress was ripped and ill-fitting, and her feet were bare. What would Luca think of her? 
 
    He did not seem to care at all. “Reva,” he whispered, and he took two steps and caught her up in his arms. “It is you. I did not believe it could be you. Reva, what happened?” He held her away from him for a moment, and she saw anger in him now. “What has Francis done to you? Tell me, and I will have him called to court and he will answer for his crimes.” 
 
    “Luca.” Reva gaped at him. “Francis…. Francis is dead.” 
 
    “What?” Luca frowned. 
 
    “How can you not know? Stefan’s troops came after us, and—” 
 
    She stopped. The guards were watching avidly, and some nobles and merchants were stealing covert looks at the small party gathered there. Reva could not hear their words, but she imagined their curious whispers as a swarm of flies buzzing in the evening air. 
 
    “We should talk inside,” Luca told her gravely. He finally noticed Sam and Carlia. “I am sorry. We have not met…?” 
 
    “This is Sam, and this is Carlia.” Reva said. “They are—it is too much to explain here. I will tell you in private.” 
 
    Luca hesitated for only a moment, his eyes meeting Sam’s, before he nodded to her. “Of course. Come with me, all of you.” 
 
    He led them into the courtyard, offering Reva his arm. She felt ridiculous taking it in her current state, but he seemed to think nothing of getting dirt all over his fine clothes. In the courtyard, he stopped abruptly, and Reva saw Brother Axil there. He was accompanied by three others: a tall young man with dark skin and easy good looks, a shorter man with a plump, worried-looking face, and a beautiful girl with long limbs and the dark skin of the Xanti. 
 
    Brother Axil frowned. “Can it be? Lady Reva Avalon?” 
 
    “Brother Axil.” Reva smiled at him. She felt tears coming to her eyes, and she blinked them away. This was all so familiar, and at the same time, everything was so different that it was utterly jarring. “I am glad to see you,” she managed to say, though she realised in horror that tears were falling down her cheeks. 
 
    Luca noticed her distress and became very flustered, fiddling with the sleeve of his doublet. “We should go somewhere more private. Brother Axil, would you arrange for these two to be given rooms? And have one prepared for Reva. She and I must speak.” 
 
    Brother Axil inclined his head. “Your dinner plans, then—” 
 
    “Oh.” For a moment, Luca looked like the boy Reva remembered, flustered and unsure of himself. He looked at the other three. “I am so sorry. I meant to have dinner with you all tonight, but with Reva here so suddenly, and in such a state—Brother Axil, did you know Francis Unna had died?” 
 
    Brother Axil’s brows rose. “I did not. We will speak more later, Prince Luca. Tania, Nico, Joss, I think you should return to the ambassadors’ wing for now. You two—” 
 
    “Sam and Carlia,” Reva said. “Luca, will they be safe?” 
 
    “Of course,” Luca said, uncomprehending. “They will be given every luxury. Reva, do not look so afraid. Everything is going to be all right.” 
 
    Reva wished she could believe that. She watched as Brother Axil led Sam and Carlia away, and then she let Luca lead her across the courtyard toward the wing of the palace where the king’s rooms were. 
 
    Of course, she realised stupidly. She had forgotten that he would be in the king’s rooms now. 
 
    “Reva, what happened?” he asked her again, once they were climbing toward the king’s chambers. “With Francis.” 
 
    Reva’s chin trembled. “Francis was not a kind man,” she said at last. That did not do justice to the pain of her years there, but it would do Luca no good to know the rest of it. “I failed to bear him a living child, and he was very angry with me. But when Stefan came to attack the castle, Francis sacrificed himself for me.” 
 
    “Stefan attacked you?” Luca looked furious. “Why? Why would he do such a thing?” 
 
    “Francis was a Menti,” Reva explained. She felt the old shiver of fear at admitting that she’d been part of a household that had Menti in it. King Davead might have judged her complicit for Francis’s crimes if she had been captured and brought back to Reyalon. “I should have known. The whole castle was decorated with iron. His idea.” 
 
    “Francis was a Menti,” Luca said. He sounded surprised. “And yet he served my father. Of course, I did, too. If my father were still alive….” 
 
    Reva frowned. Her heart was beating faster now. Did she dare to hope that Stefan’s rumours were true? 
 
    “Luca, what are you saying? Are you Menti, too?” 
 
    Luca stopped just shy of the door. He bit his lip, the old gesture he used to use, and then he nodded. “I am. Reva, I am a fire wielder. It is how Matias died. It was an accident—I did not mean it to happen. That was what the sickness was. My powers were trying to manifest. They came to me suddenly one day. Matias was there, and my power killed him.” There was an ache in those words. “Brother Axil took me out of the city before anyone could blame me for Matias’s death. That is how I got to Xantos in the first place.” 
 
    Now Reva understood. She followed Luca into his rooms and found food set out in large quantities. 
 
    “This was supposed to be for my friends,” Luca said with a wry smile. “They will not be eating it tonight, but perhaps you and I could eat together?” There was a curious twinkle in his eye as he moved towards the table. He apparently found what he was looking for, as he came back with a plate and presented it to her with a bow. “Honeyed figs, my lady.” 
 
    Reva laughed in delight. She reached out to take one and popped it into her mouth, then sighed with pleasure at the taste. After so many months of living on very little, it was almost too sweet. How had she eaten these every day? Still, it was delicious, and she remembered very well how she and Luca would challenge each other to races in the gardens with honeyed figs as a forfeit. 
 
    Or a kiss. Her eyes went to him, and she had the sense he was remembering the same thing. 
 
    “I am a mess,” Reva said before she could stop herself. 
 
    “Ah. One moment.” Luca left to summon a servant and gave orders. “I know you have much to say,” he told her, “but I think bathing and having some new clothes would make you feel much better. I know I felt better in Gold Port when—well, it is a long story. Please, use my rooms.” 
 
    Reva was taken into the king’s chambers to bathe. Servants brought a new gown for her to wear. It was a fine red colour that would have suited her better when she was not quite so pale, but it was soft and fitted her very well. After her months in the Gardens of Anios and her weeks on the run, the dress seemed unbelievably luxurious. 
 
    When she emerged into the main room, Luca stood at once. He swallowed as he looked at her. 
 
    “You look beautiful, Reva.” 
 
    Reva laughed self-consciously. “I feel strange in this after so long wearing rags.” 
 
    “Tell me everything.” Luca drew her over to a small table where two places had been set. She sensed that he had filled the plates himself, and she noticed that he had chosen all her old favourite foods. 
 
    “Tell me about you first,” Reva said. She was not quite ready to admit what had happened to her. “You said Brother Axil took you away.” 
 
    “Oh.” Luca flushed, and swallowed. “There was a camp near Mount Zean in Xantos. Menti would go there to hide. Brother Axil brought me there for training. While we were there, Stefan arrived. I believe he had been ordered simply to bring me back to Reyalon, but he ordered his men to kill me. I tried to fight him, but he is Menti also.” He swallowed and laid his napkin down in his lap. “He is a dragon shifter, Reva.” 
 
    Reva’s mouth hung open. Stefan was a dragon? It was not possible. 
 
    “I was surprised, too,” Luca said. He sounded older than his years, and he laughed at the absurd inadequacy of the words. Then he looked up and saw her staring. “What is it?” 
 
    Reva hesitated. When people laughed, often it was as if their cares fell away and took the years with them. Older people seemed younger when they laughed. When Luca laughed, however, all she could see was how different things were, and how they would never be the same again. 
 
    “You are the king,” Reva told him. “It is strange to see. I hope you do not mind me saying that.” 
 
    “It is strange,” Luca agreed. “And I am not yet the king. Stefan is still on the run, and Lord Tinian….” He sighed and squeezed his eyes shut. “Reva, I am so glad to have you back. I feel so lost. I do not know how to be a king.” 
 
    “You will be a fine king,” Reva said. She reached out to take his hand. “Luca, you have a good heart. Your father was lucky to have you as an heir.” 
 
    “You know it was never me he wanted to have on the throne,” Luca said bitterly. 
 
    “Matias was a fine man,” Reva said. She had adored Matias. Still, he had always seemed something more than human to her. Even his easy humour, the way he drew people in, had left her feeling strange and bewildered after speaking to him. “But if Matias had never been born, your father would still have had a strong heir in you, Luca. You were always smart and kind. Never proud. Never entitled.” 
 
    Luca gave her a half-smile. 
 
    “Luca, when I asked if you were Menti, when you said that Stefan was a dragon—there is something you do not know.” Reva realised her hands were wound tight in the napkin, and she laid it aside. “I am also Menti. Luca, I am a dragon shifter as well.” 
 
    Luca blinked, frozen in shock. 
 
    “I did not know until after Francis had died,” Reva said. “It explains many things. It explains why my children—” She broke off and pressed a hand over her mouth. “Why my children did not survive. My parents were dragon shifters as well. It is why they were killed, though that is a very long story. Sam and Carlia, who are here with me, are dragons too. They have taught me how to use my powers.” 
 
    “Three dragons,” Luca murmured. “Three dragons, to Stefan’s one.” 
 
    “Yes.” Reva was surprised. “I had not thought of that. But, Luca—I know you must be terribly busy, but there is something you should know. When I was running from Stefan’s soldiers, I was captured and brought to a horrible place. It is called the Gardens of Anios. They use Menti as slaves and work us until we are nearly dead.” She saw the look on Luca’s face. “What is it?” 
 
    “I was told about the Gardens of Anios a few days ago,” Luca said. 
 
    Reva sighed with relief. He would not disbelieve her, then. “So you will help,” she said. It was as if a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders. “When you free them, there are three women in particular I am looking for. I escaped with them. Their names are—” 
 
    “Reva.” Luca’s voice was high and uncertain. “They will be freed. I promise you.” 
 
    The world seemed to shift under her feet. “What do you mean? When will they be freed?” 
 
    “Soon.” Luca tried to smile. “I have sent soldiers to make sure that the conditions in the camps are much improved. No chains are worn, proper food and beds, anything they want. But, Reva, the plague will destroy Estala unless we have enough medicine, and we cannot afford to buy it from the Xanti. The workers at the Gardens of Anios are making it.” 
 
    Reva put down her fork. Her mouth tasted like ash. 
 
    “You found out they were keeping Menti slaves, and you did nothing? You, a Menti yourself? You are continuing to keep them locked up? Away from their families?” She stood so fast, her chair skidded away and tipped over. “How could you?” 
 
    “Reva, please understand—” 
 
    “I cannot understand. If you knew what they had done to us, you would know there was no excuse for what you are doing!” 
 
    She ran from the room and down the stairs outside, ignoring his calls to return. It had been a mistake to come here. Luca was as bad as all the rest of them. He had gained the crown and turned cruel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    Serena lingered by the gate out into the city, aware of the curious stares of the guards. She was suddenly unsure of herself. She had dressed in very plain clothes, and one of the guards had agreed to come with her in similar clothing. 
 
    Every instinct told her that what she was doing was not wise. Since she was a little girl, going out into the city alone had been considered unthinkable. She would never even have asked her father for permission to do so. Her mother had been very clear on where Serena belonged: in the castle, preferably doing things that would make her more marriageable, such as embroidery and dancing. 
 
    Serena had disregarded the latter part of her mother’s advice, of course. When asked, she said she took an interest in political matters because she would like to be a credit to the household of any man who married her. She could advise him, be a loyal confidant, strengthen his power. Her father had snorted when he heard things like that, and her mother had looked doubtful, but no one had stopped her. 
 
    The truth was, Serena had been furious at being overlooked. Matias was able to study statecraft. Stefan was able to study. Even Luca, who was so sickly that no one expected him to live very long, had been given tutors to teach him such things. Serena was going to do the same, even if she had to make it happen herself. 
 
    She had been proud of herself for that until Brother Raphael came along. She had been proud of her ideas to cure the plague, and she had also been proud of the fact that she had stood up to Stefan. When Brother Raphael arrived, however, he had made her feel like a spoiled child. She had wanted to study these things because she felt slighted. She had been proud of her accomplishments and her bravery. 
 
    Serena cared about the people of Estala, of course. She would not have gone against Stefan if she did not think it was necessary to do so. Lives were being lost. But when Raphael had asked her to go into the city, she had been afraid of her own subjects, and he was correct when he guessed that she believed herself too important to risk contracting the plague. 
 
    And, infuriatingly, he had not brought it up since. He had simply allowed her to sit with her guilt and her shame. 
 
    Serena squared her shoulders and nodded to the guards. They looked doubtful, but with Luca in charge, no one had been told to follow Serena or keep her in line. She was allowed to go into the city if she wished. 
 
    Out in the streets below, she pulled her headscarf tighter against her plaited hair and walked quickly with her shoulders hunched. Twice, she had to remind her guard not to walk a half-step behind her, at her shoulder, but instead to walk with her as if he were her brother or her husband. 
 
    It was strange to be out in the city without guards or a procession. Serena felt almost naked without her fine dresses and her circlet. No, that was not right. She felt unencumbered. She felt as if there were no longer any walls pressing in on her. She had believed for her whole life that she could not simply walk out into the city, but she was here, and nothing had gone wrong. She felt almost giddy. 
 
    She had memorised the path to the hospital she wanted to see, and when she arrived at the gates, she had her story ready. She held up her basket, loaded with bandages and some of the few vials of medicine that had been smuggled past Stefan’s blockades. 
 
    “I am Sera,” she said, using her mother’s old nickname for her. “I serve Lady Feryn. She sent me to distribute these and aid you at the hospital today.” 
 
    “Lady Feryn is kind to do so.” The woman at the door stood back to allow Serena to enter. She looked as if she had once been a plump, motherly sort of woman. Serena imagined her with a ready smile and comforting words. Now, however, she seemed to have lost a good deal of weight very quickly, for her dress hung loose on her body, and her face was tired. She nodded dully to Serena. “This way. We can start with the bandages. These are the fortunate ones. It looks as though they may survive.” 
 
    Serena paused uncertainly before entering the first room. Her guard was tense at her shoulder, as if he was not sure whether he should stop her from going in. His name was Jonah, and he was even younger than Cato had been. She had chosen him specifically. An older guard might try to stop her, but Jonah would go along with her plans. He had soft brown eyes and a mouth that was a bit too full and soft to go with the rest of his face. Now his lips were parted in dismay. 
 
    “It is all right,” Serena told him. “She said these people were getting better.” 
 
    He nodded uncertainly, unaware that she was reassuring herself as much as him, and followed her as she stepped over the threshold. 
 
    Serena had been afraid to come here, and she winced when she first saw one of the sores being drained, but she was surprised at how quickly she became inured to the sight. She followed the woman, who introduced herself as Matron Ayah, from bed to bed. 
 
    Pus was drained from wounds, and Serena found herself wringing out wet cloths to lay on the patients’ foreheads. They clutched her hands sometimes, and though she tensed the first time, she soon realised they only meant to thank her. She smiled at them and tried not to cry at how thin and frail they looked. The sickness made them so weak, and their breath sometimes rattled in their lungs. Once, Serena helped a man sit up so he could cough. When she supported him, she was horrified to feel that he was no bigger around than Alberto, though he was a grown man. By the time she levered him back down, he was already passed out again from the exertion of coughing. 
 
    When Matron Ayah led the way into another room, Serena followed without question. She was already weary, but she had seen the rows upon rows of beds, and she knew there was much more to be done. She was surprised to find that she had lost herself entirely in the work. She had no idea how long she had been at the hospital. 
 
    In this room, it was much louder. The coughing and wheezing of the patient echoed around the room, and many of them were crying out in pain. Matron Aya beckoned Serena to one of the beds and took a vial of the medicine. She mixed a dose of it deftly with water and had Serena hold the patient upright so she could tip the mixture into the woman’s mouth. The woman coughed and protested weakly, and Serena could smell that the mixture was bitter, but the woman got the medicine down. 
 
    “This is a new medicine discovered by the best doctors in Xantos and Estala,” Serena told her. “It arrived on the boats just a few days ago. They say you will feel better very soon.” 
 
    The woman did not seem to hear her, and Serena hurried onward to the next bed, where Matron Ayah was already mixing the medicine for the next patient. This woman had a scared, sad-looking child curled next to her in the bed. 
 
    “This child is not sick,” Serena said, uncomprehending. 
 
    “Where else does she have to go?” Matron Ayah looked up at Serena, and for the first time, Serena saw her resentment. Even Sera, the fake palace servant, would not understand how the people of the city lived. “We could not turn her out to live on the streets.” 
 
    “So she watches her mother sicken?” Serena whispered. She was horrified. She reached out impulsively to give the little girl a hug, but the girl only turned away from her and burrowed her face into her mother’s rank, sweat-soaked dress. Serena held the mother up for Matron Aya to give her the medicine, and this time she did not whisper any words of comfort. There were already tears on her cheeks, and she knew she could not keep her voice steady if she spoke. 
 
    She worked, going from bed to bed, until the medicine was gone. 
 
    “Your High—my lady,” Jonah told her worriedly. “It has been most of the day. We should return.” 
 
    Serena wiped at her forehead. She was swaying on her feet. Jonah was right. The morning light that had slanted in the windows was gone now, and she was fiercely hungry. How long had they been here? 
 
    She swayed again, and a hand at her elbow steadied her. 
 
    “Sit, Princess,” a voice told her. 
 
    Too tired to notice the title at first, Serena sat. Only when the owner of the voice returned with a cup of water did she realise it was Brother Raphael. She stopped with the water cup halfway to her mouth, and to her frustration, she felt her cheeks flush. 
 
    He did not mention it. He was crouched by her chair and he looked pleased, but not in any self-satisfied way. “You came,” he told her. “Matron Ayah tells me you have been tending to these people all day.” 
 
    “Yes.” To her shame, Serena felt a sob well up in her throat. “There are so many of them,” she said. “We tended to dozens, but there are too many more to care for all of them. And what about the city? There are children here, watching their parents—” She pressed a hand over her mouth before she could say the word die. 
 
    Brother Raphael nodded. 
 
    “How could this happen?” Serena asked. She knew he was a priest, and she did not want to blaspheme, but the question welled up in her silently, at least: How could the Enlightened God let this happen? 
 
    “It is the way of the world,” Brother Raphael said gravely. “Such injustices, such pain, come to all. To give you a simple reason would be to lie. All I know is that the Enlightened God means us to use our talents to alleviate this suffering. He must, surely. How could we do anything else?” 
 
    Serena looked down at her lap. I did not do so, she thought, and she felt a great sense of shame. If she had come out into the city, she would have known that things were this bad. She would have been more urgent in her efforts for plague relief. Instead, she had treated it as a political puzzle. 
 
    Brother Raphael took her hand and helped her to stand. It was improper, but Serena was not sure she could stand on her own without wobbling. She was just about to ask if she might have something to eat when Brother Raphael said to those assembled, 
 
    “All of you here, you should know who it is who has been tending to you today.” 
 
    Many eyes turned to Serena, and terror welled up in her chest. She shook her head at Raphael. No. 
 
    “They should know,” he told her. He spoke kindly but firmly. “This is the princess Serena who has come to tend to you herself.” 
 
    There was a sudden murmur, and Serena saw Jonah looking around the room in a panic. He had only agreed to this because she had promised him that no one would know who she was. 
 
    “She has brought you medicine that was sent to the royal family,” Raphael told all of them. His brown eyes were warm. “When I asked her if she had seen how things were in the city, she said she had not—so she came to see all of you.” 
 
    He looked at Serena, and she realised he meant for her to speak to them as well. She cleared her throat anxiously and had the thought that her father was going to be very angry. But her father was dead now, and Stefan was gone. Luca was going to be king, and he wanted to cure the plague as much as she did. 
 
    She knew she could not speak of the political problems that had brought them here. She wanted only to give these people hope, for their despair ate at them nearly as much as the sickness. 
 
    “The past weeks have been hard,” Serena told them. “The plague has seemed to have no end and no cure. You have had two kings, and now you have a third—my brother, Luca. He returned with an army, and there was fighting in the streets. You must wonder if you are safe. Perhaps you wonder if the Enlightened God has abandoned you. 
 
    “I swear to you, your rulers are thinking of you every day. The medicine I brought today was made by the finest doctors in Xantos and Estala. The two realms are working together so that we can cure you and bring peace to the world. Prince Luca, soon to be your king, works every day with his council to see you cured and prosperous once more. 
 
    “I am glad to have met you today. I am glad to have seen the city, not just the palace. I am your princess. I will do all I can to see that every one of you has medicine, and that you can go home to your families soon.” 
 
    Some of the people were crying. Others reached out for Serena to take their hands. She touched them, murmured words of comfort, and then allowed Brother Raphael and Jonah to lead her away and back to the castle. 
 
    “That is the hospital you work at?” she asked Brother Raphael finally. 
 
    “It is not,” he admitted. “But it is one of the better-known hospitals, and when I heard that you had gone missing, I wondered if that was where you might be. I came alone. Your brother was quite worried about you.” 
 
    “I am well,” Serena said, annoyed. 
 
    Brother Raphael smiled. 
 
    “You thought I would go to the hospital?” she asked a moment later. They made their way through the gates, and she looked up at him curiously. “I did not think you thought very well of me.” 
 
    His smile was so warm that for a moment, she forgot there was anyone else in the courtyard. “On the contrary, Princess. I think very well of you indeed,” he murmured. Then his expression grew distant, and he bowed to her courteously. “I will see you at our meeting with Lord Tinian tomorrow,” he told her, and he left without another word, leaving Serena staring after him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Luca was pacing in one of the gardens when Lord Tinian found him. It was near sunset, and Luca had begun tripping over the unfamiliar paths. This was one of his father’s private gardens—one of the king’s private gardens, he reminded himself, which meant it would soon be one of his—and he had never come here when he was little. 
 
    He had wanted to go to his favourite gardens near the throne room, but he was afraid he would see Reva—afraid to remember their childhood games amongst the flowers. He was also afraid he might not see her.  
 
    He had gone after her the other night, but he thought she might make a scene if he insisted upon speaking with her. This morning, when he sent a guard to see if she would dine with him, he had received no answer. Apparently, she would not open the door of her chambers. 
 
    She was right to be angry with him, and Luca knew it, but he also knew that if he did not act quickly, the plague would consume all of Estala. What would she have him do? Even if he sent every doctor in the city to the Gardens of Anios to use the herbs—which would take time—there would not be enough people to make enough medicine to cure the country. 
 
    He had sent soldiers to make sure that the workers were treated well, he thought resentfully. He was doing all that could be asked of him. The Gardens of Anios were not his invention, after all. 
 
    He was lost in his thoughts when Lord Tinian approached him with a smile. “Prince Luca, I am pleased to say that your sister has been found.” 
 
    “Where was she?” Luca had spent the day in increasing worry. Even Carolina did not seem to know where Serena had gone, and it was unlike her to miss council meetings. As far back as Luca could remember, Serena had been very careful about all of her duties. 
 
    As they still were not sure how Stefan had escaped Nesra’s Keep, they were worried that perhaps Serena had been abducted. As the hours had passed and no ransom note arrived, Luca’s fear had only grown. He was supposed to be the king soon, and his family was not safe in their own castle. 
 
    “It would seem she went out into the city,” Lord Tinian said. He spoke carefully, as if to gauge Luca’s reaction to his words before offering any personal opinion on the matter. “She brought medicine to one of the plague hospitals and stayed to tend to the patients.” 
 
    Luca stared at him open-mouthed. Serena would never do such a thing. Carolina was the one who would go running off into the city without any thought for the consequences, but Serena had always been well-behaved to a fault. Indeed, when they were younger, it had been Serena who lectured Luca on his posture and his etiquette. 
 
    Now he was to believe that she had gone into the city without telling anyone? And how had Tinian been informed of this before Luca had? 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I see.” 
 
    Lord Tinian’s brows rose fractionally. “You must be concerned, Your Highness.” 
 
    “My sister is a careful woman,” Luca said. “I am sure if she went into the city, she made a plan so she would be safe. She took guards. I must simply have missed her message to me, telling me where she was going. She has been working with you on plans to cure the plague, after all.” 
 
    Lord Tinian hesitated. “May I walk with you, Prince Luca?” 
 
    Luca nodded and allowed Lord Tinian to fall in beside him. The Xanti councillor considered his words carefully before he spoke. 
 
    “I am told that the princess Serena made a speech,” he said finally. “It was very cleverly done. She worked at the hospital for the day, pretending to be a servant to one of the ladies at court, and then she revealed her true identity to the patients and the nurses.” 
 
    Luca frowned. This did not sound like Serena. He did not remember her being the type to make dramatic gestures. 
 
    “Apparently, she spoke well of your efforts to bring peace and health to the country,” Lord Tinian said. 
 
    Luca smiled tightly. He wished other people would stop assuring everyone that he was going to be a great king. The thought of it made him want to throw up. He was not sure he could do the things they kept saying he could do. Could he defeat Stefan? Could he cure the plague? 
 
    Then he realised Lord Tinian was trying to tell him something without saying it aloud. Luca sighed. He hated himself for asking, but he was too tired and too frustrated to play guessing games. “What is your concern, Lord Tinian?” 
 
    Lord Tinian sighed regretfully. “Perhaps it is nothing,” he suggested. “However, Princess Serena is beautiful and very charming. We know that Stefan considered her a threat to his throne.” 
 
    “She was a threat to his throne,” Luca pointed out. “You were backing her as well as me.” 
 
    Tinian gave a little shrug, entirely unconcerned. “Princess Serena was a strong contender for the throne. Though she is, of course, a woman, she is known to be very knowledgeable about political matters, and she bargained with us very astutely regarding the medicine. When we learned you were alive, of course, it was a different matter, but she was inarguably a better choice for the throne than your brother Stefan.” 
 
    Luca regarded the lord carefully but could not decide if this was a threat. If Serena was inarguably a better choice than Stefan, did that mean she was a better choice than Luca? Was it only that she was a woman that kept the Gold Council and the nobles from backing her instead? 
 
    Tinian studied him gravely. “Though she spoke well of you in her speech, Prince Luca, I fear the speech set her off to rather more effect than it did you. The whispers in the city are that the princess came to visit them, that she was not afraid to walk among them, that she tended to them with her own hands. Those whispers do not mention you.” 
 
    “That would not be her intent,” Luca argued. 
 
    “Of course.” But there was a faint, sardonic tilt to Tinian’s smile, as if he were asking if Luca was very sure that this was the case. 
 
    Abruptly, Luca was angry. He was doing everything he could to make sure that the people of Estala had a cure for the plague, and he was the one who was being blamed for keeping the Gardens of Anios open so that the medicine could be made—but Serena was the one who got the praise for all of it. It was not fair, he thought. 
 
    His anger emboldened him. 
 
    “Lord Tinian,” he said. “I wanted to speak to you about your picks for the generals.” 
 
    Lord Tinian looked over at him curiously. 
 
    “Though we agree on the appointment of Lord Essad,” Luca said, “I had chosen others, including Lord Rokkan, to lead my armies.” 
 
    “I took the liberty of replacing them,” Tinian said. Again, he seemed to have no shame about his meddling in Estalan matters. “Lord Rokkan is not known to be a friend to Xantos.” 
 
    “That is of no consequence in a general,” Luca argued. “I chose Lord Rokkan because he is well-respected by the soldiers, and he is very competent. He will not be fighting the Xanti, Lord Tinian. We are allies. He will be fighting my brother.” 
 
    “I am afraid the Gold Council cannot take that risk,” Tinian said. He managed to sound regretful, but Luca knew it was only an act. “We must protect our interests, Prince Luca. Installing military leaders hostile to our nation is something we cannot allow.” 
 
    “Lord Rokkan is not hostile to Xantos,” Luca said. 
 
    “Prince Luca, you must understand that this is no more than a matter of business.” Lord Tinian spoke patronizingly now, as if Luca were a small child throwing a tantrum. 
 
    Luca clenched his hands. He felt like a small child, and he was frustrated by it. How had this conversation gone so wrong? “I am going to be the king,” he said, and he hated the way his voice sounded. “I made my choices for the generals.” 
 
    Lord Tinian stopped walking. 
 
    “Prince Luca,” he said, and this time there was a faint stress on the word “prince”. “I hope you will remember how you came to be here in Nesra’s Keep, awaiting your coronation. A gesture of goodwill was made by the Gold Council. It allowed you to take Reyalon, which you would not have been able to do otherwise. I think you know this. It was a significant investment, Your Highness. The Gold Council will not take risks now that it is time for repayment.”  
 
    He bowed, but not deeply, and left. 
 
    Luca stared after him. His chest was rising and falling rapidly, and he could not think of any words to say. He hurried back through the gardens and into his chambers, then ripped his circlet off to throw it across the room. 
 
    He was no king. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Josef spoke from the darkness, and he stepped out of the shadows a moment later. “You are perturbed. Was it Lord Tinian who angered you?” 
 
    Luca only gave him a look as he sat. He went to pour himself some water and then stopped and reached for the wine instead. 
 
    He took a sip, but it tasted like nothing to him. When he returned to the Gold Port from his months in the Menti training camp, he had been eager for luxury. Now it was all beginning to sour. Reva had run from the banquet the other night, the gold circlet did nothing to give him any true power, and all he wanted right now was a good, plain meal of dates and water. 
 
    “You know why Lord Tinian fears you, do you not?” Josef asked him. 
 
    Luca set the cup down. “Lord Tinian does not fear me. He does not respect me, either.” 
 
    “Oh, he fears you. Any human without powers fears a Menti—and any ruler without powers fears a Menti king.” Josef’s face was inscrutable, and his eyes were like pits in the darkness. “As they should.” 
 
    “I am nothing,” Luca said. “I am a fire wielder, as common as a copper coin.” He echoed his father’s words, and Stefan’s, bitterly. “Stefan is a dragon. What is my fire next to dragon-fire?” 
 
    “Prince Luca, you do not know what you are capable of.” Josef smiled. “Come, we will train.” 
 
    “What is the point?” Luca asked, though he stepped back as Josef began to draw his sigils on the floor. “I cannot defeat Stefan.” 
 
    “You are wrong,” Josef told him. There was a hard glint in his dark eyes. “Your brother is weak in many ways, and you are strong. Come, stand in the circle and build the flame. This time, make it a column as tall as you are. Make it as hot as you can.” 
 
    Luca stood reluctantly in the circle of runes Josef had drawn. He held his hands before him, but he was miserable, and the flames he built did not go very high. In fact, they sputtered out within a moment.  
 
    He dropped his hands and stared dully at Josef. 
 
    “I am not meant to be the king. I am a Menti, but a weak one. I am a royal child, but again, I was the weak one. My sister should take my place.” 
 
    Josef curled up one hand into a fist and shook it at Luca. “Your sister is not the rightful heir. Stefan has proved himself incapable of leading Estala, and you are the eldest son after him.” 
 
    Luca did not bother to argue. 
 
    “Will you choose to fail, then?” Josef asked, raising his voice. “Did I choose wrongly in you, Prince Luca?” 
 
    “Why did you come to me?” Luca demanded. 
 
    “Because I saw you fight in the city!” Those little black eyes lit up as though they were aflame. “I knew your brother’s rumours were truth. Your mother had the power of fire as well, Prince Luca. Your sickness, Matias’s death—it was all part of a pattern. Matias was never meant to be the heir. You were. Stefan was weak. He wished to be surrounded only by those who would tell him he was meant to be a god reborn.” Josef’s lip curled, and then he narrowed his eyes at Luca. “But you—you went away, you learned to use your powers, and you came back with an army and fought your way to Nesra’s Keep. You had taken command of yourself. I knew you had a chance to save us from Stefan. Could Serena ever face him in battle? What powers does she have?” 
 
    Luca hunched his shoulders in a helpless shrug. 
 
    “So they try to put her in your place,” Josef said venomously. “Let them. You are the Fire King, Prince Luca. Lord Tinian seeks to control you. He seeks to keep you from learning how powerful you truly are. You must learn to control your powers. You must defeat your brother. You must become the king and rule. To do anything else is to choose to fail.” 
 
    Luca stared at him. 
 
    “They would see you dead in the street if they could,” Josef said, and Luca was afraid to ask who he meant. “Make yourself strong so they cannot. Try the column of flame again.” 
 
    This time, the flame blazed as it stretched nearly up to the ceiling, white-hot and swirling with Luca’s fury. He stared up at it with a grim satisfaction and barely heard Josef’s murmur. 
 
    “Good,” the mage said. “Very good.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Night fell, and Reva sat miserably on the edge of one of the fountains. She had stayed in her rooms all day like a petulant child, not speaking to Luca or to Sam and Carlia. She knew the other two were worried about her, but she could not face them and tell them that she had been wrong about Luca. 
 
    Sam would be glad. She was annoyed and pleased by that in equal measure. She had seen the way Sam had looked at the fine clothes and the gold circlet when Luca greeted them at the gates. Perhaps he, like Reva, had been expecting the same gentle boy Luca had once been. 
 
    She knew what Carlia would say to all of this: that Reva should reason with Luca. Carlia would say it was Reva’s duty to lead Luca back to the boy he had once been so he would shut down the Gardens of Anios and help the Menti. But Reva did not want to reason with Luca. She felt too betrayed by his choice to keep the camps open. The look on his face when he told her had shown her that he knew how wrong his choice was. 
 
    She was trailing her fingers through the water when she heard footsteps. Who would it be? One of Luca’s friends, perhaps? or the Xanti Lords, or— 
 
    “Brother Axil,” she said. She managed a small smile and stood. She curtsied. 
 
    He said nothing, merely watched until eventually he gestured for her to sit again and came to sit beside her. He stared out at the gardens, and she realised that he was troubled, too. 
 
    “Luca has told you I am a Menti,” Reva guessed. 
 
    “No.” Brother Axil smiled slightly, though he did not look over at her. “But I had wondered. It was rumoured that your parents had powers.” He gave her a quick, curious glance, but Reva kept her mouth shut and he smiled again. “You have grown up, Lady Avalon. You are far more cautious than you once were.” 
 
    Reva laughed bitterly, picturing herself running away from Luca’s rooms. That had not been a cautious way to do things. She was embarrassed to admit that she had acted like an impulsive child. 
 
    “I heard about your miscarriages,” Brother Axil said directly. “Then I thought it was even more likely that you might have powers. Stefan was not the only one who put the pieces together about Francis Unna, you know. The way he decorated his castle was well-known. You may not know this, but iron can interfere with the pregnancy of a Menti woman. I would have sent word to you if I thought I could do so discreetly—and if I thought it would help you.” 
 
    Reva blinked away tears. She had known this, of course, but he was trying to be kind, letting her know that what had happened was not her fault, as Francis had always believed. Then she nodded. 
 
    “I heard that you left Prince Luca’s rooms quite suddenly last night,” Brother Axil said finally. “May I ask why?” 
 
    Reva looked over at him, and suddenly she was furious. “You cannot guess?” 
 
    “I can guess,” Brother Axil said. “I thought I would ask instead.” 
 
    “The Gardens of Anios,” Reva spat at him. “Do you want to know why I am so thin, why I was dressed in rags when I appeared here? That is where I was. I was captured after the castle fell to Stefan, and the Sisters brought me to the Gardens. They would have worked me until I died. I escaped, and when I heard Luca was here, I came to tell him about the Gardens so he could shut them down. I thought he might not believe me, but I never thought he would keep them open. Especially being a Menti himself.” 
 
    She had thought the choice to keep the Gardens open was something that had been decided in a council meeting. She imagined all of the councillors agreeing with pompous nods. To her surprise, Brother Axil looked as troubled as she did. 
 
    “I never thought he would do so, either,” the Governor said. “In the council meeting, when he learned of the Gardens, he was horrified. Lord Tinian argued with him, but Luca said there was nothing to be done but to shut the Gardens down. He was adamant.” 
 
    Reva frowned. “But he said they must remain open.” 
 
    “Yes. Perhaps that is my fault. Lord Tinian asked to speak to Luca alone, so I left. When next I heard of it, Luca had agreed to keep the Gardens open.” Brother Axil shook his head. 
 
    “It was Luca’s decision,” Reva said. She heard the anger in her own voice. “That is not your fault. Clearly, you do not agree with what he did.” 
 
    “I do not,” Axil said. “I had never known that King Davead had done such a thing. He hid it carefully. He would have to, of course. He said that the Menti were all defeated. Every village with a Menti child would think they were the only one. That he would execute them was cruel enough, but that he would use them as slaves….” He shook his head. “Cruel,” he repeated. “I never understood Davead’s hatred of the Menti. It was not faith. It was something personal for him.” 
 
    Reva shook her head impatiently. She did not care about King Davead. “What has happened to Luca? Why would he do such a thing?” 
 
    Brother Axil sighed. “They say it is impossible to know the measure of a man until he is given power, but I had no doubts about Luca when we came here from Xantos. I knew he was cautious, but I thought that was good. He was not greedy for the throne the way Stefan had been. But Luca is unsure of himself, and Lord Tinian has more power than I would like.” 
 
    “Why would Lord Tinian care about the Gardens of Anios?” 
 
    “Money,” Brother Axil said grimly. “It is always money, where the Gold Council is concerned. They spent money to bring Luca to the throne, and now they want to recoup their investment. The Gardens of Anios make good profits—as well they might, since they do not pay the slaves or feed them well. Luca has changed some of that, of course, but….” He shook his head. 
 
    “The soldiers he sent will not stand up to the Sisters,” Reva said with surety. 
 
    “Do not be so sure of that.” Brother Axil was smiling this time. “There are more honourable people in this world than you know, Lady Avalon. Those who went had orders from their king to stop abuses. They may well have done so. Of course, slavery is still slavery, however it is dressed up.” 
 
    “Yes,” Reva whispered. All of the horror of her time at the Gardens was poured into that single word. She remembered Sister Valeria’s eyes and the bite of the lash. She remembered the younger girls shrinking away from the gazes of the guards. So many nights going to bed with her stomach aching from hunger, to lie on the floor and fall asleep bone-tired. 
 
    Brother Axil said nothing to this, for which she was grateful. She did not think she could have kept from crying. She had survived the Gardens of Anios and escaped. Why was she crying about it now, when it was over and done with? 
 
    “Luca did not come to the council meeting today,” Brother Axil said after a time. 
 
    “What?” Reva looked over at him, blinking in surprise. 
 
    “I think he is troubled by your reaction,” Brother Axil continued. 
 
    Reva hunched her shoulders. She did not care if she had made Luca feel guilty. He should feel guilty, she thought fiercely. 
 
    “Lady Avalon, I will be honest with you.” Brother Axil reached out to touch her hand. “I was glad when you came back. I thought you were a good influence on Luca when you first arrived. You delighted in life, despite all that had happened to you. You gave him hope for the future. You, of all people, never behaved as if he was destined to die. Your friendship was good for him, and I believe he has never stopped loving you.” 
 
    Reva swallowed hard. She had held Luca in her heart for all these years as well, but she was realizing now that the Luca she loved might not exist anymore. 
 
    “Luca faces more than even a seasoned king could expect to handle with grace,” Brother Axil said bluntly. “Stefan is a dragon shifter, Reva. He is powerful, and he has the backing of the Order of Insight. They have grown in strength in the countryside. I am afraid that if we do not find him and defeat him quickly, he will gain so many followers that we will have not a clash of two armies, but a true civil war.” 
 
    She knew it was true. She had seen the processions of people whipping themselves. They were desperate. “Stefan is the reason the plague spread as far as it did. He built temples instead of sending doctors.” 
 
    “You and I know that. To the people in the countryside, however, Luca is the younger brother who arrived with a Xanti army. He knows he faces a strong enemy, and he does not know where Stefan is or what his plan might be. That alone would be difficult for any king. But he has also been brought to power by Xantos. They have their ships in the harbour. If it were to come to a fight between them and our armies, it would not be easy to say who might win. Luca walks a fine line with Lord Tinian.” 
 
    “And you think my influence will help him somehow?” Reva could not keep the incredulity from her voice. 
 
    “Yes.” Brother Axil smiled at her disbelief. “Do not look so surprised, Lady Avalon. You always spoke your mind. You confronted injustice without a second thought.” 
 
    Reva thought of how she had become so silent and afraid as Francis’s wife. “You do not know what has happened since I left Nesra’s Keep. You do not know me now.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Brother Axil said. “I know that you came here with nothing, and when you had nothing to gain by fighting with Luca, and everything to lose, you told him what you thought of his actions without any hesitation. You, hungry and alone, left a fine dinner rather than ease his guilty conscience. Reva, he is torn between what he knows is right and what he feels he must do. He will break one way or another, and we must make sure he stays true to himself. Otherwise, he will be no better a king than Stefan.” 
 
    “No.” Reva felt exhaustion creep into her. How long would this go on, these night-time meetings by the fountains? “He was my friend before. I will not manage him like a horse. I will not lead him. If he is to be a good man, he will be a good man on his own.” 
 
    “Do you truly believe that?” Axil asked. “You know that none of us lives alone in this world. Do you think all of your courage and your goodness is yours alone? Has no one ever inspired you to be stronger?” 
 
    Reva fell silent. Karine popped into her mind. Amma. How long had it been since she had thought of Amma? 
 
    “To say that Luca must be strong without our help is to discount everything else that is happening,” Brother Axil said. “Were he not the king, were he not faced with these problems, perhaps he would be the boy you remember, Reva. But that is not how the world stands.” 
 
    Reva hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    “Will you help, then?” Brother Axil asked. “Will you keep speaking with him, keep telling him what you think? I am not asking you to lie, Reva. I am asking you to tell him the truth and remind him of his heart.” 
 
    Reva nodded again. When she was married to Francis, she had needed to be reminded once too. 
 
    Brother Axil, to her surprise, sighed. “Of course, there is also the matter of that ‘Brother.’” 
 
    “What brother?” 
 
    “He calls himself Brother Josef, but he is no true Brother of the Enlightened,” Brother Axil said firmly. “He may not even be Menti. He has convinced Luca that only he can teach him the skills he needs to defeat Stefan.” He shook his head. “But I think we have examined enough problems for one day. Any training Luca does with his powers is surely good.” He stood and bowed to Reva. “Lady Avalon, I thank you, and I am glad that you are safe.” 
 
    Reva smiled at him. “Thank you, Brother Axil.” 
 
    Brother Axil began to walk away through the gardens, but paused only a few steps away. 
 
    “If I might ask,” he said, turning back to her, “what are your powers, Lady Avalon?” 
 
    Reva bit her lip. “I am like Stefan,” she said. “I am a dragon shifter.” 
 
    Brother Axil stared at her for a very long moment. “You are nothing like Stefan,” he said finally. “But that is very interesting. Another dragon shifter. I wonder….” 
 
    “What?” Reva frowned at him. 
 
    “When we first saw Stefan, I thought that Mount Zean might erupt. When it did not, I told myself that I had been thinking as a foolish old man. Those were only legends. But now I wonder, Lady Avalon—if there are more dragons than just Stefan, perhaps there is another explanation.” 
 
    Reva frowned at him, but Brother Axil only smiled enigmatically and left her with another bow, disappearing into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Karine 
 
      
 
    Karine huddled in the darkness outside the inn. She had been walking for three days under increasingly heavy skies, and now, on the third night, dusk had come with a light drizzle. 
 
    She told herself not to go into the inn. She was now entirely drenched, and the cloth of her gown stuck to her body. She did not have to imagine what the men inside would make of that. Not only that, but she knew the Sisters must be searching for her—if not them, then Lieutenant Gerras. 
 
    She felt a pang of regret at that. Lieutenant Gerras had been kind to her. He had done all that was within his power to make the women comfortable, and he had taken Karine to see Rohesa when he certainly did not need to do so. Whatever he believed of Menti, he had treated her as a person, and for that, Karine was grateful. 
 
    She understood that using his face to escape would be a special kind of betrayal for him. Would he remember, as she did, the moment she had studied him? Would he believe her if she said that it had not been all calculation on her part? 
 
    It did not matter, she told herself, because she would never see him again.  
 
    She settled herself down in the corner between the inn and the stables. There was a small space where the two buildings did not quite align, but the roof hung low and gave her some protection from the rain. At least it was a warm night, and perhaps someone would throw scraps into the pigsty that she could eat. Once, she would have believed she was above eating slops, but that was before she had been brought to the Gardens of Anios. 
 
    Nearby, shutters banged open. Karine jumped, but it was only a window. She could see the golden light inside catching on the raindrops. She curled closer into the shadows anyway. 
 
    There was a clattering of pots and pans, and someone heaved something out into the darkness. The contents of a chamber pot? Or something edible? Karine was saved from scrabbling after it to find out by the fact that the window was still open. 
 
    A moment later, justifying her suspicion that it was not safe, a man’s voice said, “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “You don’t like anythin’,” another voice replied.  
 
    They both had the faint twang of country folk from this part of the coast, and Karine judged that neither of them were nobles. They were probably servers taking a break, or tavern-goers who had slipped away from the noise. 
 
    “I keep my eyes open,” said the first one. “That’s all. You could stand to, you know.” 
 
    “It’s just a meeting. If you say you keep your eyes open, then you should go see. Just go t’ Haverhill. He’ll be there in a few days.” 
 
    This was interesting. Karine frowned over at the window. Some of the words were half-lost in the rain, but she did not dare move any closer. 
 
    “No one knows who he is,” the first voice said. “That’s dangerous enough. Probably some noble playin’ at being a king. What does he call himself? Just a lord, right? But lord nothing.” 
 
    “Not a lord,” the second one corrected. “The Lord.” 
 
    “The Lord of what?” The first voice snorted. “I told you, he’s just taking advantage of the plague.” 
 
    “They say he’s more,” said the second one stubbornly. “An’ I’m going to see what. They say he travels with a bunch of priests. They say he always wears a mask. They say he has powers.” 
 
    “A Menti? That’s bold. Someone’s going to gut him sooner or later for that.” 
 
    “Not a Menti. Different kinds of powers. Magic.” 
 
    “Magic means Menti,” the first voice said, uncompromising. 
 
    “But he’s for Anios. They say he is Anios. That’s what I meant by him being something more. That’s what I heard. I want you to see it for yourself, because I knew you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
    The first man sounded disgusted now. “He’s not a god, Timo. Th’ gods aren’t real, not like that. He’s just a Menti, trying to gain followers instead of getting killed. But it’ll come back around, you mark my words.” His words faded toward the end, as if he were walking back into the inn. 
 
    “What if he can cure the plague?” Karine made out, and then nothing. 
 
    She frowned as she wrapped her arms around herself. Who was this Lord who wanted to cure the plague? If she never heard the name Anios again, it would be too soon, but she was curious. What Menti would willingly ally himself with the priests of Anios? Was it, as the suspicious man had suggested, no more than an insane bluff, a Menti who wondered how far he could get by pretending his powers were given by a god instead of being normal magic? 
 
    At first, she could not imagine any Menti doing something so rash. Then she supposed that after a lifetime of hiding in the shadows, knowing that the Sisters might come and find her at any time, she might try playing pranks on them, too. There was no safety for a Menti in this world, not with the Order of Insight growing so fast. 
 
    King Stefan had much to answer for. 
 
    Karine settled down against the wall and tried to make herself as comfortable as she could. No one should come around this part of the inn. It was not a pleasant summer night, good for hurried trysts up against the wall of the inn. On a night like tonight, who would be conducting any business unless they needed to? She was safe for now. She could sleep. 
 
    She closed her eyes and lay still, shivering slightly. She was tired of being hungry all the time. All she had ever wanted was to live a normal life, marry a boy from the village, maybe have children of her own. She had been good at embroidery, and she had thought she might travel to the fairs and sell some of it there for a bit of extra coin. She and her husband could make a good living that way. 
 
    Then her powers had come, and everything had changed. Now she simply wanted to survive, and she had seen enough in the Gardens of Anios to know that she could be robbed even of that wish. There were things people could do to you that would break your spirit entirely. 
 
    She felt tears welling up and tried to force them away. She was doing what she could to fix all of this. She wished now that she had told Lottie where she was going when she left. The thought that Lottie might believe Karine had simply left her and run away alone, made Karine want to cry. 
 
    She opened her eyes with a little moan—and it took everything in her not to scream. A face out of a nightmare looked back. It was almost human, and yet terribly inhuman at the same time: slit-pupiled, with a flat nose and a long tongue snaking out to taste the air in front of Karine. Something in her mind screamed distantly that this face belonged to a monster, that there were probably claws and sharp teeth and that they would rip her to shreds. 
 
    It could not be real. She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again. 
 
    As she had expected, the figure was gone. Karine let out her breath and tried not to moan in relief. She must have dozed off into a nightmare. Perhaps she had been dreaming of strange things because of what the two men had said about that Lord, about his strange powers. 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    She told herself it could not possibly be real. Still, she kept jerking awake to stare around herself until long after the tavern had gone quiet. 
 
    “Do not be ridiculous,” she told herself. Her voice was lost in the hiss and pop of the rain. She did not fear being overheard. “Even if it was real, which it wasn’t, you clearly weren’t what it was looking for.” 
 
    That was enough for her to get to sleep, though it was a cold and hungry night. Tomorrow, she told herself, she might see Reyalon by the time she stopped for the night. She had to be getting close. 
 
    And in Reyalon, God willing, she would find Reva.


 
   
  
 

 The Lord 
 
      
 
    The Lord stood over his table with its maps and markers and stared at the world. Xantos and Estala, either opposed or tenuously allied for centuries. Foolish kings sought to resolve the conflict one way or another. This body had hated Xantos. The Lord could still smell dregs of it in the air when he thought about the place. 
 
    Curiously, he allowed the soul that had belonged to this body to rise for a moment. Xantos, he said to it, and like a petulant child, it gave him images of brightly coloured clothing and strange food, jewellery that glinted on the ears of men and women, laughter and music. Above all of this rose hatred that burned in the pit of the Lord’s stomach. Xantos was made of rot and decadence, the human soul told him. Its people were nothing. They had no respect. 
 
    The Lord pushed the soul back into its cage without bothering to respond. It protested briefly. It was Anios reborn, it was a dragon, it would cleanse the world, how dare he do this to it. 
 
    You are nothing, the Lord told it. You are a gnat, just like all the others. You wanted what was mine. 
 
    At that, his own fury rose up. Mortals no longer understood such things. They tried to take what belonged to a god by right: worship. The soul that had owned this body had believed that the people of Estala should bow to it and sing hymns to it. How dare it? It had believed that a human could somehow be a god reborn, as if a human soul could ever encompass the power that lurked in a god. 
 
    Even a younger god. Even the little brother. 
 
    The Lord snarled his fury at all the old taunts. Little brother, you will never be as strong as I am. You are not truly a god, not like me. They will never worship you as they worship me.  
 
    Oh, but they would. While his elder brother disdained to take mortal form at all—and the Lord could see why, for this was a special sort of hell—the Lord would not disdain such things. He would rally the people to him, their worship would give him power, and when it was all done, he would sit in the place of the highest god. He would sit alone, because he would not make the same mistake his brother had made. He would leave no rival alive. 
 
    And when he had no rival for his place, the world would be his. Forever.  
 
    The Lord laid his fist on the map, and his lips stretched into a terrible smile. Xantos, Estala, none of it mattered. They were both nothing more than dirt swarming with insignificant beings. They liked to think they had their own plans for the way the world would be shaped. When he was done, they would have no such concerns. Their only concern would be worshipping him. 
 
    The question was, should he start with Estala, where he now found himself, wiping out the Xanti fleet and the Estalan army in one swift blow, or should he take the riper pickings of the Gold Port, now only tenuously defended, and prepare for a longer war from a position of strength? 
 
    He was studying the map contemplatively when Brother Mikkel entered the tent. The Lord looked over at him and waited, and after a moment, Brother Mikkel knelt and put his forehead to the ground. Even he, the zealot, rebelled against such a humble gesture, but after an altercation two nights past, he did it out of fear. 
 
    Fear was enough. Let the others see Mikkel and adopt his mannerisms. In time, when they saw the Lord’s true glory, they would understand that they had been right to treat him with respect. For now, their devotion would serve to draw others to the cause, others who truly worshipped. The Lord would grow stronger from it. 
 
    “What is it?” the Lord said finally. 
 
    “Lord, I bring news from Xantos.” Mikkel stood once more. The Lord tasted fear in him, as well as desperate bravado. 
 
    This was very interesting. What had Mikkel done? 
 
    “As you know, Lord, you have come into your powers as a dragon, but Mount Zean has not yet erupted.” Brother Mikkel folded his arms inside his sleeves. He waited for the Lord to speak, but when the silence had stretched on, he continued with a nervous gulp. “I feared what this might mean.” 
 
    Out with it, you fool. The Lord forced himself to be calm. Mikkel was still useful. Until he had another second-in-command, he must cultivate this one. “You need never fear to tell me the truth, Brother Mikkel.” 
 
    Brother Mikkel relaxed, showing himself to be a greater fool than the Lord had imagined, and ducked his head in a shallow bow. 
 
    “Of course, Lord. What I mean to say is, when I first saw you transform, I believed that you were the last of the dragon kings come to Estala in its time of need so that we might bring about the Kingdom of Anios.” 
 
    The Lord waited. There were too many errors in Mikkel’s recounting for the Lord to bother correcting them. It was Stefan who had transformed, not the Lord. It was not Estala they sought to rule, but the entire world. Mikkel was still constrained by his paltry human ideas of armies and conquering, as if the only way the Lord would triumph was by force. 
 
    Still, he wanted to bring about the Kingdom of Anios, and the Lord would thus permit him to continue his work. 
 
    “When Mount Zean did not erupt, I believed that it would simply take some time. That perhaps it would erupt when you sat on the throne.” Mikkel hurried onward now, trying to make his words more palatable with sickly smiles. “Yet you were crowned, and still there was no eruption. It was then that I realised the truth.” 
 
    Mikkel paused, and he looked like he wanted to vomit. The Lord fought for patience and began moving metal markers on the map once more. 
 
    “I am planning my kingdom, Brother Mikkel. I do not have infinite time for prophecies. Tell me what you came to tell me.” 
 
    Mikkel gulped again. “My king, my Lord, I believe there are other dragons. I believe you were the first of a new era of dragon kings.” 
 
    The Lord stopped, one marker hovering over the surface of the map. “What?” he asked dangerously. 
 
    “Mount Zean has begun to rumble once more.” Mikkel ducked his head. “I received word this morning. There have been reports of other dragons found in Estala. I fear that this means the final dragon has come into its powers, or that it will soon if it has not yet.” He swallowed. “There are once more four dragon kings.” 
 
    “Four. You are absolutely sure it is four.” 
 
    “Of course, Lord. The old legends were quite clear.” 
 
    “You expected Zean to erupt when I transformed!” the Lord roared at him. For a moment, he forgot that it was only his body that carried these powers. “You expected it to erupt when I was crowned! Now you tell me that you are certain there are more dragons instead. You cannot be sure. I know that. So, tell me. What other possibilities are there?” 
 
    “It is possible that this is nothing more than a myth,” Mikkel attempted. His face was a greyish white, like curdled milk. “A coincidence only.” 
 
    The Lord stalked closer, flinging the marker to the carpet. “You do not believe that,” he told Mikkel. 
 
    Mikkel was shaking. “No, Lord. I do not.” 
 
    “So, guess,” the Lord said through gritted teeth. “Is it four dragons? Are you sure? Are you very sure?” 
 
    “The only other possibility—” 
 
    “Think carefully before you speak, Mikkel.” 
 
    Mikkel paused and looked down at the floor. His breath was coming raggedly. He thought as the Lord began to pace. 
 
    At last, Mikkel said, “Each of the dragon kings begat children. That much was recorded. Those children were hidden away across the world as the war consumed everything. It is likely that not all of them were dragon shifters, and the others may not have wanted any further war, so they did not try to rally armies to their cause. But the four lines survived. We can assume one from each line now, at least. If some of the lines were destroyed, would Zean erupt? I do not know.” 
 
    Interesting. At least they were working with sound reasoning now. “So there was one in the royal line of Estala,” the Lord said. 
 
    “Just so.” Mikkel inclined his head. 
 
    “And we are sure that none of the other royal children possess this power?” 
 
    “We cannot be sure, my Lord, no. Prince Luca was a Menti, after all, and we did not know it.” 
 
    “True. We must search for the other lines, then. Do we look to the Gold Council for one?” The Lord frowned. “No. You said there were reports of dragons here. Reports from whom? I have heard nothing from the people.” 
 
    Mikkel seemed to relax somewhat. “There would not be. No normal human would have seen the signs. The ones who found the dragons are….  Lord, they will be powerful allies if you can persuade them to join us.” 
 
    The Lord narrowed his eyes. What was Mikkel getting at? 
 
    “Shall I show them in, Lord?” 
 
    “First, tell me what this is.” 
 
    “My Lord….” Mikkel hesitated. “Have you heard the story of the Ulezi?” 
 
    The Lord frowned. “No.” 
 
    “When dragons and men mated, they made the dragon shifters, yes? Some of the offspring were all dragon, or so it seemed, and some were all human—though, of course, their lines carried the power to create dragon shifters later. The Ulezi are the fourth branch of the offspring between men and dragons.” 
 
    The Lord frowned again. 
 
    “Many died at birth, or near it,” Mikkel continued. “They live in terrible pain, Lord. They are halfway between human and dragon, and no mortal form can bear that. Their human parents left them to die, but some survived. Being in such pain, they have resolved that the dragons must be wiped out, and with them, the dragon shifters, so that no more Ulezi might be made.” 
 
    “And you have brought them here?” the Lord asked. His tone might sound pleasant if not for the ice beneath it. “You have brought them to kill me?” 
 
    “That is why they came,” Mikkel said simply. “It is not why I have brought them to you. Indeed, I began to seek them out when I realised Mount Zean was not erupting. You see, although you may not be the only dragon shifter alive now, I wish you to be the only dragon king. Surely, any other living dragon is a threat to you, yes? And who better to hunt your enemies?” 
 
    There was a pause, and then the Lord began to smile. “You have done well, Mikkel. Show them in, and I will bargain with them.” 
 
    When the Ulezi entered, they were wearing manacles at their wrists. Guards came to dump the weapons the Ulezi had been carrying in front of the Lord, and then hovered between him and the creatures. The guards were clearly terrified of what they saw, but they were willing to fight for their ruler, so the Lord smiled at them each individually to show his thanks. He felt their relief and their worship and sighed with pleasure as it strengthened him. 
 
    Then he stood and made his way to the Ulezi to inspect them. They were, as Mikkel had said, partway between human and dragon. Their skin had an odd sheen to it, and some of it betrayed patches of true scales. Their eyes had the slit pupils of a lizard, their tongues were long, their noses were flat—though he saw a bulge in their faces as if nature had tried to create a snout. With webbing between their fingers and between their arms and their bodies—they wore no sleeves, but instead a sort of cape—it was no wonder they had been cast aside by their parents. They were monstrous. 
 
    “You came to kill me,” the Lord observed. They hissed at him, and he smiled. “I can give you more than me, monsters.” 
 
    “Ulezi,” one of them whispered in that strange hissing tone. 
 
    “You are monsters,” the Lord corrected him. “That is why I call you that. You know it. You wish to rid the world of any possibility that there might be more like you, is that not so? You hate what you are, and yet, it gives you the strength to do what must be done.” 
 
    The Ulezi looked among one another. 
 
    “I am the same,” the Lord told them. “I abhor the chaos that magic brings. I despise the Menti. And yet, here I stand before you, with the very powers you came to kill me for. Yes?” 
 
    The Ulezi hissed again. 
 
    “A fire wielder sits on my throne,” the Lord told them. “He gathers other Menti to his aid. He would have them rule the earth. I cannot allow that, so I must retake my place. I will burn magic out of the mortal lines, do you understand me? And that means the rest of the dragons, too. The ones you have smelled. The ones you have hunted. 
 
    “We will have an accord, you and I: I, a Menti, will cleanse the earth of all other Menti and magic, save you. You, dragonborn, will cleanse the earth of all others, save me. When this is over, I will choose an heir who is not of my blood. There will be no possibility of another dragon on this earth. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    The Ulezi stared at him, flicking their tongues in and out. They looked at one another and came to an agreement, then hissed in response. The Lord understood it instinctively: yes. 
 
    They would try to kill him when this was done; he knew that. But they would be dead first. 
 
    He was going to tell them to kill the other dragons outright. What use did he have for them? Then the human soul inside him protested. The Lord saw a remembered dream: a copper dragon and a wave of lust. That was interesting. Who was this other dragon? What might it mean to have a dragon for a mate? Surely, if anyone was worthy of the Lord…. 
 
    Yes. The Ulezi could serve his purposes without knowing it. 
 
    “Go to Nesra’s Keep,” the Lord told them. “Prince Luca is gathering Menti from all corners of the earth. The dragons may have gone there. Go, find them, and bring them to me. I will kill them and drink their blood, and you will know that there is no further threat on this earth.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Ato 
 
      
 
    His skin was too hot. His mouth was dry. Ato stumbled and fell onto the dusty ground. He would have cried if he had had enough moisture left in him to do so, but even though he felt the pricking in his eyes, he was too parched to shed tears. 
 
    He pushed himself up with the last dregs of his strength. He had to keep moving. He had to be long gone before his family came looking for him. No matter where they looked, no matter how far they went, they must not find him. 
 
    He did not have much time before the sickness would take him. He had been making his way home from the market when he first felt the fever rising in him. He had not felt well for weeks, but this was different. This was worse. 
 
    Everyone knew of the sickness that was ravaging the two nations. The Gold Council had been careful to impose curfews and keep people in place, but everyone knew it took only one person travelling to bring a plague, and that plague must have reached the market near Ato’s town. 
 
    He had left the cart on the side of the road, pulled into a forest clearing where he and his twin sometimes went to escape the heat on the walk home. Aina would find the cart there if she went looking for him, but she would not find him. 
 
    He took in the scene before him. This field had been an olive grove once, but it had long since stopped being tended. All that was left of the trees now were short trunks as dead and dry as driftwood, bleached white by the sun. There were not even shadows for him to lie in. He did not remember this place, but at every turning of the road, he had gone toward the places he knew the least, or away from human settlement. 
 
    Let me die quickly, he prayed. Let the sun bake me and the animals eat my body, and let no one find me and get infected. 
 
    He wished he had been able to explain this to his family, or to Leli, the girl from the village whose father had been bargaining with his over a dowry and a home for them. His chest ached with grief. He was only seventeen. He should be marrying Leli this fall, and have a baby in the cradle by the next year. He had been afraid to leave Aina behind—they had never been so far apart—but this was so much worse than he had dreamed. 
 
    He had never imagined that he might not be able to say goodbye, but he knew he could not risk it. They were too poor to afford medicines, and Aina would insist on trying to care for him. That would put both her and their parents in terrible danger, not to mention Leli, if she visited them, and Ato would not let himself be the cause of that. 
 
    They might spend their lives wondering what had happened to him, but at least they would be alive to do so. 
 
    He had to find somewhere to hide. The sickness was getting worse. It was burning in his gut. Lines of fire seemed to run down every bone in his body, and he could imagine them being as hot as the metal in Teor’s forge. Teor said Ato had a way with fire. He had talked about taking Ato on as an apprentice. That would never happen now. 
 
    It was amazing how quickly a life could fall to nothing. Ato’s eyes stung as he walked onward. He imagined that he could see his breath shimmering white-hot in the air in front of him. His skin felt wrong. 
 
    His mind began to wander as he walked. His grandparents had died many years ago: first his grandmother, and then his grandfather, only a few months later. They had not been a love match when they were married, but they had become one over the years until they could not live without one another anymore. That was what his mother said, anyway. Though many women did not like living in their mother-in-law’s house, Ato’s mother had always gotten along very well with his grandparents. She said they were kind people, and they held to the old ways. 
 
    Ato was not sure what that meant. It was just something grown-ups said, or so he thought. He knew he liked his grandparents, though. His grandfather always held himself like a king—that must be where Ato’s father had learned to do the same—but he was always kind to everyone. He never put on airs, and he doted on his wife and his family every day. 
 
    Ato’s grandmother liked to tell stories. She would tell all the old ones: of the panthers that lived in the brush, of the crocodiles in the rivers, or the spirits that lived among the sand dunes in the south. She taught him about witches, and which herbs would take a fever away, and which herbs would ward off evil spirits. She told him stories from the days before Menti were called Menti, when they were able to learn more powers than they had been born with. Ato and Aina loved her stories. They had followed her around and begged her for more. 
 
    There was one story that she only told them once. They were little, and they were burning up with a fever. Ato remembered how bad the fever had been, and that his mother had been scared—but his grandmother had shaken her head and mixed them some tea and told his mother to go outside and not worry so much. They’re fine, Seea. This is nothing that can harm them. 
 
    When they were alone, she had leaned close to tell them a story they had never heard before and would never hear again. 
 
    “You are descended from kings,” she told them both seriously. Ato had laughed a little, but she did not smile. “It is no joke. Ato, you are named for your many-times-great-grandfather. He was that king.” 
 
    “Who am I named for?” Aina piped up. 
 
    “Your name, your mother chose because it was beautiful,” their grandmother said. “A no less worthy name. You may make your own legacy one day. Perhaps you will be a queen. What d’ you think of that?” 
 
    Aina had giggled. 
 
    “Royal blood runs in your veins,” their grandmother told Ato. “It comes from your father, and your father’s father, all the way back to the other Ato. He was misled as a king, but he was brave and strong, and he fought for his people. Both of you, listen only to wise counsel as you grow older. Perhaps someday you will need to rule, and you will need to protect your people.” 
 
    It was a ridiculous thing to say, because their parents were only farmers in a small village, and surely they had never had any royal blood in their family, ever. But Ato had always remembered that story, and he remembered it now. If he were a king, he would be strong. He would not let himself cry about the plague. He would die with dignity. 
 
    He stumbled and fell to his knees, and behind him he heard a low growl. His blood ran cold, but when he looked around, he did not see any giant cat stalking him, as he had feared. He frowned at the heat shimmering in the air. Across the olive grove, there was a stand of rocks. Perhaps he would find shade there. If not, perhaps he could climb high enough that no one would stumble across his body and be infected. He did not think he was strong enough to climb anymore, but he would try. 
 
    Then he saw the column of smoke. Ato swayed as he knelt, his eyes fixed on it. It was billowing and black, and he could not think what would make so much smoke. How long had he been walking? What was nearby? 
 
    It was only when he pushed himself up that he realised what it must be. It was not a barn or a village close by, but Mount Zean in the distance.  
 
    He vaguely remembered stories about Mount Zean. Maybe his grandmother had told them to him. He could not remember the details anymore, though. 
 
    He thought of Aina searching for him and seeing the smoke. And then, in a flash, he could see her doing just that. She was on the road near their house, not far from the clearing where he had left the cart. Sometimes they could see where the other one was. They never spoke of it, because their mother had told them that would be dangerous. People might think they were Menti. 
 
    Ato stumbled up and away. He hoped she could not see him. He had to get somewhere that she could not find. An abandoned olive grove and a rock formation—she might be able to find that if she asked enough people. He could not stay here. 
 
    Now that he had seen the smoke, he realised that he could almost sense Zean’s rumblings like a low tremor in the earth below him. Zean was like him, Ato thought dreamily. It had fire underneath the skin. It breathed heat into the air, and the flames inside it would run down its flanks like the sweat that ran across his skin—or had, before he began to burn up so badly. 
 
    He tripped, fell, and pushed himself up. I am descended from kings. The pain was getting worse, and despite himself, he was afraid to die. I have royal blood in my veins. He knew his grandmother must have been lying, but she had not seemed as though she was lying when she spoke of it. I am named after a king. 
 
    He could not take one more step. He stopped near the rock outcropping and tipped his head back to look at the sky. He was not ready to die, not yet, but he could feel it happening. It was building inside him until he wanted to scream. There was something inside that seemed like it was not him at all, yet it was him, and it had been waiting forever for him to notice it. 
 
    In a blazing moment of clarity, he saw what was coming, and he threw his head back and spread his arms. 
 
    The dragon reared up over the olive grove. Its scales shimmered silver in the sunshine, and when it roared up into the sky, the flames were a deep azure. 
 
    I am descended from kings. 
 
    Behind him, there was a crack and a boom, and Ato swung his head around to watch as Mount Zean erupted into fire and ash. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Luca swallowed nervously and tried to keep from glancing at the door for the fifth time. Reva should be here by now. After he sent word that morning asking her to come to the council meeting to speak of her experiences, he had been surprised to receive word back telling him that she would attend. Though he saw her sometimes from the balcony, they had not spoken since their first fateful meeting. 
 
    Unbidden, his mind produced an image of her talking and laughing with Sam. She had told Luca that Sam had taught her to use her powers as a dragon, and Luca felt a fierce wave of jealousy. He was not a match for a dragon, so he should be glad to have three of them here. 
 
    He was not. He did not like the way the other boy looked at Reva, or the way she looked at him. It had been many long years since Luca and Reva were betrothed, and Luca knew it was unworthy of him to be jealous. He envied Sam, however. Not only did Sam have more and rarer power than Luca, Sam had none of the responsibilities of kingship. Luca wondered resentfully what Sam would have done about the Gardens of Anios. 
 
    He was dressed finely in a blue doublet that complemented his colouring nicely. He had gone through four doublets before choosing this one, while Brother Axil stood in the corner of the room and did not comment on the process. Luca was grateful for that. He sensed that Brother Axil knew why Luca was so nervous, but there was no teasing. 
 
    If Tania saw him like this, she would tease him, Luca knew. She was used to Luca being Ludo, a noble but hardly one of great consequence, and she did not revere him or his crown as so many others did. He felt a pang. He had not summoned Tania, Nico, and Joss back to see him after sending them away the other night. He had not even explained what had happened. In his heart, he was afraid they would react the same way Reva had when they learned of the Gardens of Anios. 
 
    He could not tell them what he had done. 
 
    He sat up straighter when he heard footsteps in the corridor outside. The door opened and Luca looked over at it eagerly. His sister Serena was the first inside, and she gave him a grave nod. She had been quieter since her return from the city a few days ago, and she came to speak to Luca at once. 
 
    “Brother,” she said, curtsying deeply before the throne. “I wondered if I might have Brother Raphael join today’s council meeting. He has been working with me and Lord Tinian—” 
 
    “I know who Brother Raphael is,” Luca said, nettled. He knew these things. He had been in these meetings. Did they think he could not remember the most basic facts? 
 
    Serena did not say anything, however. She broke off in surprise and closed her mouth, waiting for Luca to speak. 
 
    Luca sighed. “He may attend. Of course.” 
 
    Serena nodded and went to the door, and as she moved away, Luca saw that Reva had come into the room. She was dressed very simply in a brown dress with a copper brooch, but the fabric was rich and the colours made her skin appear warm and healthy once more. Luca could see her as the girl they had called “sun-kissed” when they were young together, only now she was a woman who had grown into her looks. She gave him a nod and a faint smile, and he had the sense that everything might be okay. That she might forgive him. 
 
    She chose a seat at the corner of the room, not at the table, but he waved her forward. 
 
    “Come, sit.” 
 
    “Your Majesty—” 
 
    “Prince Luca,” he corrected her, by habit. He did not like how it sounded when she said “Your Majesty.” It sounded very distant. “I asked you to come today because you have information that will benefit the council. You should sit with us.” 
 
    Reva hesitated only a moment before coming to sit near him. She was trying to be dignified, but Luca could see her nervousness in the way she looked down at the table and did not speak much. Reva had always been in constant motion, quick to speak and even quicker to laugh. It was rare to see her be still. Luca caught her eye and gave her a smile, and his heart turned over when she smiled back. For a moment, it was as if the past few days had not happened. 
 
    He soon realised that Lord Tinian was watching them. The man’s eyes flicked back and forth between Reva and Luca, and there was calculation there. Luca did not know what the lord concluded. Lord Tinian simply smiled thinly and looked away. 
 
    Serena was sitting next to a surprisingly handsome man in the robes of a Brother of the Enlightened. Luca watched as Brother Axil bent his head to murmur to the man for a moment. The two nodded to one another, clearly in accord over what they had discussed, and Brother Axil came to sit. 
 
    All eyes turned to Luca, and he cleared his throat. He wanted Reva to see him being kingly and fair. He gestured to Serena. 
 
    “My lords, as many of you know, Princess Serena has been working with Lord Tinian and Brother Raphael to formulate a response to the plague. Serena’s efforts to secure medicine for the sick have allowed us to begin ending the spread of the plague.” That sounded kingly, he thought. “Serena, you went into the city the other day to visit the plague victims. What did you see?” 
 
    Serena flushed. She seemed embarrassed for some reason, and Brother Raphael reached out for a moment to place his hand over hers. The two smiled at one another, and she seemed to take strength from his smile. But when she spoke, her voice was grave. 
 
    “Your Highness, the plague has struck down many in the city. They are fighting for their lives in crowded hospitals. The matrons and the nurses work tirelessly, but they do not have enough supplies or enough workers. I thought that perhaps some of the young people of the city might be trained to serve in basic roles within the hospitals. It will provide them with jobs that they desperately need to provide for their families. With so many young people and so little work due to the plague, there have been problems with youths getting into trouble. This would fix two problems at once.” 
 
    Luca nodded. This sounded to him like a good solution. 
 
    “Princess Serena,” Lord Tinian said, and his voice was like silk. “We all thank you for your selfless efforts to help the plague victims.” 
 
    Serena nodded to him. She was too well-trained in etiquette to look wary, but Luca could see it in the way she watched the Xanti lord. 
 
    “How do you propose to pay for such employment?” Lord Tinian asked her. “Surely, you must see that Prince Luca’s treasury is already strained.” 
 
    Estala’s treasury. Luca’s lips moved, but silently. People kept speaking of his army and his treasury and his throne, and it always felt wrong. 
 
    Serena gave Luca a pleading look. “There are many concerns at this time, yes, but I think that keeping the city safe from chaos is a good use of funds. With so many parents either sick or dead—” 
 
    “Princess Serena, do you have any idea of the scale of what you are proposing?” Lord Tinian looked at her as though she were a wayward child. “Your heart is in the right place, but the crown simply cannot afford to pay for everyone’s daily bread.” 
 
    Serena swallowed. Her fingers tightened around the edge of the table, and Luca noticed the red flush along her collarbone that indicated her anger stirring. 
 
    “Perhaps the princess Serena could draw up a proposal,” Brother Axil said smoothly. “Brother Raphael is familiar with the number of hospitals in the city. He would know how they are staffed, what supplies they need, and how many patients they serve. With the princess’s knowledge of policy, the two could give you an idea of how much such an endeavour would cost—and what it might gain the crown in terms of money not spent on city jails and property damage in the event of riots.” 
 
    Luca knew he should have suggested that, but his mind had gone entirely blank. He could at least accept the suggestion. 
 
    “Thank you, Brother Axil. Sister, please send a proposal as soon as you have one. I will review it immediately.” He looked at Reva and found her watching him, but he did not know what she was thinking. “Now, we should hear from the Lady Avalon. As many of you know, she was married to General Unna, whose castle was destroyed by my brother, Stefan. Since then, Reva has seen much of Estala, and she has valuable information to share with us all.” 
 
    Reva nodded at Luca, and her pretty brown eyes roamed over the faces of Luca’s councillors. As a child, Luca would never have imagined Reva could be so calm and still, with an expression of serenity across her features. In that moment, it alarmed him to see the self-possessed woman she had become. In comparison, he felt completely inferior and unsure of himself. 
 
    “My lords,” she said respectfully. “Your Highness.” She nodded to Serena. “Brothers.” Two nods, to Brother Axil and Brother Raphael. How fine a queen she would make. She took time to make each person in the room feel as though they had her attention and she was speaking directly to them. “As we heard Princess Serena speak of the plague, I will begin with that. As you may know, our former king preferred to address the plague with….” Her voice trailed off at this. 
 
    “You may speak freely,” Luca told her. 
 
    She swallowed and nodded, though she did not look at him. “The Order of Insight believed that the plague was a punishment from Anios,” she said. “At least, the people believed such a thing, and the Order did nothing to correct that belief. Even in the countryside, the people heard that their king was building temples to Anios, and that this was how he intended to treat the plague.” The serenity of her features morphed into a hardness that he had last seen during their dinner together. She was passionately angry, he realised. “There were groups of people on the road who would simply walk, as pilgrims would, except not to any specific place. They carried whips, and they would beat themselves. The roads were lined with bodies.” 
 
    She took a moment to compose herself before continuing. “They did not know any better. The people needed reassurance. They needed medicine and comfort, but instead they were told that the plague was their own fault. I do not dispute that medicine and doctors are needed. The efforts of the princess, and of Brother Raphael and Lord Tinian”—she had been paying close attention, Luca saw—“are very important. But the people must also be told that this plague is nothing more than a sickness. They must be told that their king and their lords do not hold them responsible for what is happening, and that people are working to help them. They must have hope.” 
 
    Luca felt pride blossoming in his chest. She was rallying the council to her point of view and doing it beautifully. A moment later, however, he felt discontented. Serena gave speeches like this as well, and everyone thought she was very inspiring. Why was he not able to command people’s attention as easily? 
 
    “There is another matter,” Reva said. She was very tense now, and Luca noticed that she did not look at him. 
 
    No. Do not say it. He felt frozen. He wanted her to speak up and challenge Lord Tinian, but at the same time, he was afraid that Lord Tinian would be angry. He had a sense of everything spinning out of control. 
 
    But the door burst open before Reva could speak any further, and a servant came to whisper in Luca’s ear. Luca stood up hastily to go to the window, which the servant obligingly opened. 
 
    He could barely see what they were talking about, but there was clearly a hue and cry on the ships. The servant had brought a spyglass, which Luca brought up to his eye and tried to focus through. The world swam to and fro dizzyingly until he was able to find the right point on the horizon. 
 
    He lowered the spyglass and turned back to the council. “My lords, we have received word that Mount Zean has erupted.” 
 
    Lord Tinian got up hastily and came to look through the spyglass.  
 
    Reva, thrown off her guard, said earnestly, “Is there any danger to Xantos? What does the eruption mean?” 
 
    It was Brother Axil who spoke. “It means the final dragon king has been born.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Reva hurried down the steps and into the sunshine. In the furore that had filled the end of the council meeting, she had slipped away to find Sam and Carlia. The final dragon king has been born, Brother Axil had said. There was Stefan, Reva, Sam, and Carlia. If there was another dragon…. She did not know what this meant, and she certainly did not want to be there if Luca told all of his councillors about her Menti powers.  
 
    She was halfway across the courtyard when she heard his voice calling her name, and her stomach twisted as she realised that she did not want to speak to him yet. She had done as Brother Axil had asked, but it had been even more difficult than she had imagined. It had been hard to watch the way he tensed as she prepared to speak about the Gardens of Anios. She looked over her shoulder as she ran, and managed to tumble straight into a tall woman with dark skin, sending both of them sprawling into the dirt. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Reva gasped. She pushed herself up hurriedly and offered the other woman a hand. It was the woman she had seen going to Luca’s apartments a day or two ago, and she wracked her memory for her name. “Tania?” 
 
    The other woman nodded stiffly. She did not look particularly pleased to see Reva. 
 
    “I really am sorry about running into you,” Reva said honestly. She dropped her head into her hands for a moment. “The truth is, I am—” She broke off, uncertain whether she should say anything about Luca to this woman. A moment later she heard her name again and cast a look over her shoulder. 
 
    Tania seemed to understand the look, if not the reasons behind it. “This way,” she said, and she helped Reva slip into the nearby stables. “Careful. Keep your skirts up and watch your step.” 
 
    Reva laughed. She had spent the past few months on the run in increasingly ragged clothes, including some smeared with the contents of pigsties. She mentioned this and won a smile in response. 
 
    “I suppose I should have guessed, given how you showed up.” Tania had a smile that made Reva relax somewhat. After the initial shock of the collision, Tania seemed much friendlier now. “What happened to you? Or, since I suppose you told me—why did it happen?” 
 
    The question was frank and not at all polite, but for some reason that helped Reva relax. “I was captured by the Sisters,” she explained. “Luca’s father set up slave camps for the Menti. They made us wear iron shackles and grow crops to sell. They were trying to work us to death.” She remembered Sister Valeria’s eyes and shuddered. “And hurt us. They wanted us to hurt us.” 
 
    “No.” Tania gave her a wide-eyed look. “Really? Ludo—Luca—said his father waged war against the Menti, but I never thought he did anything like that. Luca called himself Ludovico when he first came to the Menti camp,” she explained when Reva frowned at the name. “I still think of him as Ludo, a nobleman’s son. Seeing him here is strange.” Her chin lowered, and Reva thought she saw a shadow of sadness cross the woman’s face. 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Reva said. “When I first arrived at Nesra’s Keep, when I was a child, they made a big show of betrothing me to Luca. We were very young, so we did not understand the consequences of the betrothal, but he was such a gentle boy. He was very sickly. Seeing him now as someone who came with an army and fought his way to take the throne is…strange.” And seeing what he has done with his power is terrible. But she did not say that last part. “He has changed,” she added lamely. 
 
    “Mmm.” Tania gave her a piercing look. “So, where were you going?” 
 
    “I wanted to find Sam and Carlia,” Reva explained. “The two who travelled with me.” 
 
    “They are with us at the ambassadors’ wing,” Tania told her. “The other Menti, I mean.” 
 
    “Luca mentioned that you were all Menti.” 
 
    “I hope he has a plan for that,” Tania said frankly. “We are hidden away, but whispers must be all over the palace now, and I would rather not have someone try to kill us all. Luca should just come out and say he’s Menti, too. Come on, this way. You can get through from the stables. It is just a servants’ corridor, but that’s always a better way to get around if you know how.” 
 
    Reva followed her gratefully. She had never known things like this. She and Luca were not the type to go sneaking off or making mischief. She tried to think of something to say to Tania, but could not think of anything. 
 
    “Do you know anything about Josef?” Tania asked Reva as they made their way through a dark, narrow corridor. 
 
    “No. Is he a lord?” Then Reva remembered something. “Oh, the mage.” 
 
    “Does he call himself that?” Tania sounded disgusted. 
 
    “What does it mean? Is a mage not a Menti?” 
 
    “In a way.” Tania shrugged. “You don’t know much about Menti, then?” 
 
    Reva shook her head. “My parents died before I knew they were Menti. They did not tell me anything like that. And most of the Menti who were slaves were the only ones in their village. We would not know anything about—” 
 
    “It’s not really a Menti thing, I suppose,” Tania interrupted. “Just a magic thing. And Luca’s father tried to stamp all of that out. Menti are born with their powers. Mages say they can use powers they were not born with. They use rituals and symbols and some…I don’t know what you would call them. Objects that make the spells work. Like gems and claws. Sometimes blood.” She shuddered at the last part. 
 
    “Does that work?” Reva asked. 
 
    “No one knows for certain. I don’t think so, but I s’pose I don’t know.” Tania shrugged and led Reva out of the corridor into the bright sunshine. “What’s everyone yelling about, do you know? All the guards were in a hubbub. That’s why I was out in the courtyard, to see what was going on.” 
 
    “Mount Zean has erupted,” Reva explained. “Which is why I came to find Sam and Carlia. See, people are saying that—”  
 
    Again, she broke off, not certain what to say. 
 
    “Dragons,” Tania said with another grin. Then her eyes got wide. “Is that what their powers are? They would not say.” She whistled. “Dragons. We could use dragons. Luca’s brother is one, you know.” 
 
    “So am I,” Reva said with a grin. 
 
    She expected Tania to smile, but to her surprise, Tania seemed to grow sad. She forced a smile. “Oh,” she said simply. 
 
    “Reva!”  
 
    Carlia came hurrying across the courtyard with Sam following her. She was dressed in a fine gown that was properly fitted to her. It was a deep, rich green that set off Carlia’s hair. She looked beautiful, Reva thought, though the effect was somewhat ruined due to the fact that Carlia was clearly unused to court gowns. She had hiked the skirts up almost to her knees so that she would not get dust on the hem. 
 
    “You do not need to be so cautious, you know,” Reva told her. There was a mischievous smile on her lips. “The dress can always be cleaned.” 
 
    “I have been living in a cave for so long that I have forgotten these things. I do hope you are right, Reva,” Carlia said. “I certainly do not know how to, and Mama would have a fit if….”  
 
    She trailed off, and Reva’s stomach dropped to her knees. She rushed over to her friend and hugged her tightly. As she held Carlia, she met Sam’s eyes over Carlia’s shoulder and saw a similar shadow in his eyes. 
 
    “I am glad to see you are well,” he said. “We were worried about you. What has been happening? They told us they brought our messages to you, but we never heard back.” 
 
    “It is a long story,” Reva said awkwardly. She had not thought of what she would say about the past few days when she saw Sam and Carlia, so she said only, “It seems the business of a kingdom is more complicated than I would have believed. Everything is a long discussion and an argument.” 
 
    “What is there to argue about?” Tania broke in. “Stefan is a bad ruler, and the plague is also bad. He should be found and killed, and the plague victims should be given medicine.” 
 
    “On all of that, you and I are agreed,” Reva said. “In fact, any rational person would agree. But the council is not made up of rational people.” 
 
    “And Luca is trying to make them all happy?” Tania guessed. When Reva nodded, the Xanti girl snorted. “He needs to speak his mind and make them listen. This is not the Gold Council. He is the king.” 
 
    He was not the king, and his council had several members of the Gold Council on it, but Sam drew Reva away before she could point out these facts. 
 
    “Do not get too involved,” he told her bluntly. 
 
    “Why not?” Reva crossed her arms. Though Sam had told her that he did not want to emulate his father, he was certainly beginning to act like Aron. 
 
    “I do not trust anyone here,” Sam told her, then looked around. “Geraldo has the right idea. He knows that the Menti need to band together and get ready for the war that is coming. Everyone else, though, like your King Luca—” 
 
    “Prince Luca. He is not crowned yet.” 
 
    “Reva, it does not matter.” Sam shook his head. “He sits on a throne and makes decisions for everyone. It does not matter what anyone calls him, and anyway, you do not trust him either. I can tell.” 
 
    “Oh, you can tell?” Reva felt her temper rise. “You know all about me and Luca, then?” 
 
    “I know you came to find us today,” Sam said. “I know you came in through a secret passageway with Tania like you were sneaking around. I know that if everything was going well, you would have sent me and Carlia word even if you did not get our messages. Something is wrong. What is it?” 
 
    Reva knew what Sam would say if she told him about Luca. He would tell her to leave Nesra’s Keep, and she did not want to hear that. She knew it was not the solution, but she also knew that she would be deeply tempted to do so. She did not like council meetings, with Lord Tinian saying things that sounded nice but were actually sly and accusing. She did not like Luca, either, when he was so afraid about people being offended that he would not do the right thing. 
 
    So she said, “Mount Zean has erupted. Brother Axil says that means the final dragon king has been born.” 
 
    Sam frowned. He leaned forward to whisper, and even with that he kept his voice so low that Reva could hardly hear it. “But there were already four of us.” 
 
    “You and Carlia have scales of the same colour,” Reva pointed out. “In the myths, all four dragons had different scales and different flames. What if it was the four bloodlines?” She shrugged. “Or what if it means nothing, and it is only a myth?” 
 
    “It is not a myth,” Sam said at once. “But it is not good news, either. Reva, the dragon kings tore apart the world with their fighting. If all four lines have come back, what might happen this time?” 
 
    “Anything might happen,” Reva said. She wanted to stamp her foot. “Nothing is set in stone. The dragon kings were misled by a witch. If we band together, if we do not fight each other, but instead only fight to preserve peace, things will be different this time.” She paused. “Our families have set aside our differences. We are putting the past behind us. Are we not?” 
 
    Sam’s guarded eyes made him seem doubtful, and Reva sighed. She had come here with such a clear goal: to make Luca shut down the Gardens of Anios. To ensure that Karine and Lottie and Rohesa would be safe. And yet, here she was, arguing about mythology. 
 
    “I am sorry,” she said. “Myths do not seem very powerful anymore, once you have realised you are a part of them. I am not a dragon king, Sam, and neither are you. We are simply ourselves. Please, I do not want to talk about this. I wanted your help.” 
 
    “About what?” Sam frowned. 
 
    “Yes, about what?” A man with intense eyes and greying hair had drawn close to them while Reva was talking. When she whirled around to look at him, he gave her a mocking smile. “You should take more care to know your surroundings, my lady.” 
 
    “Geraldo.” To Reva’s surprise, Tania said the man’s name like a warning. “She arrived here in rags just the other day. She was starving. Don’t mock her for the dress she’s wearing.” 
 
    Geraldo turned his steely gaze to Tanis. “She’s the one Luca’s spending all his time with, isn’t she? When he should be building a Menti army instead.” 
 
    Tania was opening her mouth to argue when Luca’s voice said, “I know what you think I should do, Geraldo.” 
 
    Reva turned along with the rest of the Menti to see Luca standing nearby, with a man in black robes at his shoulder. The man regarded them all with a secret smile that said he was better than they were, and Reva immediately knew that this was Josef. Even though she felt guilty for judging him so quickly, she disliked him on sight. 
 
    Luca and Geraldo stared at one another for a long moment, and Reva felt the need to diffuse the tension. She walked between them to distract Luca from Geraldo. 
 
    “May I speak with you?” she asked him. 
 
    He glanced at the mage first, but obligingly gave her his arm so they could stroll a few feet away. 
 
    “I want to search for one of my friends,” Reva said. “I know it is unlikely that she is here in the city, but I was separated from her and the others after we escaped from the Gardens of Anios. I am afraid for her. I want to know she will be safe.” 
 
    Luca swallowed when she mentioned the Gardens of Anios, but he seemed relieved that she was not pressing the issue of shutting them down. 
 
    “I can provide a guard,” he suggested. 
 
    “That is not necessary.” Reva smiled. “I will go with Sam and Carlia. We will search only for the afternoon. I do not want you to be worried.” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Please,” Reva whispered. “Luca, you have no idea what they have suffered. If they are here in the city, they are in danger. They are in danger everywhere they go while the Order of Insight has so much power.”  
 
    You could make a proclamation telling people that Menti are no longer considered enemies of Estala. 
 
    She was not brave enough to argue with him, though. Not yet. She could not bear to listen to another self-serving monologue about why he could not do the right thing. When he nodded reluctantly, she stepped back almost at once rather than speak with him any further. 
 
    “We will go now, then,” she said, and she beckoned to Sam and Carlia and left the courtyard without looking at anyone else. 
 
    She could feel the mage’s eyes on her back as she walked away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Luca watched Reva walk away from him in frustration. Lord Tinian and Brother Axil had been arguing about the cause of the eruption, and when Luca had finally given up trying to make them stop, Reva had left. 
 
    He had wanted to speak to her about the Gardens of Anios, but he was afraid of what she would say. If she spoke of the Gardens here, in front of Geraldo and the other Menti, Luca knew what they would think of him for keeping other Menti as…. 
 
    Slaves. He swallowed as he thought the word. He did not like to think about it that way, but Brother Axil was right. Luca was not allowing the Menti to leave the Gardens, and he had not arranged for them to be paid. They were slaves.  
 
    He cast a look at the harbour, where the Xanti ships were spread out away from the docks. Luca did not have any training in naval warfare, but it was easy to see how those ships could become a blockade. 
 
    He wondered what Serena would do, and then felt a wave of anger, both at himself and at her. Serena was behaving as though she were the queen, coming up with policies and making speeches in the city. She should not be doing that, and Luca should be coming up with his own strategies of dealing with Lord Tinian. 
 
    He just did not know how. 
 
    “So, Prince Luca.” Geraldo gave Luca an unfriendly look. “You have been absent for many days. Do you no longer train to defeat your brother?” 
 
    “He trains with me,” Josef said smoothly. “Under my tutelage, his powers are stronger than they have ever been.” 
 
    Geraldo gave a bark of laughter. “That’s hardly an accomplishment. His powers were never very strong. He has never wanted to train before now. He was lazy, and lazy boys do not defeat dragons.” 
 
    “Geraldo.” Tania sighed. 
 
    “What?” Geraldo said. “You know what we face. Do you want to go into this battle with a king who can use his powers, or a lazy boy who burns down tents because he can’t control his fire? Now that Luca is on the throne, we need to be building a proper army of Menti.” 
 
    “We do not need an army,” Josef said. He smiled at all of them. “We need only Prince Luca. He will defeat his brother alone, in single combat. I have seen it. The rest of you are…unnecessary.” He shrugged. 
 
    Luca swallowed. He had never considered facing Stefan without the aid of his fellow Menti. “I think Geraldo is right,” he told Josef. “We need more Menti than just me if we are going to face a dragon. Joss can use wind to make it difficult for Stefan to fly, or he could redirect the dragon fire. Tania works with water. Her powers are very well-suited to fighting a dragon.” 
 
    The others smiled at him, and for a moment, Luca felt like a good leader. His father had always said that a good leader surrounded himself with people of great talent. 
 
    But Josef smirked. “You are to be king. You may bring whomever you wish to the battle if it pleases you. But they are not needed. You will defeat Stefan alone. We should train, Prince Luca.” He turned and walked away without another word, seemingly expecting Luca to follow him. 
 
    Luca regarded the other Menti. “I will persuade him to let us fight together.” 
 
    “Are you a king, or aren’t you?” Geraldo crossed his arms. “You tell him, you don’t persuade him. He’s a nobody, Luca.” 
 
    The others were nodding, and Luca flared up at that. They had no idea how hard it was to rule. It was not them dealing with the council meetings and the heated discussions. The situation was more complex than merely ordering things to be done his own way. There was the issue of the treasury, and the army. If Luca chose the wrong path, he could beggar Estala, and Stefan would take the throne again.  
 
    He gave them all a hard look and turned to hurry after Josef. In his chambers, he found Josef already kneeling on the floor, drawing new runes in different colours of chalk. 
 
    “Why are you using different colours?” Luca asked him. 
 
    Josef looked up at him with a smile. “You are observant, Prince Luca. It will serve you well as a king. I am changing the runes because I have noticed some weaknesses in your talent. These runes will strengthen you there.” 
 
    Worry stabbed at Luca. “You said I was strong enough to defeat Stefan in single combat.” 
 
    “You will be,” Josef told him. “With these runes, and with your whole focus, you will be strong enough. You must not waver, however. You must not allow the talk of others to sap you of your strength. Think: where did you first hear the idea that a fire wielder could not defeat a dragon?” 
 
    Luca blinked. To him, the idea was so basic that he had never questioned it. A dragon had scales and sharp teeth. It could fly. It breathed fire hotter than a forge. Before Josef arrived, he had never considered that he might defeat Stefan in single combat. 
 
    Still, he remembered Stefan’s taunts. “Stefan told me that fire wielders were common, worth less than a copper coin, but a dragon was gold.” 
 
    “Ah, your enemy seeks to weaken your resolve.” Josef stood with a shake of his head. “That Menti should believe such falsehoods about themselves and each other. The world has lost so much knowledge.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Luca perched on a chair. He removed his circlet and rubbed absently at his hair. 
 
    “Menti believe their powers are given to them at birth, but it is not so. They have simply, by accident, found the trick of a certain type of magic. In truth, anyone can master any kind of magic with enough study.” 
 
    “Is that true?” Luca frowned. 
 
    “Of course it is true.” Josef gave him a sharp-eyed look. “Your father was very short-sighted to try to eradicate magic from this country, Prince Luca. Forgive me for saying it, but he crippled Estala. The kingdom could have been far greater with the Menti as its allies. Still, your father raised you, and for that, we must all be grateful. You will save us.” 
 
    Luca could hardly pay attention to the part about his father. He was frowning. “You have seen people master new kinds of magic?” 
 
    “I have seen things you cannot dream of,” Josef said. His smile was sleek and confident. “I had a chance to study such skills myself, you know. I could have learned to heal or shapeshift. Instead, I had a vision that I must come to Reyalon to teach a great king. So I left the sanctuary where I trained and came to find you.” 
 
    “You had a vision about me?” Luca did not know what to think of that. What if he failed to become the great king Josef had come here for? Then again, what if he really could be a great king? 
 
    “I did. I saw it all.” Josef gestured to the runes on the floor. “Come, Prince Luca. You must practice. You will triumph only if we can find the proper arrangement of the runes. Stand in the circle.” 
 
    Luca stepped carefully over the runes on the floor. He always thought he should feel different inside the circle, but he never did. He wondered how the runes worked but was afraid to ask. He knew Josef would say that was less important than training. 
 
    His powers truly had grown stronger since he had begun training with Josef. He could see that much was true. He held his hands apart and created a ball of flame in each. With a laugh, Luca tossed them up and began to juggle them. 
 
    Once, when he was young and recovering from a bout of sickness, Brother Axil had taught him how to juggle. It had distracted Luca from his illness, and he had tried to teach Reva to juggle later, when she first arrived at the keep. She was terrible at it, but she gave it her whole focus. They had spent many happy afternoons in the shadowy walkways of the gardens, chasing after runaway sets of juggling balls. 
 
    Luca caught sight of Josef’s face. The man did not look entirely pleased. He did not think this was fun, Luca realised. He only wanted Luca to be serious. Luca felt bad to be wasting the man’s time. He wanted to be the great king Josef believed he was, and he wanted to be a strong enough Menti to defeat Stefan. 
 
    He merged the two balls of flame and set them to spinning in front of him. Sometimes, when he spun the ball very fast, little jets of flame would burst from the top and bottom of the axis along which the ball spun. Luca liked this, though he had no idea how to make it into a useful weapon. 
 
    “Today,” Josef told him, “try making a string.” 
 
    Luca concentrated on the fire. He kept it spinning the way he had seen women with spindles and wool, and he pinched his fingers on the top of the ball and drew the flame upwards. The thin length of it was rigid as he extended it farther and farther. At last, the ball of flame was exhausted and he had a long column. 
 
    But it was not string, it was a rod. Luca frowned. In his efforts to keep the fire going, he was holding on to it very rigidly. He was afraid that if he did not, the fire would sputter out. He breathed in and out slowly and tried to release the tension inside himself. What was the worst that would happen if he did not manage this? 
 
    He would have to try again, that was all. 
 
    He pulled at different parts of the fire rod, and it began to bend. It was fizzing madly, trying to find fuel in the air, and he was beginning to grow tired. Just before the fire would have sputtered out completely, Luca managed to get the end of the rod to flick through the air like a whip. 
 
    He was panting as he looked to Josef for a response. “That was good, no?” 
 
    “You are learning quickly.” Josef sounded pleased. He brought a cup of wine to Luca. “Drink. Replenish your strength, then you can try again.” 
 
    Luca took a sip of the wine reluctantly. He wanted a plain cup of water, especially after working with flames. He was so hot in the face that he could imagine himself back in the Shadow Valley, digging latrines under the hot midday sun. When he drank wine, his head became fuzzy and he did not feel as if his control over the fire was as good. He drank the wine, though, because he knew Josef would think he was behaving like a commoner otherwise. 
 
    “Tell me about the council meeting,” Josef said as Luca drank. The mage was adding new symbols on the floor. “How was Brother Axil?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Luca frowned at him. He could feel the wine tugging at his balance. He set the cup down without taking the last few sips and hoped Josef would not notice. 
 
    Josef hesitated. Finally he said in a regretful tone, “I have noticed that sometimes Brother Axil treats you as though you are a child, and he is your teacher.” 
 
    “He was my governor.” Luca smiled. “He taught me everything. He brought me to the Shadow Valley when I was first coming into my Menti powers. He still teaches me a lot.” The wine he had drunk had given him a pleasant feeling toward the whole world, Brother Axil included. “I am glad he is on the council, even if he does not get along with Lord Tinian.” 
 
    “Oh?” Josef looked up briefly. 
 
    “Lord Tinian serves Xanti interests,” Luca explained. “He is also very concerned with money. When Serena made a recommendation to help the plague victims, Lord Tinian said it would cost too much. Brother Axil was the one who intervened. I am glad he did, but I think he would always oppose Lord Tinian.” 
 
    “That does not sound like wise counsel,” Josef observed. “And why should he intervene? He knows you sit in the king’s chair. He should have let you handle it.” 
 
    “He made a good suggestion,” Luca protested. He was not sure what to think anymore. Had Brother Axil done something wrong? 
 
    “He should have let you handle it,” Josef said again. He sounded very sure of himself. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. “Prince Luca.” It was one of the guards. “Lord Feryn wishes to see you about the army. Should I let him in?” 
 
    Josef gestured to the runes. “You have not practiced very long, Prince Luca. You need to continue to train, else your powers will not be strong enough by the time you face your brother.” 
 
    Luca hesitated. He knew he should speak to Lord Feryn. It was what a king would do. The army must be prepared. On the other hand, if he honed his powers to the point that he could fight Stefan alone, the army would never need to fight at all. 
 
    “I will speak to Lord Feryn later,” he called. “I will send for him.” 
 
    He stepped back into the circle of runes and summoned another ball of flame. This time, he told himself, he would not give up until the flame was a string he could coil and knot. He would not give up until he had made his powers do what he wanted them to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    Serena walked along the side street with her skirts swirling around her. Her hair was plaited and pinned so it would stay put while she worked at the hospital, and she resisted the urge to pat at it. She had chosen another plain gown, though she had spent an excessive amount of time lingering in front of the mirror after doing so. 
 
    She knew the reason she had done these things, and it made her feel like a fool. She had disliked Brother Raphael since he asked if she thought herself to be more important than her subjects, and she still felt a hot flush of anger whenever she thought about his question. Not only that, he had exposed her identity when she was working in the hospital. She might have been in danger because of that, and she knew that Luca’s other advisors would be whispering to him about the fact that she had done it. 
 
    At the same time, the way Brother Raphael spoke of his duty filled Serena with purpose. When the plague had first come to Estala, she had been eager to find solutions for it. When she was younger, she had loved speaking with her father about political problems and coming up with solutions. He had tolerated the behaviour because she was young and he was, at the time, an indulgent father. She had loved the puzzle of it all, finding ways to solve multiple problems at once—as she had suggested when she wanted to train the youths of Reyalon in nursing. 
 
    Later, her father had decided that she should no longer speak about such things, but the love of doing so was already deeply ingrained in her. Serena had kept reading about political matters and had made it a habit to know what problems her father was facing. She had never lost the hope that one day he would see her as a good resource—or an heir. 
 
    In her fight to make him see her as more than a political bargaining chip, someone to be married off, Serena had begun to take great pride in her cleverness and her knowledge. The solutions had been about showing her father that she was worthy, not about solving the problems themselves. 
 
    Brother Raphael had changed all of that. While other priests tried to put themselves forward for leadership of regional orders or positions at court, Brother Raphael’s sole focus was the people he helped. It was why he pursued his skills and his knowledge. It was why he argued for the solution he backed: not that it was clever or that it would make people take notice of him, but because it would help others. 
 
    Today, she had noticed him looking over at her more often. More than once, she had found him staring, and despite herself, she had blushed. 
 
    “You seem upset,” he said now, surprising her. 
 
    Serena wanted to kick herself. Like a giggly handmaiden, she had thought for a moment that he might comment on her appearance. But of course he would never do such a thing. He was a Brother of the Enlightened, after all. It took her a moment to martial her thoughts and remember what she had been frowning about. 
 
    “I did not like how the Council meeting went,” she said honestly. 
 
    There was a long pause while they turned a corner and stood aside to let a ragtag group of children pass by, running and shrieking. Serena hoped that the children were only out playing between the houses, but she feared that they were orphaned. Perhaps their parents were gone. She stared after them, noting their too-thin frames and the ragged clothes they wore. 
 
    “I did not like it, either,” Raphael admitted finally. 
 
    Serena looked over at him in surprise. 
 
    “I could respect it if Lord Tinian had made a different suggestion for stopping the spread of the plague,” Raphael said. “I would then believe that his primary interest was in restoring the people to health and safety. Instead, he only offered a problem. Our solution—your solution, Your Highness—was wise. If the money in the treasury is not used for the people, then what is it useful for?” 
 
    Serena gave him a small smile. 
 
    “What amuses you?” Brother Raphael frowned, confused. 
 
    She took a breath and considered how to explain her thoughts. They had stopped walking and were now standing alongside a major thoroughfare. It should be lined with carts of fruit and vegetables, nearly deafening from the noise of all the vendors hawking their wares, but the carts were scarce, and some even stood abandoned and bare. 
 
    “I was frustrated by the meeting,” Serena explained. “But the way Tinian spoke was only to be expected.” 
 
    Brother Raphael’s frown deepened. “Is that how things are normally done in council meetings?” 
 
    “Yes,” Serena said honestly. “Except in Stefan’s meetings, and that is only because he would tolerate no dissent at all. It is the duty of the council to put forth differing opinions so that the king may see the different sides of an issue. My father told me that once.” 
 
    “Did you sit on his council meetings?” Raphael asked her curiously. 
 
    “No.” Serena lifted her chin slightly. Despite all the years that had passed, as well as the knowledge that her father’s beliefs had had little to do with her, his choices still stung. “My father used to speak with me about the business of the realm, but when I became old enough to be married, he stopped. He wanted me to buy him an alliance, not offer opinions.” Her voice was bitter. 
 
    “Your father robbed himself of a good advisor,” Brother Raphael said. He met Serena’s eyes, and his lips curved slightly. “You are kind and intelligent. You do not rest until you have found a good solution to your problems. A king should surround himself with such people. A king would be lucky to have a wife—” He broke off and cleared his throat. “No matter. How do you know about council meetings, then?” 
 
    Serena smiled. His words had warmed her more than she wanted to admit. “It is how everything at court is. Everyone fights for position all the time. People want to be considered for important posts—generals, advisors, that sort of thing. On the council, they fight to get closer to the king so they can influence him. They think that if he likes their advice, he will give them advantages like good marriages for their children, or estates that will make them money. One can put forward good ideas, of course, but it is equally effective to make others’ ideas seem not as good.” 
 
    “This is how the business of the realm is done?” Brother Raphael looked horrified. 
 
    “I…yes.” Serena had never thought to question it. “Is it not the same in the priesthood, or on village councils? I thought people were always jockeying for position.” 
 
    The Brother did not smile. “There are lives in the balance,” he said fiercely. “And you tell me you expected that Lord Tinian would argue with your ideas for no more reason than that he wants your brother’s favour?” 
 
    Serena bit her lip. Again, Brother Raphael was showing her that many things she had accepted were not as benign as she had thought. 
 
    “Tinian has other motives than that,” she said. It sounded as if she were defending him, so she added, “I do not agree with those motives, mind you, but it is not simply Luca’s favour. Not in the normal way. He wants Luca to do what is best for Xantos. They spent a lot of money giving Luca an army to come here and take the throne from Stefan. What Tinian wants is to be repaid.” 
 
    Brother Raphael said nothing, but his eyes were burning. He clearly did not approve of this. Serena nodded for them to begin walking again. She had considered touching his arm, as she would have with anyone else, but it seemed too intimate a gesture to make with him. 
 
    “What I need to do is find a way to make Tinian leave,” she said bluntly. “What he wants is for Xantos to be repaid, but the longer he stays here and is on Luca’s council, he will find more and more issues to concern himself with. If I were able to convince him that the debt would be repaid and Estala would be a good ally to Xantos, he might leave and Luca could rule again.” 
 
    “Can your brother not rule?” Brother Raphael asked. “Has he made some agreement that he should cede his place to Tinian?” He sounded bitter. “He should not have, if so. His duty is to his people and no one else.” 
 
    “He has not done so. That I know of, anyway. But he is easily swayed by Lord Tinian while the Xanti ships are in the harbour,” Serena explained. “He will make a decision, and then he will reverse it. He is worried that if he does not do as Tinian wants, Tinian will replace him. What is most frustrating is that I do not even think he wants to be king.” She shook her head. “He has a good sense of right and wrong. He was always a kind boy. But now he is too easily swayed. He is not a leader yet.” 
 
    Brother Raphael looked over at her wordlessly, and Serena felt a pang of guilt—and one of fear. 
 
    “I do not mean that I do not support him,” she added hastily. “I do. He is my king, and I am loyal to the throne.” 
 
    “Why are you so afraid?” Raphael asked her finally. 
 
    Serena swallowed. She twisted her hands together, and they were suddenly clammy. “I see what has to be done,” she said finally. “We could train so many youths to nurse the sick. The young people would learn a new trade while the sick would be cared for. I want to fix things, Raphael. But to be on the council is to draw closer to power, and power is danger at court. If someone convinces Luca that I am working against him, I could be executed. I could be married off and sent away from court and never have the chance to do any of this again.” Her voice had risen without her meaning it to, and she realised to her horror that there were tears in her eyes. “I am afraid that if I do too much or put my ideas forward too often, all of this will be taken away.” 
 
    Brother Raphael bent his head to smile at her. 
 
    “Do not worry about that,” he told her. The simplicity of the sentiment would have been ridiculous had it not been for the fact that he was completely self-assured. “What the other lords on the council do is not within your control. In the meantime, you must do what you know is right. If there is a solution, you must offer it up. You must work to make it a reality. To do otherwise would be a disservice to your people.” 
 
    Serena stared up at him. How did he make everything seem so simple when he spoke? 
 
    “You are right,” she said finally. “Not to speak up when I know a solution is cowardice. I will not be a coward. I will do what is right. Thank you.” 
 
    Again, he smiled in a way that made her face heat and her stomach flip over. “You would not have stayed silent even without my advice,” he said with a conspiratorial sort of smile. “Cowardice is not in your nature, Your Highness.” 
 
    She was smiling back, trying to think of something to say, when they heard a scream and turned their heads sharply. The sound was coming from a back alleyway. 
 
    “Stay here,” Brother Raphael told her. 
 
    Serena shook her head fiercely. She was not going to let whatever was happening continue. With a brief mutter of annoyance that she had snuck away from the palace without Jonah, she picked up her skirts and ran in the direction of the screaming, Brother Raphael leading the way. 
 
    When they rounded the corner, Serena’s mouth dropped open. It was like something out of a nightmare, and in the centre of the nightmare…. 
 
    Reva was fighting with every ounce of strength in her body. She lashed out with her hands and feet and screamed for help. There were bloody marks on her skin and tears in her dress, and her companion—Carlia, if Serena remembered correctly—was lying on the ground senseless, blood seeping from a wound in her temple. A metal lash with hooks was wrapped around Reva’s wrist, and Serena could see those hooks biting into Reva’s skin. 
 
    What Serena could not take her eyes from was the beast Reva was fighting. It was no normal thug, not a slave trader or a rapist, or even a drunkard who did not know where he was and was lashing out at everyone around him. It was a monster, halfway between a human and a snake. 
 
    Serena clapped a hand over her mouth, trying not to scream. At her side, Raphael yelled and rushed to Reva’s aid. He was not armed, and Serena could not imagine the Brother had any training in how to fight. But he charged the monster regardless, a battle cry on his lips, one fist coming up to strike. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    While she was in the courtyard with Luca, all Reva could think about was getting away from the court and into the city. Although she had been in danger in the countryside, she had not missed Nesra’s Keep, where she was being watched all the time. Between the crush of people and the ever-present guards and servants, no one at court was ever alone. 
 
    Reva, who had grown up with servants and guards, had not noticed that sort of presence when she was first at Nesra’s Keep. Now she found it suffocating, and she worried that the guards Luca sent with her would report back what she had said. She had wanted to be able to speak openly with Carlia and Sam, so she had declined Luca’s offer of guards and made her way out the front gates before he could think better of it and call her back. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Sam asked as they strode through the streets. 
 
    “I do not know,” Reva shot back. “The hospitals, maybe. Or the inns. Cheap ones, but not in too bad a part of town. They are intelligent women. I have confidence they will choose somewhere safe.” 
 
    “If they were in Reyalon, they would send a message to Nesra’s Keep,” Sam said bluntly. “They are not here, Reva.” 
 
    Reva shook her head. “News of my return to court may not have spread. But they knew my connection to Luca, and they might come here to find me.” But that thought sounded weak even to her own ears. What if they thought she was going to the Menti training camp in Xantos? They would go all that way, and instead of a camp, they would find that Mount Zean had erupted and the valley was empty. 
 
    No, surely they would not get even that far. If Mount Zean had erupted, no caravan would take them to the Shadow Valley. Reva chewed her lip. 
 
    “You just wanted to get away from the keep,” Sam told Reva. “You do not like being there anymore.” 
 
    Reva crossed her arms. She did not want to agree with him, because she knew he would tell her to leave. At the same time, he was right. 
 
    “I have to stay,” she said, jumping to the end of the discussion. “I have to do what I can to help Luca become a good king.” 
 
    Sam’s face darkened at once. “Oh? Anything you can do? What if he commands you to marry him?” 
 
    “That is not what I meant,” Reva said, exasperated. “And at any rate, he would never do that.” 
 
    “But he could,” Sam pointed out. 
 
    “We should be searching for Reva’s friends,” Carlia said sternly. For once, Reva saw the girl she had first met, self-possessed and clear-eyed. “Perhaps they are not here, but perhaps they are. If they are, they are in danger the same as anyone like them would be.” She carefully avoided saying the word Menti. 
 
    Sam crossed his arms. “No, we should think about what we are doing here before we find anyone else and bring them back to that place. It is not safe there.” 
 
    “It is not safe anywhere,” Reva responded. 
 
    “Except the cave,” Sam told her. 
 
    Reva felt fury rise up inside her. Sam had sworn not to repeat his father’s mistakes, but now he was doing the same thing. 
 
    “I am not going back,” she spat at him. “You can if you like, but you should know that if you do, you will be depriving the world of your help. Luca will face down a dragon, Sam. Stefan is a dragon shifter. We need everyone we can gather in order to fight him. You know how he was. You heard the stories. He would kill every Menti he found. He wanted me killed simply for having married a Menti, even though I did not know I had. He drank people’s blood.” She had not believed those stories at first, but the more she heard about Stefan, the more she believed them now. “He is evil, and we cannot allow him to win.” 
 
    “Luca has all the Menti in the castle to help him,” Sam argued. 
 
    “You are being stubborn because you do not like him. You know that all those Menti are not as useful as three dragons.” Reva lowered her voice to a furious whisper. “You know that. And you know that everyone needs friends to tell them the truth and help them do the right thing. Luca is no different. He has many lords all trying to advance their own interests, and Lord Tinian with a whole army in the city that is not Estalan. Luca has a difficult job to do right now. If I can help, if any of us can help, then we should.” 
 
    Sam stared at her for a long moment. “He has already disappointed you,” he guessed. “I see it written clearly on your face. What bad decision has he made to anger you so?” 
 
    “Can you say you would do differently in his place?” Reva knew it was a weak defence, but she was fed up with Sam’s negativity. “Hiding in a cave is not the solution to every problem. Sometimes people need to stay where they are and play the hand life has dealt them.” 
 
    “Fine,” Sam said savagely. “I will search this hospital here. You search the others nearby. If your friends are here, tell them what has been happening and see if they think Luca is worth following.” 
 
    He stalked off, and Reva and Carlia stared after him uncertainly. 
 
    “He is just angry,” Carlia said quietly. “He does not agree with what our father did, but we were safer, Reva.” 
 
    “You were safer because your family had killed my parents,” Reva said. Her anger was bleeding away as Sam left, but she could not bring herself to excuse Aron and his wife. “You were safer, but you did not truly live, and you did not help those who needed it.” 
 
    Carlia did not argue, but neither did she shrink away when Reva looked at her. “We were safer,” she said again. “Reva, what lengths would you go to to keep your family safe?” 
 
    It was a cruel question when she knew about Reva’s children, but Reva understood it. While Aron had become hardened over the years, telling himself that there were no other options, his wife had broken in a different way. They had done the only thing they could think to do when they were faced with monsters. 
 
    And having met those monsters, Reva now understood their fear. There had been a hatred in the Ulezi that went beyond anything she had seen before, even in Sister Valeria. The Ulezi were not trying to mete out cruelty for its own sake. No, they had a burning hatred of dragons. Even when the dragons were gone, Reva knew the Ulezi would still be driven onward by their anger. 
 
    She shook her head. “It does us no good to think about the past like this. I know only that I will not hide away. To do so would be to leave the world in the hands of those who would mistreat it.” 
 
    She set off towards the waterfront without checking to see if Carlia would follow, but a few moments later, the other woman caught up with her and walked at her side in silence. 
 
    “I know you may not believe it,” Carlia said quietly, “but I admire what you are doing. Even Sam does, I think. It is part of why he is so angry.” She said nothing more, only smiled to herself as she walked. If she saw Reva’s quick glance, she did not respond to it. 
 
    They searched through many inns, stopping to ask people in the street where three young women might stay and hope to be safe at night. Some of the women they asked only snorted, saying what they thought of that plan without any words, but a few of them mentioned a certain inn or a boarding house, and sometimes mentioned other places in an urgent whisper: and never go to… 
 
    But everywhere they looked, Karine and the others were nowhere to be found. Even Reva, who had known it was not likely that she would find them so easily, was growing more desperate and discouraged by the minute until they finally stopped. 
 
    “We should go back,” Carlia told her. “You have managed to spread the word that you are searching for them. They will know to come to the keep if they hear about it.” 
 
    Reva nodded tiredly and turned up an alleyway, hoping to detour back up the hill as quickly as possible. She was achingly tired, and all she wanted was a good meal and a night of sleep. She had spent so long being hungry at night that the idea of a proper dinner seemed an incredible luxury, and she was still focused on the thought of honeyed figs when Carlia screamed. 
 
    Reva whipped her head around in time to see the Ulezi melt out of the shadows. They drew back the hoods that had shielded their misshapen faces from the world, and their eyes glinted in the twilight. From their hisses and the terrible smiles on their faces, she knew the Ulezi had been following them all day. They had been waiting for a chance to catch Reva and Carlia unawares, and now they had done so. 
 
    Carlia lashed out at one of them and began to transform, but they threw an iron-weighted net over her and she was locked in her human form, struggling to break free. One of the Ulezi brought a heavy club down on her head, and Carlia fell to the ground. Her eyes had rolled back in her head, and although she was breathing, she was clearly senseless. 
 
    Reva screamed as loudly as she could. Perhaps, if someone came to her aid, the Ulezi would run away and leave Reva and Carlia free. But to her horror, no one on the street outside the alley seemed ready to come to her aid. No one in this plague-ravaged place would put themselves in further danger. 
 
    She was going to have to save both herself and Carlia. 
 
    As the Ulezi crowded in, wickedly sharp claws gleaming and their teeth bared in snarls, Reva clasped her hands together and swung them as hard as she could into one of the monsters. She hit him in the gut, and he screamed and hissed. Another grabbed her hands, and a third snapped its teeth. When they pulled her hands apart, there was the familiar bite of the hooked iron lash around her wrist. 
 
    A yell came from the end of the alleyway, a woman screamed, and before Reva could turn her head to see what was happening, a familiar person came charging to her rescue. In shock, she saw that it was the Brother she had met at the council meeting that day. He was not armed, but he lashed out with his hands and feet and yelled at Reva to run. 
 
    She could not simply run, not with Carlia lying there senseless, so she yanked her arm to pull the whip out of the Ulezi’s hands and fell to her knees at Carlia’s side. She scrabbled at the net, and a moment later, Princess Serena was at her side, trying to help her. 
 
    “Go!” Reva yelled at her. The princess could not be hurt. This was far too dangerous a place for her. 
 
    Serena did not stop what she was doing. Her mouth was set in a determined line. She wrenched the net aside and helped Reva pick up Carlia’s limp form. The three of them began hobbling away, the whip still dangling from Reva’s wrist. 
 
    They heard Raphael’s warning shout just before the Ulezi slashed at Serena. Reva screamed and shoved the monster out of the way. “Run!” she screamed. She was grappling with the monster, terrified of its claws, but she had noticed that it did not seem to want to kill her. If that had been all it wanted, she and Carlia would already be dead. 
 
    That gave her courage. Reva went for its eyes and nose, trying to hit it anywhere that might hurt it. She fought like a woman possessed, and when it hit her full across the face, she struggled up to try to fight it again. 
 
    Its claws raked her arm, and it hit her in the throat, the stomach, the head. She was dizzy and falling to the ground and she could hear Serena crying out. Dimly, Reva saw Brother Raphael struggling to tackle the Ulezi. He was bleeding heavily from wounds on his chest, but he was not bowed by them. He was still fighting. 
 
    The Ulezi were dragging Carlia back into the shadows of the alleyway, and another one grabbed Reva’s ankles to do the same. Three more had overwhelmed Brother Raphael, and he was sinking to the ground with blood soaking the front of his robes. Reva reached out in a weak effort to grab one of the three Ulezi and pull him away from the priest, but a moment later she felt something hit her on the head and the world went dark.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Luca practiced with Josef until he could barely stand. The mage left as Luca sat in the throne-like chair one of the past kings had used to receive visitors in his private sanctum. The silence was welcome. All day, he had dealt with people asking him for favours and arguing with him. He longed for the open air of the Menti camp in Xantos. There, he was Ludo, and he could get lost amongst the others. He missed lying down on the earth, gazing up at the stars. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Your Highness, Lord Tinian is here to see you.” 
 
    Luca groaned softly, but he knew he could not send Tinian away as he had sent Feryn away. He should at least see what the Xanti lord wanted. 
 
    “One moment,” he called back. 
 
    Tinian entered as Luca was cramming the golden circlet back on his head. To Luca’s surprise, he was not alone; instead, he had Tania with him. She was dressed as she had been in Gold Port, in a red dress that set off her colouring to great advantage. Though she seemed uncomfortable in such clothing, the effect was beautiful. Luca was suddenly aware of the fact that he was drenched in sweat and exhausted from his training. 
 
    “Prince Luca.” Tinian smiled as if he did not notice the sweat at all. “It has been quite an eventful day, and I thought perhaps you would like to have a quiet evening with a friend.” 
 
    “Oh.” Luca looked at Tania. “I, er…I can call for food.” 
 
    “There is no need.” Tinian snapped his fingers, and the door opened to admit servants bearing a feast on silver platters. They moved quickly to lay the meal out on the table. “A young man needs not just business, but companionship.” 
 
    At his side, Tania fidgeted and fussed. She could not stop frowning, and Luca got the sense that Tinian had ordered her to come here. She was a Xanti noble, he remembered. Tinian must have said something to make her agree to this. He looked across at her, and she immediately stared down at the table. Perhaps she was worried that he was still angry about her betrayal in Xantos. 
 
    He was not, he realised with surprise. He had no energy left to be angry at her for what she had done. She had blamed him for the attack on the Menti camp, and if Luca were honest, he would say that he blamed himself as well. If she had not turned him in, he might have come back to Estala anyway, but he would not have had the backing of the Gold Council. He would not have met Josef, who would help him defeat Stefan, and Estala would be ruined. 
 
    Perhaps things had worked out for the best.  
 
    Luca smiled at her to reassure her. “Would you like something to eat?” he asked them both. 
 
    “Oh, no. I will leave you two,” Tinian protested. 
 
    Tania looked even more uncomfortable at this, and Luca shook his head at the councillor. “Please, I insist. I am sure we all have matters to discuss. You can tell me all about Xantos. I should know as much as I can if we are going to be allies.” He was embarrassed by how little he knew. 
 
    They took their seats, and Luca’s mouth watered as the servants made plates for each of them and withdrew. He wanted to tear into his food at once, but instead he held up his cup of wine. 
 
    “To friends.” 
 
    “To friends,” Tania echoed, and Luca saw the shadow of her smile. She met his eyes at last, and he felt warm all over. 
 
    “To friends,” Lord Tinian said smoothly. “So, Prince Luca, what is it you wish to know?” 
 
    Luca, who had just taken a massive bite of roast boar, chewed hastily and swallowed. “I know the important things—or what my father would say are the important things. How the Gold Council works. All of that. But I do not know much about the land itself. What do you grow? What are the trades that benefit Xantos most? Why are your doctors so much better than ours, for instance?” 
 
    To his surprise, it was Tania who answered the last question. “Xantos has herbs that are found nowhere else in the world,” she explained. “Around the time of King Mithrin, many healers had fled the violence of the wars, and they settled in Gold Port because that was where they could find patrons. With patrons, they could focus simply on researching for the sake of knowledge, not brewing medicines to sell.” 
 
    Luca was familiar with the concept of patronage, but in his experience, nobles sponsored artists or musicians. Usually, part of the price of patronage was that the artist must paint a portrait or compose a song about their patron. A great deal of very misleading portraits had been painted this way. No artist wanted to risk their living by offending their patron, after all. 
 
    “The Gold Council also supports a guild of healers,” Lord Tinian interjected. “We understand that such research is beneficial to Xantos, allowing us to respond quickly to outbreaks like this one.” 
 
    “I wish we could say the same.” Luca thought of his father’s court, where anyone who shut themselves away in a laboratory would be open to accusations of being a Menti. 
 
    “Estala is prosperous,” Tania argued. “Before the plague—before Stefan—things were not so bad.” 
 
    “King Davead’s wars against the Menti crippled the country,” Lord Tinian argued. “If he hated the Menti so much, he had the answer at his fingertips: the Gardens of Anios. The wars were unnecessary. Pure ego, unfortunately.” 
 
    Luca did not want to think about the Gardens. “How is everyone doing over in the ambassadors’ wing?” he asked Tania hastily. 
 
    “Well….” Her gaze flicked between Luca and Lord Tinian as if she was wondering what Tinian had been about to say. “Geraldo is like he always is. He will not shut up about gathering a proper Menti army now that there is a Menti on the throne of Estala.” 
 
    Luca had a sudden thought. “Have you ever heard of people learning to use Menti powers they were not born with?” 
 
    “Mages, you mean?” Tania looked as though she was trying hard to be casual. “No. You’re born with your powers or not. If people could learn to use Menti powers, there would be a lot more Menti. They wouldn’t fight us. They would be us.” 
 
    Luca considered this. Could Josef be wrong about what he had seen? 
 
    “People like to say they can make Menti stronger, or teach people Menti powers,” Tania continued. “But they cannot, really. It is like people who read palms. None of it is real. They are little more than scam artists.” 
 
    Luca had the sudden sense that Tania knew about Josef, and he felt a wave of anger. She did not understand what she was talking about. He knew his powers were growing stronger under Josef’s tutelage. He took a gulp of his wine and considered what to say. 
 
    “Have you had any word about your brother, Prince Luca?” Lord Tinian asked. He seemed eager to keep the evening from growing more heated. 
 
    Luca shook his head. “There are no reports of any army. The Order of Insight might be hiding him, though. He gave them a lot of money to build temples, and maybe they are sheltering him in one.” He frowned. “I would have told the council if I had learned where Stefan was, you know.” 
 
    “Messengers come and go at all hours,” Tinian suggested. “Perhaps you have learned of it since the meeting and are considering your course of action.” 
 
    “What would I know about picking a course of action?” Luca gave a bitter smile. “I am not a general. I need my advisors to tell me what to do.” 
 
    Lord Tinian nodded gracefully. “We are happy to advise you, Prince Luca. You are wise to seek our counsel. In time, you will have the experience to act on your own.” 
 
    “You do not need them to tell you what to do,” Tania argued. She frowned at Lord Tinian. 
 
    “Prince Luca is new to the throne. He has not yet learned how to anticipate the various consequences of his policies.” Lord Tinian shrugged. “There is no shame in that. Every new king faces the same problem. As I said, we are happy to advise.” 
 
    “Advise, yes, but Luca said he needs people to tell him what to do.” She turned to Luca. “You are the king. You choose what to do.” 
 
    Luca gave her a small smile. Tania was trying to encourage him, but she did not understand how complex these issues were. 
 
    “You can choose,” she continued. She seemed to sense his hesitation. “You know a lot about Estala, and you know a lot about Stefan, too. What do you think he is going to do?” 
 
    Luca shook his head in frustration. “I wish I knew. All I know is that he will try to get the throne back. Stefan always wanted to be king.” He frowned. “I think he killed my father. Stefan would kill anyone standing between him and the throne. I saw that in Xantos when he attacked the Menti camp. I saw his ferocity and ambition.” 
 
    It was a hard thought to have about your own brother. In the back of his mind, Luca had still harboured a hope that Stefan could be made to see reason. He had hoped that Stefan would come back and turn the crown over to Luca without a fight. But now he could see the naivety in that wish. 
 
    It was a ridiculous wish, and it showed just how little Luca was suited to ruling. 
 
    “Stefan wants as much power as he can get,” Luca said. “Estala will not be enough for him. He will want Xantos, too.” He saw Lord Tinian go very still. “That is why our alliance is good. If we stand together against him, he cannot get a toehold in either country and then strike at the other one.” 
 
    Lord Tinian was very grave. “Is that true, Prince Luca? Will he try to take over Xantos?” 
 
    “If he is able to take over one throne, he will try to take the other as well,” Luca replied. The more he thought about this, the more he realised it was true. “He has Brother Mikkel with him, and Mikkel believes Stefan can do no wrong. Their obsession with Anios has developed into a zealous worship. If they think they are doing the work of a god, why stop at one country?” 
 
    “Where will he strike first?” Lord Tinian pressed. 
 
    Luca blinked. “I do not know.” 
 
    “Is that why we have not seen his army?” Tinian demanded. “He is making ready to attack Xantos, not Estala?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Luca said again, raising his hands in frustration. “I was just thinking aloud. What if I am wrong? Remember that he was very sick. Perhaps he is simply recovering.” 
 
    Lord Tinian sank back into his seat, considering this, and Tania and Luca exchanged a look. Tinian took everything seriously when there was a threat to Xantos, but he had not been so upset when he thought Stefan was preparing to attack Reyalon. 
 
    Luca smiled at Tania and reached out to pour her some more wine. “I am glad to see you,” he said honestly. “It has been too long since we last spoke, and I am sorry for that. There are so many meetings to go to that I have little time for myself. Geraldo is welcome to attend some of them if he wishes.” 
 
    Tania laughed, and her voice echoed around the room delightfully. She was beginning to relax when a clamour arose outside. Soon, shouts were travelling up the stairs, and all three of them looked at one another, alarmed. Was this it? Was this the attack? 
 
    But the guard who burst through the door was alone. 
 
    “Prince Luca, come quickly.” He was panting. “The Princess Serena has been injured. She’s at the gates with a Brother of the Enlightened. She says she was attacked by monsters.” 
 
    Lord Tinian snorted. “Monsters?” he asked derisively. 
 
    The guard’s expression did not even waver. “If you saw the wounds, you wouldn’t doubt it,” he said seriously. “The claws must have been as sharp as knives. They’re calling for healers. The Brother with her isn’t expected to live the night. Prince Luca, will you come?” 
 
    Luca swallowed. Serena had been hurt while she was out in the city, and he could only think that this was Stefan’s doing. “At once,” he said, and he followed the guard out of the room and ran for the courtyard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    The surgeons worked so slowly on Serena that she wanted to scream. They were very careful as they cleaned out the shallow wounds. The monster’s claws had barely caught her, and in her opinion, the wound was not as serious as it appeared, despite the fact that it had bled profusely. 
 
    Brother Raphael’s wounds, however, were serious, and Serena found herself staring at the door, counting the seconds until she could escape. When at last the surgeons were finished, she wrapped a shawl around herself rather than take the time to change, and hurried toward the other surgical room. 
 
    To her surprise, there was not the crush of doctors she would have expected. Instead, Luca was sitting alongside Brother Raphael with the round-faced young man Serena had met on her walk with Carolina. They spoke in low tones, and Nico looked almost grey in the face. 
 
    “Have they not seen him yet?” Serena demanded as she strode closer. 
 
    Both men stood. 
 
    “Are you well?” Luca asked her. 
 
    “I am perfectly fine,” Serena said impatiently. “Brother Raphael—” 
 
    “I did what I could.” Nico sounded miserable. “I was able to close all of the wounds and cleanse his body of infection. There was something nasty in those claws. But he has lost a lot of blood. I am not sure….” When he saw the look on Serena’s face, his voice trailed off. 
 
    “Nico is Menti,” Luca explained. “He has been trained for years in how to heal battle wounds. He did a better job than any surgeon could have done.” 
 
    Serena stood rigid, staring at Nico. He had used magic to heal Brother Raphael? She wondered what the brother would think of that, and then had the strange idea that he would approve of using any talent at all for the purposes of healing. He would probably ask Nico to come with them into the city from now on, to see if he could heal the people in the hospitals. 
 
    If he survived.  
 
    Serena took a seat next to the bed where the Brother lay. His face was far too pale, and his chest moved shallowly. They had stripped him of his robes, and she could see the bruises on his skin where the monsters had beaten him. 
 
    “You must think I am crazy,” she told Luca. “But I swear to you, they were monsters. It was like they were half-snake. Maybe they were Menti.” 
 
    “No Menti changes halfway,” Nico objected. He sank back into his chair, and she saw what the healing had cost him. “Whatever they looked like—that is what they are.” 
 
    “That is impossible.” Serena did not want to be hurtful, especially when Nico had clearly almost killed himself to keep Brother Raphael alive, but the man was talking nonsense. “What could they be? A human cannot mate with….” She swallowed, repulsed by the idea. 
 
    “They might be Ulezi,” Nico said after a long pause. He glanced at Luca. “When dragons mated with humans, there were the shifters, like Stefan. But there were also the Ulezi. They’re monsters, like your sister says. They’re what the people on the coast tell their children about to make them behave themselves. It’s said none of them will rest until all the dragons have died, and they’ll kill anyone who gets in their way.” 
 
    “Then, why attack Reva?” Serena demanded. “She is just a noblewoman.” Luca swallowed and looked away, and Serena’s eyes narrowed. “What? What is it you are not telling me?” 
 
    “Reva is a dragon shifter,” Luca explained. “She found out after her husband was killed. She was held in the Gardens of Anios,” he added in a whisper. “She is furious at me for not closing them.” 
 
    Serena stared at him. For a moment, she had no words for him. She, too, had been angry when she heard that he was keeping the slave camps open, but how much worse would it be if she had been imprisoned in one herself? 
 
    She could see his pain, however. He was here, making sure Brother Raphael was well, and he must have been going half-mad waiting for them to come back from the city. Slowly, she reached out a hand across Brother Raphael’s body, and Luca clasped it. There was desperation in the strength of his grip. 
 
    “We will find her,” Serena promised him. “They were dragging Reva and Carlia away. If they simply meant to kill them, that would have been easy enough to do.” 
 
    Nico was frowning now. “None of the legends say anything about the Ulezi keeping dragons alive for any reason. They say the Ulezi want all the dragons dead.” 
 
    Serena glared at him. “Legends do not know everything,” she said flatly. “I am sure there are stories of our history that are missing important facts. Who can say what? What matters is that we have no reason to believe Reva and Carlia are dead.” 
 
    Nico opened his mouth again to argue, saw Serena’s face, and rightly deduced that she was prepared to brain him with the chamber pot rather than let him speak further. He closed his mouth again and nodded. “Ah,” he said awkwardly. “Yes.” 
 
    It would do. 
 
    “Nico, could my sister and I have a few moments alone?” Luca said. “Thank you for all you have done for Brother Raphael. You must rest now.” 
 
    “Of course.” Nico stood and had to brace himself on the chair when he swayed. He gave a tiny bow to Serena, as if he was afraid he would tip over if he bent any farther. “I’m sorry I could not fix your wounds as well, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Do not apologise.” Serena smiled. “My wounds will heal as they are. I am glad you tended to Brother Raphael first.” 
 
    As Nico left, she looked down at Brother Raphael’s face and felt tears pricking at her eyes. The fight had been unwinnable. Why had he charged in? She knew the answer, of course: it was not in his nature to stand by while innocent people were hurt. Still, she felt a raging sense of unfairness. She liked Reva; she always had. Still, a small part of her wished that Raphael had kept himself safe. They would be no worse off now. 
 
    “How are you?” Luca had come to sit next to Serena. He reached out his hand again. “I was worried for you when you went into the city, but I never thought something like this could happen.” He swallowed hard. 
 
    “No one could have seen this coming,” Serena protested. “Luca, I do not like this. Mount Zean erupting, dragons returning, these monsters…. When we were little, Matias and I would play dragonslayer and pretend we were fighting off all sorts of mythical creatures. Sometimes we played at being dragon kings, too. I thought I wanted to be part of those myths, but I do not like any of this. The peasants are calling for the rebirth of Anios. What if it happens?” 
 
    “It’s not going to.” Luca smiled as he took her hand. “The dragons have always been around, Serena. We just did not know they were still there. Sam and Carlia have had their powers for years. Reva learned about her powers months ago, and so did Stefan—and Mount Zean did not erupt then. None of this is new. Nothing about the world is going to change so much that gods can be reborn, surely.” 
 
    Serena bent her head into her hand, still trying to keep the tears at bay. “I feel crazy. I just wonder…. With Stefan being what he was, with you being what you are, where does it end? I saw monsters today, Luca, something out of a nightmare. They abducted Reva and Carlia.” 
 
    “The soldiers are searching for them.” Luca’s voice was tight with fear, but he spoke clearly, and for the first time, Serena saw the king he could someday be: a man who cared fiercely for his people and was prepared to do everything in his power to help them. He saw her looking and gave her a self-conscious smile. “What is it?” 
 
    “You are a good man, Luca,” Serena said. “I am sorry for believing the lies they told about you.” 
 
    “Serena.” To her surprise, he looked miserable all of a sudden. “I did kill Matias. I did not mean to, but I did. That was my powers.” 
 
    Serena went rigid. When Luca returned as a Menti and told her that Stefan also had powers, she had assumed that the accusations laid at Luca’s door were truly Stefan’s fault. After all, Luca had not sought power when he returned. It was clear that he was not taking the throne out of ambition. 
 
    Still, to have lost control so much that he had killed his own brother…. 
 
    Then she looked at Luca’s face and saw the horror there. All of it was plain to see in his expression. He had not had any volition over what had happened. 
 
    “It was the first moment my powers came to me,” he said. His voice was strangled. 
 
    “You do not need to tell me,” Serena said. “I believe you. You would not kill Matias knowingly. If you tell me that you killed him, I will believe you, but I will never believe that you murdered him.” 
 
    He clasped her hand again, and now he seemed to be young, a child once more. 
 
    “I wish he was still here,” Luca whispered. “I am not meant for it, Serena. You are more suited to this.” 
 
    Serena could not speak for a long moment, she was so bitter. Yes, she wanted to say. I should be on the throne. I would have been a good heir. But the words stuck in her mouth and would not go past her lips. Since she had met Brother Raphael, she had begun to wonder if it was truly the throne she sought, or just her father’s approval—just his understanding that Serena had as much intelligence and aptitude as any of his sons. 
 
    She would rather be able to devote herself to a cause, such as curing the plague, than be stuck in the council chambers all day, being bothered by courtiers and generals and petitioners. She did not truly envy Luca his job. 
 
    “Just because we give you good advice does not mean we would be better rulers than you,” she said finally. “It is easier to give advice than it is to make the decisions.” 
 
    He nodded gratefully. “I feel like every decision is between two bad choices,” he told her honestly. “Beggar the country by paying wages for everyone in Reyalon, or keep the money in the treasury and risk riots. I thought your suggestion was so sensible, and it seemed like the right thing to do and now I do not know….” 
 
    “You will make the right decision,” Serena said quietly, then released a little laugh. “I do not think we will have the proposal to you in short order, though.” 
 
    Luca responded with a laugh that sounded almost like a sob. He reached an arm around her to pull her close. “I do not need more papers to read, anyway.” 
 
    They sat for a long moment, watching Raphael’s chest rise and fall. 
 
    “What do you want?” Luca asked her after a while. 
 
    “Hmm?” Serena had been nearly asleep. The exhaustion of the past several hours was catching up with her. 
 
    “Do you want to be married?” Luca asked her. “Do you want to leave Reyalon, or stay?” 
 
    Serena could think of nothing to say to this for a moment. “I never thought I would have a say,” she admitted. “I am a princess, Luca. I always expected to be married for an alliance.” 
 
    “That was when Father was king,” Luca said. “I do not want to bargain you and Alberto and Carolina away. I do not want to treat people like that.” 
 
    “Luca.” Serena laughed again. At the thought of being married to someone she did not know and did not love, her heart seized up, but she knew her duty. “You have to. That is what royal children are for. You cannot change the rules because you want to be nice.” 
 
    Luca’s expression turned stony. “First you say I must make the choices, then you do not like them when I do,” he said angrily. “You are as bad as the rest of them, pulling me in all different directions. I will be the type of king who makes my own decisions, Serena, not one who is told what I can and cannot do.” 
 
    “But you were just saying that you thought everyone else—” 
 
    “Everyone else thinks that!” Luca’s voice was ugly. “I know they do. Lord Tinian wants Estala to be nothing more than a part of Xantos. Brother Axil still thinks I am a child. You go into the city and make pretty speeches.” 
 
    “I did not mean to make a speech.” 
 
    “Oh, it happened by accident?” 
 
    “Brother Raphael found me there and told people who I was. I was not going to tell them.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he snapped. “It just happened. It just happened that you made the alliance with Tinian so he could threaten me with it when I was still in the Gold Port. It just happened that you made a speech that no one in the city will shut up about. I am sure any number of things will just happen where you are concerned. Where all of you are concerned.” 
 
    He stood up so quickly that his chair tipped over, and then he was gone, striding from the room as Serena stared after him, biting her lip. 
 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Reva woke in a panic, attempting to flail her bound hands. As she went still and allowed herself to breathe, she recognised the bite of iron manacles on her ankles. She was in darkness, and from the suffocating heat she knew her head was covered. There was cloth stuffed in her mouth that muffled her screams. Even though she knew no one could hear her, she could not stop herself from screaming. She was trapped here, unable to move, and her throat was parched. 
 
    When a heavy blow landed on her arm, she rolled away and curled into a ball. The blows kept coming, along with the hiss of the Ulezi. The wooden floor beneath her was jouncing and rattling. It took a moment for her to realise that this must be a cart of some kind. 
 
    “Carlia!” The word was muffled, but she called out anyway. Carlia had been bleeding so much during the fight. Was she still alive? 
 
    Another muffled cry came back, and then the blows returned. But Reva did not care. She shuffled across the floor of the cart, dragging herself on her elbows, until she and Carlia collided. Their bound hands clasped desperately. 
 
    Is Sam here? Reva did not dare say that even through the gag. If the Ulezi had not found him, she was not about to tell them that they had missed one of the dragons. 
 
    She and Carlia did not speak, so the Ulezi seemed not to care if they clung to one another. There was silence in the cart for what felt like hours, and Reva could feel her elbows beginning to scrape and bruise against the rough wooden surface. She and Carlia pushed themselves up and huddled next to each other until at last the vehicle drew to a halt. 
 
    At the welcome touch of cool night air, she knew a door had been opened. Soon, clawed hands hauled her out. Her hood was wrenched away from her face, and the Ulezi pointed to an area in the clearing and hissed, indicating for her and Carlia to do their business. 
 
    Or, at least, that was what Reva did. Part of her, the part that had been reared in a castle, wanted to find someplace private, but she had been shut up in the cart for so long that she did not care. She especially did not care if she was rude to the Ulezi. They were monsters. They did not deserve for her to behave like a lady. She did her business as neatly as she could with her hands bound and then stumbled up and waited. 
 
    The Ulezi had built a small fire, and they sat around it, warming their hands. It was such a normal sort of scene that it was almost ridiculous. Reva let herself be led over to a rock, and she sat across from Carlia. Their eyes met as the gags were removed from their mouths. A quick assessment of the situation told Reva that there were too many Ulezi to fight. Beyond that, she was exhausted and bruised from the kidnapping. Reva could tell that Carlia thought the same from the way her shoulders slumped in defeat. 
 
    Then Reva thought of Brother Raphael, and her stomach twisted. He was surely dead by now, and she wished he had not intervened on her behalf. He could never have fought the Ulezi. The Ulezi were strong and fast enough to take on trained warriors. The thought of the brave Brother dying in an attempt to save her made her want to vomit. 
 
    But she did not. She pulled herself together and ate the unappetising food given to them by the Ulezi. She had to keep her strength up if she was going to get herself and Carlia out of this situation. At the edge of the clearing, one of the Ulezi was watering an exhausted horse as well. She watched the animal shy away from the monster, as if it sensed the creature’s malevolence. 
 
    Finally, Reva asked, “Where are you taking us?” 
 
    The Ulezi hissed. 
 
    She did not care. Wherever they were going, she was sure it was nowhere good. She glared at them. “Why are we still alive?” 
 
    “Reva,” Carlia whispered in fear. 
 
    “No, I want to know.” Even though she was afraid the answer was that something worse than death was coming. What if the Ulezi wanted to turn Reva and Carlia into Ulezi themselves? What if they were forced to hunt Sam down? 
 
    One of the Ulezi hissed again, but it met Reva’s eyes and forced an image into her mind: a man in a strange, small room. It was a tent, Reva realised. He was seated in a tent, at a table that had a map of Xantos and Estala on it. He had been laying markers on the map, planning a war of some sort. He wore a mask and a cloak, but he did not wear gloves, and she could see that one of his hands was horribly scarred. 
 
    “You are taking us to this man?” Reva asked the Ulezi. 
 
    It hissed at her again. It almost sounded sulky. It wanted to kill her—it made sure she knew that. It wanted to sink its teeth into her throat and rip her to pieces. When she shuddered at the image, it smiled, revealing its sharp teeth. Saliva dribbled down its chin. This was a beast made to hunt her. It wanted to see her dead. 
 
    Reva knew that whoever this man was, he wanted her dead as well. Otherwise, the Ulezi would never have consented to bring her to him. He was clearly not Ulezi, however, and that made no sense to her. Did the Ulezi follow a human master? 
 
    The Lord will drink your blood, the Ulezi said in her mind. It startled her, for she had not known that it could speak in words, only in images. He thinks he will take your power, and then we will find the rest of you and he will drink their blood too. When only he is left, we will kill him. 
 
    He would drink her blood. She knew someone else who liked to do that. Someone else the Ulezi would want dead. Someone who had duelled a fire mage and might bear scars on his body. She swallowed, feeling icy dread in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “Reva?” Carlia whispered. “Where are they taking us?” 
 
    “To see Stefan,” Reva whispered. “He has a new name, and he no longer wears a crown, but it is him, Carlia—and he has made a bargain with them so they will not kill him.” 
 
    She met Carlia’s eyes and saw the other girl’s fear, but Reva was suddenly unafraid. She was facing Stefan, yes, but this was simply earlier than she had thought she would. She had always known that she would face him in the end. 
 
    She had a chance to kill him now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Lord 
 
      
 
    “My Lord.” Mikkel ducked into the tent with a bow. “Word from the Ulezi. They have sent a messenger ahead. They—” He broke off as he noticed the map for the first time. “You are planning an attack?” His eyes widened when he saw where the markers were clustered. 
 
    “It is the only option,” the Lord said. He stared at his map, at the cluster of markers. “My followers are many, and they are ardent, but they are not trained soldiers. If Luca has the wits to mount a capable defence—” 
 
    Brother Mikkel snorted derisively. “My sources in Nesra’s Keep say the boy is paralyzed. Every way he would move, some advisor or other tells him not to do so. He is angry and paranoid, holing himself up in his tower with a mage.” 
 
    The Lord smirked. “A mage?” 
 
    “Not a true mage.” There was a low undercurrent of satisfaction in Mikkel’s voice. “The rituals of magic that allow for such things as your rebirth, Lord, are carefully guarded secrets. This mage claims that he can make a fire wielder strong enough to beat a dragon.” The side of his mouth twitched with satisfaction. “Clearly, that is impossible.” 
 
    The Lord stared at Mikkel, considering. It was obvious that Mikkel did not understand what he had done when he had called the Lord into this body. Mikkel believed he had done some great working, when in fact he had simply eased the way for the Lord. What Mikkel had truly done was to make the voices of the Lord’s followers strong enough that he could hear them and know the time was right to return. 
 
    Right now, Mikkel was still useful. His sources and his contacts had proven invaluable more than once. He would doubtless prove useful during the actual conquest as well. It would be a trial, given the man’s self-serving nature and his belief in his own superiority, but the Lord would endure it. He was a god. He could endure this and more in his quest to win the world. 
 
    And when he had it, Mikkel would die. The Lord did not wish to spend eternity—or even the tiny, insignificant span of a single human life—listening to Mikkel blather on about his limited grasp of religion and magic. 
 
    There were no rules such as Mikkel believed. The Lord had no innate hatred of magic, and he did not care in the slightest whether people whipped or starved themselves, or whether they prayed in one set of words or another. All he cared about was their adoration…and their weakness. All humans must love him, or they must be too weak to threaten him. Preferably both. That was why he hated Menti. They were always so sure of themselves. They thought they could challenge anyone. 
 
    The Lord returned to his work on the map. “Two ships’ worth of my followers will go to Xantos,” he decreed. “They will avoid the Gold Port, and they will wander through the countryside, bringing stories of my return. Do we have two ships’ worth who can speak the language?” 
 
    “Many in Xantos speak the common tongue,” Mikkel said. He was forever answering questions the Lord had not asked. “As for our followers…. Lord, many of them are uneducated. Still, we will send priests if we must.” 
 
    The Lord nodded. “Send as many as you can. The rest will scatter across Estala, doing the same thing. We will gather our strength from the people.” 
 
    “Lord, is that wise? The goodwill of the people will help you keep your throne, but only conquest will….” 
 
    “I will explain this once,” the Lord said softly. “And only once, Mikkel. Listen carefully. I am no prince. I am no human. I am a god. I am strengthened by the worship of the people. The more who worship me, the more power I will be able to command. Already, I am stronger than the weakling you made me from.” 
 
    He reached out and picked up one of the metal markers and bent it with his thin fingers. The body he inhabited still had not entirely recovered from its illness, and the bones should have creaked when he pressed them against the metal. Neither of those things happened, however. Instead, the metal warped and bent. The Lord felt a feverish strength within himself, drawn from another plane of existence. 
 
    He longed to transform and spring into the air in his dragon form. How much power could he command with a dragon’s already significant talents at his disposal? His fire would burn hotter than any other dragon’s. His claws would be sharper, his jaws would be stronger. If another dragon challenged him, the Lord would triumph. 
 
    Desire filled him at the thought, honey-sweet. He could imagine the battle now, claws raking and the other dragon shrieking its rage. It would challenge him, as all Menti challenged him, but it would fail. It would submit, and he would drink its blood and have complete victory over it. 
 
    Mikkel was staring at him. The man’s skin was greyish, and he was sweating slightly. He was beginning to realise that the man standing before him was not Prince Stefan, but instead a wholly different thing. Was Mikkel regretting his choices? Did he understand that the Lord cared nothing for him and did not need him as Stefan had? 
 
    It did not particularly matter, unless the man took it into his damned fool head to undo the work he had done building the Order of Insight and recruiting followers. 
 
    The Lord smiled at Mikkel. He knew how to play this man. “No other could have seen that Stefan was the proper choice, Mikkel. Only you believed strongly enough to bring these plans to fruition. Only you can claim credit for bringing me back to this earth to rule.” 
 
    Mikkel relaxed somewhat. “My Lord, I am glad to serve.” 
 
    Somewhere, beneath the self-absorption, it was true. Mikkel, like all humans, wanted to be led, to feel the assurance that what they had done was sanctioned by their gods.  
 
    The Lord walked to Mikkel and laid his hand on the man’s cheek. 
 
    “You are the first of my followers,” he said softly, melodiously. Yes, he could smell the man’s desperate worship. It was intoxicating. The Lord sighed with pleasure. “You have given me strength, Mikkel. Your counsel helps me greatly.” 
 
    It did not, but it would not do for the man to wonder if he would be the next sacrifice.  
 
    The Lord smiled and returned to his map. “What word of the Ulezi?” he asked. “You said there had been a messenger when you came in.” 
 
    “Ah.” Mikkel cleared his throat. “Yes. It seems they have captured two dragons. They are bringing them back even now.” 
 
    “Tell me of them.” The Lord slid another marker into place on the map. 
 
    “The message only specified two.” Mikkel shook his head. “Where they were captured, I could not say.” 
 
    “Mmm.” The Lord considered this. “Anything else?” 
 
    “The messenger reported that Prince Luca has mobilised some troops.” 
 
    The Lord turned his head sharply. “You did not think to say that first? Where? Mark it on the map.” 
 
    “It is not for an attack.” But Mikkel still moved to gesture at the area around Nesra’s Keep. “They say he is looking for the Lady Reva Avalon.” 
 
    The Lord searched the memories of this body. The name sounded familiar. He came up with the mental image of a young girl approaching womanhood. She had long black hair and a warrior’s smile. 
 
    “She was once betrothed to Prince Luca,” Brother Mikkel explained. “Then she was married to General Francis Unna. He was a Menti.” His voice was thick with distaste. “When Prince Stefan went to apprehend him, he caused a landslide that killed both himself and many of our troops, apparently so that his wife could escape.” He sounded contemptuous. “A waste. We nearly captured her, but she slipped through our fingers. I wondered what had happened to her. She must have returned to Nesra’s Keep when she heard Luca had returned there. And now she is missing again.” 
 
    The Lord stared at Mikkel as he played the memory in his head. Stefan had watched this girl—Reva, her name was. He had enjoyed her smile, though he had sensed that Reva had found him repulsive, and that had angered him.  
 
    The Lord drank in the memory of her copper skin and the wildness about her. Reva, who had been in Reyalon and then had gone missing once more as the Ulezi returned with their captives. The Lord remembered Stefan’s lust at the thought of the copper dragon, and a suspicion took shape in his head. 
 
    Brother Mikkel was staring back at him. 
 
    “I want you to take the last of my army and get into position,” the Lord said. “I trust you to do so. The attack plans are simple. We will strike at the weakest point, and our target will fall easily. You will not need to move until I have joined you, of course, but it will take some time for our forces to gather once more.” 
 
    The last of their army, forces loyal to King Stefan above Prince Luca, had fled Reyalon and secreted themselves in the countryside. It was essential that Luca not know their plans and be able to track the movements of an army. The Lord’s troops, such as they were—not a large number, not yet—were waiting for his signal. 
 
    “Where will you go, Lord?” Mikkel looked curious. 
 
    “I will remain here,” the Lord said, “to await the Ulezi and their captives. Their strength will be mine before I launch my first attack.” 
 
    In truth, he was not sure what he would do when the Ulezi arrived. There were two captives, the messenger had said. One could easily be disposed of, but if the second was the one he believed it to be, the copper dragon…. 
 
    Two dragons were stronger than one, and the Lord wanted to see if he could make her an ally. It was, perhaps, a foolish thought. He told himself that he would not hesitate to kill her if it became necessary. But he would see if he could turn her first. A pair of dragons was the sort of sight that would stir wonder in the hearts of his followers. 
 
    Mikkel nodded, and the Lord saw that Mikkel wanted to stay and see the dragons for himself. 
 
    “I can trust no one else to rally my troops,” the Lord said. He knew that this would catch Mikkel’s attention, and he smiled when the man’s chest swelled with pride. “I will be able to catch up with you easily. Once the other dragons are dead and no threat to me, I will join the troops and make the assault.” 
 
    “At last you will begin to have the power you deserve.” Mikkel eyes shone with pride. “My Lord, every day I thank heaven that you have returned to us. I thank…. As strange as it sounds, I still pray to you.” His face flushed as he said it, and he knelt awkwardly on the ground. 
 
    The Lord knew his role. He came closer to lay a hand on Mikkel’s brow. “I know,” he said. He had not heard Mikkel’s voice in particular, but he heard the whispers of their prayers in his sleep. He heard not only the prayers of thanks, but also the prayers no human would admit to: the prayers for dark things, for death and destruction, for love that was not theirs to have. 
 
    He was the Prince of Truth, however, so he did not revile them for it. Those who admitted what they most wanted were speaking a dark truth, and the Lord drew strength from that as well. 
 
    “What is it you pray for, Mikkel?” The Lord drew the priest up to stand. “Tell me. Tell me what dreams you have had. When all of this is over, what would make you happiest?” 
 
    “A world free of sin,” Mikkel said at once. His voice was thick with hatred. “The Menti flourished in Reyalon. King Davead wanted money more than he wanted their destruction. Oh, the followers of Anios punished the Menti, but it was not enough. They should have been killed. And all others who would profane your world—they must be burned away as well, Lord, in your fire. When the world is pure at last, I will be happy.” 
 
    He really was completely mad. The Lord smiled at him, letting Mikkel see none of his true thoughts. Mikkel was the sort of follower it was good to lose in battle, so that they might serve as a glorious inspiration without infecting others with their madness. 
 
    “You shall have everything you desire and more,” the Lord promised. “Go, bring my troops to the place I have specified. Ready them. I will join you soon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Karine 
 
      
 
    After more than a week on the road, with no companions to help her, Karine was desperate. She managed to take water from wells at night, but it was always risky. Sometimes there were dogs or horses that would alert their owners to her presence, and once she had been chased by a devilish goat that had bitten a chunk out of her clothing. Now it was torn and drafty. She knew she resembled a beggar. Worse, she looked vulnerable. 
 
    It was her own weakness that persuaded her to go into the village. If she did not, she would die. She was not sure yet what story she would tell, but she had a rough plan. She would search out a woman and offer to do some work for a bit of bread. She would not ask for shelter or any coin, and the woman might be glad to have the day’s washing done and hung to dry. Karine would even muck out stables if that was what it took, but she was worried that going to an inn might lead her to bad situations. 
 
    Luck was on her side, and outside one of the first houses in the village she saw a woman tending to a vegetable garden. Karine’s mouth watered at the sight of ripe tomatoes, and she had to use all of her self-control not to run to the woman and beg for food then and there. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said, meek and trembling like a lamb. She hated herself for that. Why could she not be strong, like Reva? 
 
    A little voice whispered to her that she should have stayed at the Gardens of Anios, that she had left there to save her own skin and not for any greater purpose. It would serve her right if she died.  
 
    She ignored the voice. 
 
    The woman looked up, and her unfriendly gaze took in Karine’s pretty face and too-thin form. “What d’ye want, then?” 
 
    “Just work,” Karine said. “Just a day’s work, ma’am, please. I’d not ask something for nothing. I don’t want to be a beggar. I’m stronger than I look. I can feed pigs or muck out stables. I can do the washing. I just need…. I need to eat.” Her chin trembled. 
 
    The woman sat back on her heels. To Karine’s surprise, she did not seem as unfriendly as she had a moment before. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she asked. 
 
    Karine hesitated, but all of the insults and anger she had felt when she was imprisoned came tumbling out of her. “I was taken and sold as a slave to a rich family. We were shackled at night, and by day we worked until we were near collapse.” She held out her hands. “Look. You can see that I’m a hard worker.” The woman’s eyes widened as she took in Karine’s callused flesh. “I escaped, but I’m afraid they’ll find me.” 
 
    Karine forced herself to wait. She felt bad that she was deceiving this woman. If the woman knew it was the Sisters who had taken her, and that Karine was a Menti, she would not help her. 
 
    Then again, perhaps she would. Perhaps she had a child or a cousin or a sibling who had powers. Karine meant her no harm, in any case. She was not the monster the Order of Insight believed she was. She was just a scared young woman. 
 
    “Come have some food first,” the woman said finally. “It’s porridge, nothing special.” 
 
    Karine’s mouth watered. She was frozen on the spot, wanting the food so much that she could not even make herself move to get it. 
 
    “Come on, then,” the woman said. She seemed to have decided to take Karine under her wing. “I have a sense ye’d not ask unless ye were desperate, and it’s plain to see ye haven’t eaten right in a while. Come eat. I’ll not have you fainting from hunger for the promise of food.” 
 
    Karine smiled as she followed the woman into the house. A plain wooden bowl was set on the table, and a carved spoon, and the woman ladled the porridge in gently. She added some creamy milk and then a pat of butter, an inconceivable luxury for a small family, and nodded at Karine to eat. 
 
    Karine meant to be dignified, but as soon as the food touched her lips, she could not stop herself. She gulped it down and followed it with a cup of water the woman had given her. Her stomach was full to bursting and she put a hand over it, willing herself not to vomit. 
 
    “Sit easy, now,” the woman said. “There’s more, but not yet. You’ll be sick, and that’ll help no one. Come find me when you can walk again.” Then she left Karine and went back to her garden. 
 
    Karine wanted to cry in relief, but she knew that if she started crying, she would not stop. She stood up as soon as the pain in her stomach eased and went outside to help the woman in the garden. 
 
    They worked in silence. After so much time in the Gardens of Anios, Karine knew how to tend to vegetables and herbs. She could tell weeds from other plants, and she pruned back leaves quickly and efficiently. The work she was doing reminded her so strongly of the Gardens that she caught herself looking over her shoulder for Sisters with whips—but there was no one there, of course. 
 
    She watched her companion as well. The woman was clearly old enough to have had several children. Her hair had once been a pale golden brown, not unlike Karine’s own, but it had grey in it now. Nonetheless, the years had only made her more handsome instead of breaking her. The lines at her mouth and eyes said she smiled more than she frowned, and she moved in a strong, no-nonsense way that put Karine at ease. 
 
    It was midday when a young man came through the gate. Karine and the woman were working on the washing by then, and Karine had been given an apple from one of the trees behind the house. 
 
    The man was clearly this woman’s son. He was young, and gangly in a way that said he was not done growing. He looked like he had more in the way of arms and legs than he knew what to do with.  
 
    His brown eyes took in Karine, and he smiled at his mother. “Another stray taken in, Mama?” 
 
    “They always find their way to me,” his mother said with a laugh. “This is Karine. Karine, this is my son, Daniel.” 
 
    “I’m pleased to meet you, Daniel.” Karine ducked her head. 
 
    “We might as well eat,” the woman said. “Come on, now. Yes, you. You’re doing enough work to warrant more than just a bowl of porridge, girl. Don’t be stupid. You are stronger than you look,” she added. 
 
    They went to sit in the shadowy house again, and Karine relaxed as the woman and her son spoke of the village. Their little cottage was on the outer edge, but they seemed to know everything. Daniel worked in the inn. As the town was close to Reyalon, he heard about much that was happening throughout Estala. 
 
    He seemed to be holding something back, however, and finally he said, “Strange customers today. Came in with a horse that hates ’em. All hooded and cloaked, won’t go into the tavern to eat. And James said he heard a sound from inside the cart like someone was crying. But he was too scared to look inside, what with them standing about.” 
 
    His mother looked up from her food. “Crying from the cart? Do you think they had someone in there?” 
 
    Captured Menti, Karine thought, but that did not make any sense. The Sisters were very open about what they did. She put down her spoon, thinking furiously. Whoever was in that cart—and she believed Daniel that there was someone—was in danger. 
 
    “Take me there,” she said. 
 
    He shook his head. “You may be stronger’n you look, but there are six of them and one of you. Whatever’s going on, you’d need help.” 
 
    She knew from the beat of anger and remembered terror in her blood that she could not keep out of this situation. She had run away from the Gardens of Anios for what she told herself was a good reason, but she still felt shame that seemed to double with every step she took away from the Gardens. She could tell herself that her fellow slaves were safe until she returned there with help, but this captive was not safe. 
 
    She could not leave them to whatever fate these cloaked people had in mind. She leaned forward to speak to the woman and her son. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said. “You said they’re hooded and cloaked. They’re keeping secrets, and maybe they’re hurting people. If we were to expose them, we could save whoever is in the cart, and they might flee with no blood being shed. There are more people in town, enough that if we stood together, we could take on six people.” 
 
    They hesitated. 
 
    “Please,” Karine said. “I was taken from my home, and I don’t know if anyone thought of helping me. If they did think of it, they didn’t do it. I know you think me foolish, but I can’t let the same thing happen to someone else.” 
 
    The woman sighed, but she nodded. “Ye’re right. With how things are these days, we need to do for one another, or we’re lost.” 
 
    Daniel opened and closed his mouth as though he wanted to protest but then thought better of it. 
 
    The walk into the village was quick. The woman had given Karine a tunic to put over her dress, as well as a shawl to guard against the brisk afternoon wind. She felt less like a ragged beggar and more like someone who could hold her head up proudly. 
 
    The inn was on the far side of town, and they were almost to the town square when Daniel shushed them. A cart was coming towards them, and he nodded at it wordlessly. 
 
    All the villagers were watching it, and Karine could see why. There was something very wrong here, though she could not guess what it was. Who would be so hooded against the light of day, unless they were hiding something awful? And what was in that cart?  
 
    She had to do something. As the cart drew closer, Karine stooped to pick up a rock. 
 
    “Give me your knife,” she told Daniel. “I have a plan.” When he hesitated, she gave him a nod. “I promise, I’ll hurt no one.” 
 
    He handed it over, and she saw he wanted to intervene as well. He was afraid, eager for someone else to help. 
 
    They drew to the side of the road to let the cart go past. It was almost on them when Karine stepped into its path and threw the rock as hard as she could at the driver. They cowered away as the horse shied and the carriage rocked. Because of all the disturbances, the driver’s hood fell back from their head. 
 
    Someone screamed, and Karine’s blood ran cold. It was the face from her nightmare the other night, the face that was half-snake and half-human. Its slit-pupiled eyes stared down at her in hatred, and it made a movement to wrench the hood back up and snap the reins. 
 
    But Karine had been prepared. She darted forward to cut the traces that held the horse to the cart, and the sad, scared beast bolted away. 
 
    “There’s someone in the cart!” Karine yelled. “They’ve kidnapped someone!” 
 
    The townspeople had been frozen in horror, but now they leapt into action. They snatched up shovels and took out their knives, grabbed lamps and torches from inside their houses, and rushed to the cart with yells of fury. 
 
    The monsters were trying to haul their captives out of the back of the cart, but the people would not let them. There were screams and yells, and the beasts were beaten back until they turned and fled.  
 
    Karine pushed her way through the crowd as many hands picked the two figures up off the ground. They wore very fine dresses and had burlap sacks over their heads and iron manacles at their hands and feet. When the sacks were pulled away, Karine gasped. 
 
    “Reva.” 
 
    Reva cried Karine’s name as the gag was pulled from her mouth and threw herself into Karine’s arms. “Oh, Karine. Thank you, thank you!” 
 
    Karine held her friend tight, surprise and relief coursing through her, feeling like warm sun on her skin. There were murmurs from the crowd, but she saw that people were drawing away to give them privacy. Someone was calling for a blacksmith to strike away the chains. 
 
    Reva looked up at Karine, and then around at the crowd, and her smile faltered. 
 
    “Where are the others?” she asked. She saw the expression on Karine’s face and misinterpreted it. “Oh, Karine, what has happened to them? Where are Lottie and Rohesa?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    It was morning when Serena stirred and lifted her head from the side of Raphael’s cot. She had no memory of falling asleep, but she must have. Her fingers were interlaced with his, and she stared down at them for a long moment. She could feel herself blushing and she knew she should take her hand away, but she could not bring herself to do that yet. 
 
    She leaned forward to see how he was doing. His breathing had steadied over the course of the night and his colour was better, she thought. As she leaned forward, steadying herself on the bed, his eyes opened. 
 
    Serena froze. Their faces were far too close together. “I….” Her voice trailed off, and she cleared her throat. She had no idea what she had been planning to say. “How are you?” was all she could produce. She could not seem to move; she was paralyzed by embarrassment. 
 
    “Weaker than I would like,” Brother Raphael admitted. He sounded amused, though, and he startled a laugh out of Serena. 
 
    “You look better,” she told him. “We were worried.” 
 
    Someone near the door cleared their throat meaningfully, and Serena jerked her head. A Brother of the Enlightened stood there glaring at the two of them. His watery blue eyes took in Serena’s flush, their clasped hands, and even the rip on Serena’s sleeve as if it was all indecent. 
 
    She hastily untangled her fingers from Raphael’s and stood. “Forgive me, Brother. I did not see you enter. Are you here to tend to Brother Raphael?” 
 
    “I came to see if he was well,” the Brother replied. His voice carried a low undercurrent of anger. “Now I see he is being cared for very improperly. I wonder if he was even injured.” 
 
    “He was injured!” Serena’s anger flared. Over Brother Raphael’s protest, she balled her hands into fists and glared at the Brother in the doorway. “He put himself in grave danger to save Lady Avalon.” 
 
    “He seems quite devoted to the ladies of the court,” the Brother observed, then cast a contemptuous look at Raphael. “I will tell the head priest what I have seen here.” 
 
    “Please—” Brother Raphael began, but the man was already gone. 
 
    Raphael slumped back onto the bed. Even pushing himself up had been enough exertion to coat his chest in sweat, and he closed his eyes for a moment. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” Serena whispered. 
 
    His eyes opened, and he gave her a tired smile. “It was not your fault. Brother Evan is known to be very strict in his observance. Even stricter than the head priest. No doubt I will receive a stern lecture, but that is nothing to worry about.” His gaze searched hers and landed on her sleeve. “You were hurt as well.” 
 
    “It is nothing,” Serena told him, though the cuts ached fiercely. “Compared to your injuries, it was nothing.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “I did not know if you would survive.” 
 
    Raphael’s hand pressed gently on his stomach. His eyes were distant as he remembered the attack, and with a frown, he raised the blanket to inspect the wounds that had been so apparent on his torso just hours before. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “You were healed by a Menti,” Serena explained. “Do you remember Nico? He is a healer.” 
 
    As she had expected, Raphael’s face split into a weary smile. “Is that not wonderful? Help comes from where we least expect it. Maybe he and his fellow Menti can help us heal the sick.” 
 
    “I knew you would say that,” Serena said. “Perhaps he has not already offered his help for fear of judgement. Perhaps if we—” She broke off. “I know what we need to do!” 
 
    “What?” Brother Raphael frowned. 
 
    “I have a plan. I….” But when her gaze rested back on Raphael, her heart sank. “I do not want to leave you like this.” 
 
    “Go,” Raphael told her. “Do what you must. I will be here when you get back.” 
 
    Serena grinned and ran for the door. There, she turned once more toward him and felt something bubble up in her chest when she saw that he was still watching her. Then she left, running down the corridors and biting her lip to keep from laughing aloud. She felt like she could walk on the clouds. 
 
    In her rooms, she instructed the wide-eyed maid to put her in one of her finest gowns. It was a pretty sky blue that Serena knew set off her colouring to great advantage. She had her hair unpinned and brushed so that it hung loose and shining, and she hurried away again without eating, stopping only to ask that a message be sent to one of the lords. Then she searched the keep for Alberto. 
 
    He was studying in the library. Serena paused in the doorway to watch as Alberto’s tutor droned on about declensions. She held out her hand to him and gestured him over. 
 
    “If you will excuse us,” she told his tutor, “I thought I would take Alberto for a walk in the gardens.” 
 
    The tutor frowned. “Alberto still has much to practice this morning.” 
 
    “We will not be long,” Serena said. She knew the man could not overrule her. Alberto came to take her hand, and she walked with him through the corridors to the gardens. “How have you been?” she asked him. 
 
    Alberto smiled up at her. “I like that Luca has returned. He always comes to say good night to me before he goes to bed. Stefan did that, too, but he always glared at me like he hated me.” 
 
    Serena’s heart clenched. Stefan had always looked at Alberto like he was a competitor to be removed. 
 
    “Luca loves you very much,” she said simply. “As do Carolina and I.” 
 
    “I know,” Alberto said. He was dignified and mature for a child. “Carolina and I played horses and dragons all morning until Brother Adam found me.” 
 
    Serena laughed. “Horses and dragons? They seem like a strange combination.” 
 
    “Carolina decided she was a dragon, and I had to dodge her dragonfire. We used scarves.” 
 
    “I am glad you were able to play. Do not tell Brother Adam, but Matias and I used to sneak away from our lessons all the time.” 
 
    “You were naughty, too?” Alberto’s eyebrows shot up his forehead. “Brother Adam told me you would be disappointed in me.” 
 
    Serena rolled her eyes. “Do not listen to Brother Adam. I will find you a new tutor.” 
 
    When they emerged into the sunlight, she was pleased to see Lord Riziq strolling through the gardens with his daughter. Oriana was nine years old and very precocious. Clearly, Lord Riziq doted on her. Her mother had died many years ago, as Serena understood it, and Riziq had sent for Oriana as soon as Nesra’s Keep was taken. She had been running ahead of her father down a garden path, but she stopped when she saw Serena and curtsied. 
 
    “Your Highness.” She wobbled a little as she came up, clearly eager to keep running around and yet conscious of her manners. 
 
    “Hello, Oriana,” Serena replied. “Have you met Alberto?” 
 
    “No.” Oriana clasped her hands behind herself, clearly bashful. “Hello, Alberto.” 
 
    “Are you Xanti?” Alberto asked, wide-eyed. “I have never met a Xanti before.” 
 
    “Alberto,” Serena chided. 
 
    “Sorry. Do you want to see the big goldfish in the fountain?”  
 
    When Oriana nodded, he led the way at a full-on run, hurtling over several of the bushes in the process. To Serena’s amusement, Oriana followed suit, holding her skirts up around her knees so she could jump as well. Even a dignified, mature child liked to run full-pelt whenever they got the chance. 
 
    Lord Riziq shook his head, but with an amused twitch of his lips. “Oriana has always been high-spirited. Her governesses tell me that I do not keep her well enough in hand, and doubtless they are right. She has her mother’s smile, though, and I find I cannot resist it.” 
 
    Serena shaded her eyes with one hand and watched the two children playing at the fountain. “It is good for children to run and play,” she said. “Sometimes I worry about Alberto. He is a dutiful boy. He needs more laughter and play, I think.” 
 
    “With a young noble girl of his own age?” Lord Riziq asked shrewdly. 
 
    “Yes.” Serena nodded to show she understood. “I wanted to see if the two of them got along. It seems they do.” 
 
    Lord Riziq hesitated as he fell in beside her on the path, and then he said, “Forgive me, Your Highness, but I have always preferred plain speech when possible.” 
 
    “It must be difficult to be a councillor, then,” Serena said. “It is hard enough to be a princess with the same inclination.” 
 
    Lord Riziq laughed. 
 
    “But to speak plainly,” Serena continued, “I have wondered about betrothing Alberto to your daughter. You see—again, I will speak plainly for both our benefits—I wish to make a more enduring alliance between Xantos and Estala.” 
 
    “I see. And Lord Tinian has no unmarried children.” 
 
    “Just so,” Serena said. “But as Xantos has no king, not in the way we do, I hoped that you would find this match to your liking—‘you’ being the council, of course.” 
 
    “It would depend very much on what the alliance entailed, I should think,” Lord Riziq said after a moment. “A bargain may be honeyed, but it must be sound at its root.” 
 
    “Ah, you misunderstand.” Serena looked over toward Alberto, now examining rocks with Oriana. “You clearly adore your daughter, Lord Riziq. Though I do not have children, Alberto is my brother, and I love him with all my heart. Luca feels the same way. He checks on Alberto every night. He has always been sweet to all of his siblings. Luca and I would do anything to see Alberto happy. If he is in Xantos, perhaps even rising to the Gold Council someday, it will be our way of promising you that we will do all in our power to make his life happy and prosperous, like those of all around him in his new home.” 
 
    Lord Riziq stopped and looked at Serena with a new appreciation. “Is this Prince Luca’s will, then, as well?” 
 
    No. Serena swallowed and hoped it was not too obvious. “He expressed reservations to me,” she admitted. “He did not want to sell Alberto—as you would say, to honey a bargain. He is not a king who is willing to use his family as pawns. Seeing Alberto content and safe, however….” She looked over at the two children and frowned thoughtfully. “That is different. If Alberto were happy to go, happy to be betrothed, it would make all the difference in the world to Luca.” 
 
    Lord Riziq’s short nod showed agreement. “If Prince Luca were amenable, I surely would be as well. It is as good a marriage as any there is.” 
 
    “What is?” Lord Tinian asked. 
 
    Serena turned, careful to remain impassive. She was glad to have secured Lord Riziq’s tentative approval for the match. It told her that she had likely hit on a good solution, and she was eager to see what Lord Tinian thought of it. She gestured toward Alberto and Oriana. 
 
    “Lord Tinian. I called you here to discuss a matter that affects the Gold Council and the royal house. As a symbol of the enduring alliance between our nations, not simply a matter of convenience to bring Luca to the throne, I wish to betroth Prince Alberto to Lord Riziq’s daughter.” 
 
    Lord Tinian’s brows rose fractionally as he looked over at the two children. “A very interesting thought, Princess Serena. I, too, have considered marriage as a means of securing our alliance.” 
 
    Serena’s skin prickled. She had the sense from Lord Tinian’s too-casual tone that he had a specific alliance in mind. Lord Riziq looked sharply at him, and Serena could see that the Second Councillor also did not know what Lord Tinian was planning. 
 
    Oddly, that was reassuring. Serena decided to say nothing about Lord Tinian’s planned marriage. If she were able to show this marriage to its best advantage, perhaps it would replace whatever Lord Tinian had in mind. After all, he had no marriageable children himself, and he had a wife. What more could he want? 
 
    “Alberto is young,” she said, “but that is a benefit to you, I think. He will learn much about Xantos as he lives there, and he may one day sit on your Gold Council. As I said to Lord Riziq, having Alberto in Xantos will be our promise to you that we will seek Xantos’s enduring prosperity. It will be his home, more than Estala. We will want him to have a good life there.” 
 
    Lord Tinian regarded Serena carefully, and she had the sense that she had said something he had not expected. He appeared tentative, but accepting of the idea. 
 
    “That is a fine promise, Princess Serena,” he said. “A very fine promise. Lord Riziq and I must discuss it, but I think it will be agreeable to Xantos.” 
 
    Serena nodded. She had scored a point here, she could see, but she also had the sense that Lord Tinian’s other plans were still in motion. Leave, you snake, she thought. Leave us in peace. Go back to your golden palace and let Luca rule without your interference. However, she forced a pleasant expression on her face, curving the corners of her lips, just a touch, like any good princess would. She would not let Lord Tinian see her true thoughts. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Luca clenched his hand into a fist and tried not to give in to his frustration. In a bid to make more of his own decisions, he had invited the generals to come to his rooms for refreshment. He wanted to discuss the army’s movements with them. It seemed a kingly thing to do to provide them with wine and food as he spoke to them. In this smaller room, without the rest of his council, he did not have to fear the normal in-fighting that plagued his days. 
 
    However, the generals were not as happy as he had thought they would be to stand aside and keep the troops from battle. Luca could not understand it. No one wanted to lead troops into battle only for them to be killed. Surely, even Lord Tinian could not object that saving the lives of the soldiers was a good idea. 
 
    The generals did not agree. 
 
    “Prince Luca,” Lord Feryn said now, “please understand. We wish only to keep you safe.” 
 
    “I know that,” Luca snapped. He took a deep breath and tried to behave as his father would have behaved. “I thank you,” he said more calmly. “Truly, Lord Feryn, your caution does you credit. I am grateful to my generals for offering to go into danger on my behalf.” 
 
    He looked around the room and managed to smile at them. These were not his picks for generals, but he had to admit that they were putting themselves in danger, and he should respect that. 
 
    “However,” Luca said now, steepling his fingers under his chin as he had seen his father do before, “I have powers that others in the army do not possess. Stefan has such powers as well, as I have explained to you.” 
 
    The generals exchanged a look. They plainly did not believe him about Stefan being a dragon. On one hand, Luca could not blame them. He would have to struggle to believe it if he had not seen it with his own eyes. However, he had seen it with his own eyes, and now he was trying to keep the army from being slaughtered. 
 
    “When I first fought Stefan,” he told them, “he was only a fledgling. Now he may be considerably stronger. A dragon is not only a devastating force in terms of claws and teeth, it has excellent mobility, too. Stefan will be able to devastate any army we put in the field. Grouping our soldiers together will only make them a tempting target for a dragon in the air.” 
 
    Lord Rokkan had understood this, he thought resentfully. 
 
    “I can fight Stefan,” Luca said when the generals still did not say anything. “I can defeat him. What I need is for you to keep the army from engaging so that good lives will not be lost.” 
 
    Lord Feryn sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He was relatively young, and he wore his gold hair long, pulled back in a queue at the back of his neck. He had dressed very finely today, and he did not look very much like a general, in Luca’s opinion. 
 
    Lord Trewan was the one who spoke this time. “Prince Luca,” he said bluntly, “it would not be a good strategy to pin our entire defence on one fighter, no matter who that one fighter is. You say you have the powers to defeat Stefan. We believe you.” His tone was less sure than his words. “However, Stefan also has an army.” 
 
    “Where?” Luca demanded. “There are stories of many who have joined the ranks of Anios, but those are peasants, not soldiers. There is no report of any armies. We would know if they were anywhere in the countryside. We can assume that Stefan is in hiding and his army is gone.” 
 
    “With respect, Prince Luca, we cannot assume that.” Lord Trewan was adamant. “As we have said, the best thing is to send the army out into the countryside with aid for the peasants—food and help for the fields. While we disperse around the country, able to respond quickly to any reports of an army, our soldiers can help with the harvest and distribute medicines. With so many struck down by the plague, this has been a bad year. Our soldiers could earn you much goodwill, Prince Luca.” 
 
    Luca ground his teeth. He did not like this. He did not want his soldiers out in the field to be picked off one by one. Worse, it seemed as if nothing he did was enough. He had kept the workers in the Gardens of Anios enslaved in order to provide medicine, and for what? He heard reports that the people were still on the verge of revolt because the harvests had been bad. Luca was doing all he could. Could the people not see that? 
 
    “Leave me,” he said abruptly. If they were only going to argue with him, he would not listen. 
 
    “Prince Luca—” 
 
    “I said, leave me.”  
 
    He turned his face away as they filed out of the room. He could hear them murmuring to each other on the stairs. What were they saying? That he was not fit to wear the crown? 
 
    He took off his circlet and threw it across the room. He was not a king. They were holding off on crowning him because they were not sure he had it in him to be king. 
 
    He must be crowned. Only then would he begin to have their respect.  
 
    He stalked to the window to look out on the gardens. He could see Alberto playing in the sunshine, which surprised him. Usually, at this hour, Alberto was hard at work with his tutors. Alberto, like Luca, had never been in serious contention for the throne, but the prince took his duties seriously nonetheless. 
 
    Luca squinted down into the garden. Alberto was playing with a girl who, to judge from her complexion, was likely Xanti. Then saw Serena walking with Lord Riziq. Perhaps this was Lord Riziq’s daughter, then. Luca knew that the Second Councillor had brought his daughter to Estala, primarily as an opportunity for her to see the world, but also as a signal, Luca thought, that the Xanti intended to be in Estala for a long time. 
 
    What were Riziq and Serena talking about? Luca frowned, and then frowned more deeply when Lord Tinian came to speak to Serena. Though the two were often at cross purposes in his council meetings, now Tinian and Serena seemed to be being very friendly to one another. 
 
    Luca slipped out the door of his chambers and down the stairs, hardly pausing to nod to the guards who saluted him. He went as quickly as he could without tumbling down the stairs, and at last came out into one of the secluded parts of the garden. He had spent many hours here in his youth playing hide and seek with Reva, so he knew where he would not be seen. 
 
    He got as close as he could to where Tinian, Serena, and Riziq were walking together. 
 
    “So you would mean for Prince Alberto to live in Xantos?” Lord Tinian was saying. 
 
    “Yes,” Serena said without any hesitation. “I think it is essential. How better can we understand what issues are vital to the Xanti? Alberto will be a great asset to you, I believe. He is young, but he is a bright boy, and he is very conscious of his duty.” 
 
    “To be honest, Your Highness, I would suspect you were putting an agent of your own under our roof,” Lord Riziq said. He sounded hesitant, yet as if he wished to speak honestly. “What stops me from thinking that is the fact that Alberto is so young.” 
 
    “Yes,” Serena said again. “And I hope we can see past our history as enemies, my lords. This is not about whose agents are under whose roof. It is about understanding that Xantos and Estala are both stronger and more prosperous when the world is at peace. We could spend the next years jockeying for position, trying to wring as much out of each individual treaty as possible, or we could leave that past behind us. I believe this marriage would help us do so, building a new future which will endure long past the usual declarations of friendship. Alberto and Oriana will represent a new union of Xanti and Estalan interests.” 
 
    Luca frowned. He had told Serena that he did not want to bargain his siblings away, but here she was, making the bargain without him. She was acting against his interests, as Tinian and Josef had suggested she was. 
 
    More to the point, Serena was speaking as though she were on the throne. She was promising his goodwill to the Xanti for years—or, Luca thought, hers. There was a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. His father had told them always to be cautious of those who were near the seat of power. In Stefan’s case, their father had been correct to worry. 
 
    Was it possible that behind her quiet, respectful manner, Serena was just as bad as Stefan? 
 
    Luca whirled and climbed back up the stairs to his apartments. He was fuming. He could no longer trust Serena. Worse, one of the few people he had thought he could trust was now missing, perhaps dead. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut and leaned against the wall. He had done everything in his power for the past few days to forget that Reva was missing. He had read more policy papers than he had known existed. He had invited the generals to a meeting. He had practiced with Josef until he thought he would collapse. 
 
    None of it had helped him forget that she was gone. She had come to him only  for him to disappoint her and then see her abducted. He had not even kept her safe while she was in Reyalon.  
 
    Luca crouched down and tried not to groan aloud. His head felt like it was splitting open, and he dug his fingers into his scalp to steady himself. He stumbled up and went to the table to pour himself a cup of wine, and downed it in one gulp. 
 
    He stared at his circlet, lying in the corner of the room, and his mouth twisted bitterly. He was not king, and he was alone. They were all circling, wanting his power, wanting to throw him out of the way. 
 
    How was he supposed to defeat Stefan when he did not even have the support of those closest to him? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    The villagers were kind, far kinder than they would have been if they knew the three women were Menti. Rooms were found for them in the inn, and the men of the town took turns standing guard as a village healer saw to Reva’s and Carlia’s wounds. Carlia was still prone to feeling dazed after the hit on the head and their days in a hot, dry cart. 
 
    Though Reva was not injured, she felt as though she were broken. They had been captured within view of Nesra’s Keep. The kidnappers had been taking them to Stefan, who Karine said was claiming to be Anios reborn, and not trading on his royal lineage at all. 
 
    Even in this small village, there were those who spoke of joining the mysterious Lord. They said that Luca was no better than Stefan, that he had come back with a Xanti army, Menti at his beck and call, and there were rumours that he had killed his own brother. Reva heard the whispers more than once: That is why there is a plague…. 
 
    She did not contradict them. To her shame, she was far too scared for her own skin to defend the Menti. 
 
    Carlia and Karine seemed to feel the same. Neither of them spoke much, though Karine explained in whispers what she had done at the Gardens of Anios. And then Reva told Karine about Nesra’s Keep. About Luca keeping the Gardens open. 
 
    “I was not able to persuade Luca.” She shook her head angrily. “I fear I have missed my chance to make him see the right thing to do.” 
 
    Karine considered this. Horses were being readied for their return, and Carlia was being tended to inside the inn. Reva and Karine were strolling through the village under the watchful eyes of the town’s men. They had tried to offer help to the Widow Adelyn, who had given Karine food on her first day here, but the woman would not think of taking their help now. 
 
    Ye’re noble, she said when they asked her about it. Noble ladies shouldn’t be doing hard work with us folk. Reva got the sense that she was pleased they had offered, but she would not allow them to do even the smallest thing. 
 
    Now Karine gazed up at the sky. It was a fine, cloudless summer day, and a breeze stirred her golden hair. To Reva, Karine resembled a statue, thin and sad but beautiful. 
 
    “What did Luca say to you when he knew you had been in the Gardens of Anios?” she said finally. 
 
    “He told me that he had made things better for them, but he could not free the slaves yet,” Reva said bitterly. “He was very defensive.” 
 
    “Then he knew he was doing wrong,” Karine said. She studied Reva. “It’s not your job to make him be a good man.” 
 
    “No.” Reva drew out the word uncertainly. “But Brother Axil—he was Luca’s Governor when we were children—told me that no one stands apart from everyone else. We all rely on friends sometimes to remind us of the right thing to do.” 
 
    “I was relying on you to do the right thing,” Karine said miserably. “I’m no better than Luca. I left them there, Reva. I left Lottie and Rohesa behind.” 
 
    “No. It is not the same thing,” Reva argued. “You took action with the intention to go back for them. You meant for them to be freed, not save yourself and leave them there forever.” She reached out to grasp Karine’s hand. “We will free them, Karine. I will help Luca be the king he was meant to be, whatever it takes.” 
 
    Karine smiled, and the two women turned their heads at the sound of a shout. Another cart had been readied and hitched to horses, and Carlia was being led out to it as supplies were loaded in. 
 
    “It won’t take ye long to get back to Reyalon,” the innkeeper said when Reva and Karine came up to the cart. “Sounds like those beasts took ye through the woods and on back roads so no one’d see what they were. Ye’r lucky that horse was doing so poorly, or they’d not have stopped.” 
 
    Reva nodded. She was well aware how unlikely their rescue had been. The horse had been found a few hours after Karine had cut its traces, trembling and near collapse in a field. One of the stable boys had been able to lure it back after a time, but it was still skittish. 
 
    “Here.” The innkeeper passed Reva a piece of paper with a wax seal on it and a jagged scrawl of a signature. “Daniel will take care of ye until ye get to Holt’s Hill. The innkeeper there will know this for my sign. Tell him to give ye new horses, and we’ll sort it all out later.” 
 
    Reva wanted to throw her arms around him, but she knew he would be embarrassed by that. She curtsied instead, mindful of her manners. “I thank you,” she said honestly. “I was trapped in a nightmare, and you all came to my aid.” 
 
    He smiled and cleared his throat gruffly. “It’s no more’n we should be doing fer each other, my lady. You tell ’em that at the Keep, will ye? Whoever’s rulin’ there by the time ye get back.” He clearly thought this was a great joke, so Reva found a smile for him. 
 
    Still, she wanted him to know she would do what she could. “I will,” she said. “And I want you to know I will tell whomever is on the throne what I have seen—about the people, about the harvest and the plague. I will fight to make sure that whoever sits there helps all of you.” 
 
    “Ah, ye’r sweet.” He gave her a sad smile. “But we know how the world works, my lady. Kings care for grand gestures and big conquests. The small business of the realm doesn’t matter much to them. We know. We won’t hold ye responsible if nothing changes.” 
 
    Reva swallowed and went to the cart. Of all the things she had heard while she was here, this was the most disheartening. That the poor should believe no one was going to help them, and that they should accept it as no more than the normal course of things…. 
 
    In her youth, she had thought Estala was prosperous and happy. Clearly, she had been wrong. 
 
    Their journey back along the roads was pleasant. Daniel seemed overawed at first to be in the presence of three noble ladies of the court—they decided to let him believe that Karine and Carlia were also ladies—but he grew more comfortable as the hours progressed. By the time night fell and they could see the lights of Holt’s Hill glittering in the distance, the four of them were singing songs they had taught one another, and when they parted at the inn the next morning, Reva embraced him and smiled when his cheeks turned pink. 
 
    “You are a kind man and a brave one,” she told him. “Your village is lucky to have a man like you in it. We all thank you for what you have done.” 
 
    “It was nothing, my lady.” But he bowed as best he was able and hurried away with his ears pink and a grin spreading across his face. 
 
    Reva grew more nervous as they came closer to the city. They were nearly at the gates, or so it seemed, when they came across a complement of soldiers looking for “the ladies Reva Avalon and Carlia.” They were bemused to find three women instead of two, but Reva was accomplished in giving orders after her year at court. She simply lifted her chin and smiled, and the three women were lifted onto the saddles of the officers to ride back to court. 
 
    In Reyalon, people drew aside to watch the horses go past. They must have heard about the search for Reva, for there were whispers and stares, and a few people called out Reva’s name. 
 
    “What are they saying?” Reva asked. 
 
    “They remember that your parents were killed by Menti, my lady,” the lieutenant explained. “They fear the rumours that Prince Luca is a Menti. Pardon me, my lady. I’m only repeating what they say. They think you’re a good luck charm, someone who will make things right at court.” 
 
    Reva turned back to the road. She tried to smile at the people who called out to her, but she could hardly make herself do so anymore. Anger welled within her. Stefan was a Menti as well as Luca, and he had done nothing but harm the country with his policies. Still, he had managed to poison the people against Luca and against those who bore them no ill will. 
 
    She was still angry when the gates of Nesra’s Keep swung open and they trotted into the courtyard. The women were let down from their horses, and messengers were sent racing to the council chambers. Reva grasped Karine’s hand and found that she was terrified. Luca was unpredictable, Reyalon unstable, and there was a threat out there that they had to face together soon. But she had faced uncertainty in the past, and she would do so again. 
 
    Sam arrived first, running across the courtyard to fold Carlia in his arms. The siblings whispered together, tears in their eyes. This had been their worst nightmare since they had hidden themselves away, and Sam had clearly feared that he would never see Carlia again. 
 
    When he turned to Reva, she saw his gaze flick over Karine, but only in a distracted way. He stepped toward Reva and opened his mouth, but he did not seem to know what to say. 
 
    “You are alive,” he said finally. 
 
    Reva took two steps and flung herself into his arms. She hugged him tightly. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    “You are sorry?” He laughed awkwardly. “What for?” 
 
    “I put us in danger,” Reva said with a groan. “We refused the offer of guards that day, and when we walked through the alleyway, I bickered with you. I walked away with Carlia. If we had not been alone, we might not have been taken. I am so sorry, Sam.” 
 
    “What happened?” He pulled away from her. There was a shout and the sound of guards approaching, but his gaze never wavered from searching hers. “Why did they abduct you?” 
 
    “They were taking us to Stefan,” Reva explained. “There were rumours that he would drink blood. I think he believes that if he kills all the other dragons and drinks our blood, he will gain our powers.” 
 
    “That is ridiculous,” Sam scoffed. 
 
    “It is. But he has a following.” Reva shook her head. “I have to tell Luca. Stefan is pretending to be a god, Sam, and people believe him.” 
 
    “Reva.” Luca’s voice cut between them, and she turned. 
 
    He was standing nearby, staring at her with his chest heaving. It was clear from his red face that he had run all the way through the keep. He gazed at her as if he, too, had never expected to see her again. 
 
    “Luca.” Reva saw Sam look away as she went to Luca. His feelings about Luca were obvious, but Reva was not sure what she felt any longer. No matter what Sam thought, Luca had been very dear to Reva once. What she did know was that she meant to be his advisor. She would sort it all out, she thought. Somehow. 
 
    She did not have to decide yet, surely. 
 
    “I thought you were dead,” Luca said. He stepped close to Reva and spoke quietly. “I thought you were dead and I would never have the chance to make things right with you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Reva looked up at him. Hope stirred in her chest. 
 
    “You were right,” Luca told her. “I have been a fool. The Gardens must be shut down. I cannot be a king who uses people. I have never wanted to be that sort of man.” To her surprise, he shot an angry look at Serena, but then he looked back at Reva. “The people on my council are jaded. They speak of these matters as if there are no human lives at stake. But you, Reva, were honest with me. I could not stop thinking about the look on your face when you learned what I had done. You were right. Stay here. Advise me.” 
 
    “Of course I will advise you,” Reva said with a laugh. “Luca, we shared so much when we were children. I know you never wanted any of this, but you will make a good king, and I will be glad to help you in any way I can.” 
 
    “Any way?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes. Luca—” 
 
    “Reva.” He clasped her hands. “It has been many years since we were betrothed, but do you think you might still care for me?” 
 
    “Of course I care for you.” The words were automatic. “Luca, I will always care for you. You are….” 
 
    Her words trailed off as he knelt in the dust of the courtyard. 
 
    No. But she could not seem to move, and his face was shining when he looked up at her. 
 
    “Lady Reva Avalon,” he said. “We were betrothed once, and we were happiest then. We have always been destined to be together, Reva. I truly believe that. Marry me, Reva. Be my queen.” 
 
    The blood drained from her face as she saw her childhood friend kneeling before her. He was a man now, and she no longer knew what kind of man. He was a king, or soon to be, and she did not yet know what kind of king. When she thought of her future with him, she imagined chains. 
 
    But he was her king, and they were surrounded by other people. She could not refuse a king. Could she? 
 
    And then there was Reyalon, the plague, Stefan, the Gardens, and Estala. All a mess, all requiring sacrifice and bravery to fix. She thought of Daniel and his mother and the men who had protected them at Holt’s Hill. No king had done right by those people. If she married Luca, she could advise him. She could push him in the right direction when he was falling short. She could help the people of Estala. 
 
    There was only one answer. She knew that.  
 
    “Yes,” Reva stammered. She did not look over at Sam. She could not bear to. But her gaze came to rest on Tania, and she saw the sudden hurt on the woman’s face.  
 
    Reva forced a smile as Luca laughed and spun her around, then held up her hand in front of the people gathered there. 
 
    It was wrong, all wrong, but she did not know how to make it right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    Serena made her way quickly down the hallway toward one of the council chambers. After the previous day’s excitement, no council meeting had been held today, but she was eager to make strides in the business of the realm. She had gone to find Brother Raphael, but he had already left the infirmary. She smiled slightly at the thought. He never rested, even when he really should. She intended to tease him for that when she saw him next. 
 
    To her surprise, when she entered the room, it was not only Lord Rokkan who was waiting for her, but also Reva and the man Serena recognised as Geraldo. Geraldo was glowering and Rokkan looked uncertain, but Reva stood with a smile to kiss Serena’s cheek. 
 
    Serena smiled back. She was glad to see Reva looking well. When Luca had proposed marriage the day before, Serena had seen shock and uncertainty on Reva’s face, and she did not want a royal marriage to be entered into without both parties being enthusiastic. She had always liked Reva, though, and she would be glad to have the woman as a sister-in-law. Reva had returned from her travels stronger and wiser by far than her seventeen years. 
 
    “I hope you do not mind,” Reva said, “but after coming from the countryside, I simply could not sit and wait for business to resume. I heard you were meeting with Lord Rokkan, and I thought Geraldo and I might lend our aid.” 
 
    Geraldo grunted, halfway between assent and a grumble. 
 
    “Forgive me for asking,” Lord Rokkan said curiously, “but why do you think you can help with military matters?” 
 
    Serena tried not to wince. The bluntness that served Rokkan well in leading soldiers was hardly conducive to the smooth running of the court. 
 
    But Reva did not take offense. “I do not know much of military matters, it is true, but Geraldo does. He leads the Menti who trained Luca, and the two of you can coordinate to use Menti to best augment the troops Luca already has. Meanwhile, I can tell you about the conditions in many regions of Estala.” 
 
    Rokkan’s heavy brows rose. “Well enough, then.” He gave them a businesslike nod. “Where do we start?” 
 
    Serena poured out a velvet pouch of metal markers and began setting them in place. “The most important thing is that we now know Stefan is in the countryside, gathering converts not as himself, but under the pseudonym ‘the Lord.’ We knew of this person but did not realise who he was. He must have recovered quite quickly from his illness.” 
 
    “How does he propose to take the throne without telling them who he is?” Rokkan asked. 
 
    “He claims to be Anios reborn.” Serena could not keep the derision out of her voice. “He always was inclined to tell dramatic stories. If you want the truth, I think Brother Mikkel has encouraged him too much. Perhaps Mikkel is even behind this farce. He was always a bit of a fanatic. I thought it was simply a political tactic.” 
 
    Geraldo stirred at that. “Power goes to a person’s head,” he said gruffly. “It may have started as a lie, and then he began to believe it.” 
 
    Serena looked at him with new respect. Based on one or two brief meetings, Geraldo seemed ill-tempered as a general rule, but apparently he was not unaware of human nature. 
 
    “Either way, the man is bad news.” Geraldo shook his head. “It doesn’t matter whether he’s just a politician or a lunatic. He’s still making things worse for the Menti. They’ll be burning suspected Menti in all the villages soon if he doesn’t stop. Horseshit like this is why I hid the others away.” 
 
    Serena and Rokkan exchanged a look. She could tell from Rokkan’s expression that he had never considered such a thing. Neither of them had. The Menti had once been an enemy, and now they apparently were not—but to Menti, the world was still a dangerous place full of enemies. 
 
    “I have to agree,” Reva said quietly. “We would not have dared tell anyone what we were. Luckily, no one expected us to know why the Ulezi had captured us, but if they had pressed for an explanation, we would have lied. It would be the only safe way. Anytime I see people in robes, I am worried it is the sisters coming for me again.” She paused and cleared her throat. “Out there, people are desperate. They are doing things they would never otherwise consider. When the harvest is bad and there is a plague and your family is dying, you might think there is nothing to be lost and everything to be gained by following someone like Stefan. He claims that his followers will cleanse the earth, and that when Anios is appeased, the plague will stop. It does not matter if people hated Menti before this or not. They will sacrifice them for the chance to save their own families.” 
 
    “That is hardly a military matter,” Rokkan objected. 
 
    “No?” Reva looked at him clear-eyed. “Stefan is winning the whole countryside to his cause, Lord Rokkan. If he succeeds, Luca might win the war but face insurrection at every turn. We need more than a military plan. We need goodwill and good information.” 
 
    Serena chewed her lip. “I know Tinian’s generals were advising that Luca send the soldiers to help in the fields until there was a confirmed army to fight against. They would bring food and medicine with them, and then help with the harvest.” 
 
    “That is not a bad idea.” Reva nodded. “The people in the villages were very kind to me when they knew I was a lady of the court, but it was clear they did not expect us to do anything to help them. They said kings are concerned with grand conquests, not small matters like making sure they have enough to eat.” 
 
    “That is not true!” Serena was horrified. 
 
    “I did not think it was true, either,” Reva said quietly. “When I was a child, my family had a good relationship with our tenants. They could come to speak to us. When I came to Nesra’s Keep, I thought it was the same here. But the people out in the rural areas do not feel that way, and it cannot simply have been because of Stefan. I think your father’s wars against the Menti seemed to them like the matters of kings instead of common folk. The sort of event they had to pay for in taxes and send men to fight for, but that did not change their lives at all for the better.” She saw Serena’s anger and met her eyes. “I am sorry for saying so, Serena, but it is true.” 
 
    “I know.” Serena turned away and dropped her head into her hands. “I know. You were never one to say things simply to shock. But, Reva, we have fought so hard to give the people a good life. Even my father. He truly believed the Menti were a threat. Can you not see that?” 
 
    Reva pressed her mouth into a thin line. “What he did was terrible,” she said, “whether or not he believed it. I could excuse him for the war or the Gardens of Anios, but not both. He was what the people believed him to be. He killed the Menti for a grand gesture, and then let them live because they brought in coin. We cannot repeat mistakes like that if we want to have the support of the people. We will not deserve it.” 
 
    Lord Rokkan broke the tension in the air. He stood and began to shift markers into place with a practiced eye. 
 
    “We will use priests for the aid,” he said dismissively. “They are always going on about service and vows of poverty. Let them work in the fields and offer comfort—true comfort, not wild promises—and take medicines to the sick. Now that we know where Stefan is, we do not need to wait him out with our forces dispersed.” 
 
    Their fight forgotten, the rest clustered around the table. 
 
    “What we need,” Rokkan explained, “is a good way to lure Stefan out without sacrificing our army or the city. Luca pointed out at the start that a dragon could wreak havoc on infantry. Any large gathering will be vulnerable.” 
 
    “That is not a bad way to lure him into a trap, though,” Geraldo pointed out. “I’ve a water wielder you could use, and Joss can turn air. Buffet the dragon about, and we could neutralise his flame and hold him in place for crossbows.” 
 
    “Now, there is a thought.” Rokkan nodded decisively. Serena had the idea that he was enjoying this. To him, Menti were not good or bad as a general rule, simply another weapon he could use. He liked figuring out the puzzle of how to place them. 
 
    “Have Luca ride out to meet him,” Geraldo suggested. “Don’t let Stefan get to the gates. He’ll have to come to us immediately, but the longer he waits and gathers support, the worse for us. Instead of letting him into the castle, we ride out over the next few days without him knowing, coalesce quickly, and force him into an encounter.” 
 
    “Leaving Nesra’s Keep undefended,” Rokkan argued. 
 
    Geraldo hesitated. 
 
    “You have never defended a castle, have you?” Rokkan asked. There was no particular dislike there, only facts. “Stefan might be desperate. He might be gathering the goodwill of the people in the hope that he can force Luca to step down by turning the country against him. Perhaps this is his plan, but I am not certain. I do not like it. If I had to guess, I would say he is planning something more. Maybe it is mercenaries. Maybe it is something else. He had supporters in the army. Where did they go?” 
 
    Serena swallowed as she stared down at the map. Somewhere, hidden out there, was an army. An army in the hands of one man who might well be a lunatic and another who was a power-hungry murderer. 
 
    “What about this?” Geraldo said after a moment. “We station some of your finest soldiers in the throne room and Luca’s chambers—the places Stefan would go if he came to the keep. Give them iron in abundance. Sew it into nets, put it on their armour. If he takes the keep, they will kill him. The Menti will be outside the gates with the troops. They’ll sweep down like this, and the Xanti ships will spread along the coast to keep them pinned with cannon fire.” 
 
    “I like that,” Rokkan said. He was smiling. 
 
    “Do not forget, you have three dragons.” Reva looked between them. “I do not know much about tactics, but if you can give us a clear shot, we can mob Stefan.” 
 
    Working quickly, the four of them drew up the plans to present to Luca the next day. Notes were taken and diagrams were drawn. For the first time in a few days, Serena felt her chest unknot. They could do this. With Reva back, they had a steadying influence on Luca, and even if Rokkan did not lead the troops, he could still lend his expertise. 
 
    When Stefan attacked, they would be ready. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Reva walked slowly along the edge of the garden. To anyone watching her, she was a graceful, noble young lady of the court wearing a beautiful dress. Her skirts swirled around her feet elegantly, and she made sure not to hurry. She smiled at the guards as she went past, and they tipped their heads to her in response. 
 
    Luca had said the guards were glad that Reva had returned and would be their queen. In response to that, Reva had said nothing. She was doing that a lot now. 
 
    Since her return two days ago, she had avoided Luca as much as possible. For now, she was able to do so. She did not know how much longer that would last, however, and he was eager for her advice on all matters. He had spoken to her of Serena’s meddling, which to Reva sounded like nothing more than good sense, the sort of thing Luca should have welcomed. The betrothal of Oriana and Alberto was a good move, in her opinion. Luca had also spoken to her of Stefan and the army, hoping that Reva would agree with him that he should face Stefan alone. 
 
    She was hesitant to advise him now. She was afraid that if she spoke to him too often, she would let slip the fact that she was not sure that their betrothal was a good idea. In that moment in the courtyard, she had seen herself helping bring Estala back to its former glory, but now that she had had time to think about the betrothal, she was not so certain. Did kings listen to their queens? Could she spend her life in servitude to him? 
 
    Reva was no longer sure she wanted to be a queen. She had spent so much time as a nobody that she had found she liked being able to speak her mind and go where she willed. Being shut up in Nesra’s Keep, knowing that the people were suffering, did not seem like a good life to her anymore. 
 
    But what could she say to Luca? His pride was so fragile these days, and she knew he would be a kind husband. He would not beat her if she spoke back to him, like Francis had. He would not beat her if she failed to produce sons. She was very sure that, unlike King Davead, Luca would not take many queens in order to beget as many heirs as possible. 
 
    She had enjoyed being out in the world on her own, but the truth was, she also knew how lucky she would be to marry Luca. A kind man at home and food on the table was worth a great deal to many people. She should not be selfish. 
 
    Sam… 
 
    Reva stopped and pressed her head into her hands. 
 
    “My lady?” One of the guards sounded worried. “Are you well?” 
 
    Reva looked up with a forced smile. “I am, thank you. I fear I have a headache, is all.” 
 
    She should go back to her rooms and be sensible about this, but now that she had allowed herself to think of Sam, she could think of nothing else. She nodded to the guards and made for the end of the garden, where a gate and a shallow flight of stairs led to a walkway around the edge of the main courtyard. The ambassadors’ quarters were nearby. Sam and Carlia had been spending most of their time there with the other Menti. 
 
    When she reached the courtyard, Reva stopped dead. Sam and Carlia were standing amidst a flurry of activity. Packs heavy with food and water were being loaded onto horses. Bedrolls lay atop them, and waxed cloth Reva recognised as a tent. 
 
    “Sam!” She ran across the courtyard, heedless of anyone watching her. “Sam, what is going on? What are you doing?” 
 
    He swallowed as he looked at her. He had been growing more confident over the past few weeks, to the point that she could see the man he would be. Right now, he looked as young as he truly was. 
 
    “We are leaving,” he said shortly. 
 
    “Sam.” 
 
    Something in her tone made him smile sadly. He gave the reins of his horse to Carlia and came to draw Reva away. 
 
    “I told you I would not be my father,” he said to Reva. “And then I tried to hide us away and the Ulezi found us anyway.” 
 
    “It is still safer here,” Reva began. 
 
    Sam shook his head. “For us, maybe. But what about the newest dragon? Mount Zean has erupted. Your line knew what it was, as did mine, but I have never heard any whispers of dragon shifters in the royal house of Estala. My parents would have mentioned it if they knew, too. And with Zean erupting, I think another line has come to power, one that was dormant for many years. Whoever it is, they do not understand their powers, and they do not understand the danger they are in. We have to help them.” 
 
    Tears pricked Reva’s eyes. She reached out to lay a hand on Sam’s arm. It was improper, but she suddenly did not care any longer. 
 
    “We should help them,” she agreed. “You are right that you are not your father, Sam. After what happened, he would never venture into danger to save someone else. He would hide away with any safety he had.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “I understand why,” he said frankly. “When I thought the two of you had been taken and killed, I nearly went mad, Reva. I thought I would die from the pain. Carlia is all the family I have left, and she has been a good sister to me. You….” His voice trailed off, and he closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, there was a look in them that Reva understood all too well. “Come with us,” he said quietly, urgently. 
 
    “Sam.” 
 
    He waited. What she said had not been an answer, and he would not take it as one. 
 
    Reva swallowed and looked down. Why was she conflicted? This was the answer to her problem. No one could begrudge her the desire to go looking for the other dragon. In fact, it was imperative that she do so. Away from Luca and the court, she could organise her thoughts and decide what she wanted to do. 
 
    She had just realised, however, that she was not staying simply because she could not find a good way to leave, but because in some ways, she wanted to be here. When she was younger, she had thought only of courtly love, the sort sung about by bards, pretty and uncomplicated. She had believed that Luca would be her prince, true and sweet. 
 
    As she grew older, married to Francis and terrified into silence, Reva had realised what she might truly want. She wanted a husband who asked her thoughts and listened to them, who had his own passion for the world and would strive to make his hopes real, while not growing angry that the world did not simply drop things into his lap. 
 
    Luca had once been a sickly boy whose only desire was to make everyone else happy. He did not want them to worry over his illness. He loved seeing people smile. Reva could still see that same desire in him—but tempered by a man’s careful thought and the inner strength to know which wishes to accede to, and which to refuse. 
 
    When Luca bowed to Tinian, he did so out of fear for his people. When he did not close the Gardens of Anios, it was to make medicine to combat the plague. He had made terrible mistakes, but not because he wanted to be cruel or to advance himself. He had done it all because he wanted to help Estala. That was the boy Reva had loved when she was a child and knew only a child’s way of loving, and now he was a man she had begun to love once more. 
 
    She stood frozen in the courtyard, and Sam’s hands clenched around hers. 
 
    “You do not have to stay because he is the king,” Sam said, and the words were a bit desperate. “They will manage without you, Reva.” 
 
    “I am not,” Reva said.  
 
    She could not bring herself to say what she felt for Sam. It was too dangerous to say such things aloud in a crowded courtyard—who knew who might overhear?—but more than that, if she said the words aloud, she was going to cry.  
 
    She bit her lip. “Choices do not always come when we are ready for them,” she said. “I know that now. Despite all his flaws, despite the fact that I had not yet borne him a child, Francis chose to sacrifice himself for me. Despite the fact that I was weak and afraid, I chose to take action and free the slaves in the Garden. Now, despite the fact that things are not as simple as I wish they were, I have a choice, and I have to make it. You and Carlia can find the dragon. It makes sense for one of us to stay behind to fight Stefan if need be, and that can be me. Luca needs me.” 
 
    “I—” Sam broke off and bowed his head. He did not say the rest of it. Was it I need you?  
 
    Reva reached out to touch his face for a moment. She was crying now, tears gathering in her eyes. To her surprise and relief, Carlia came around the side of the horses to hug her. Reva leaned her head against the other woman’s shoulder and let the tears leak out of her eyes. 
 
    “You will be a good queen,” Carlia said. Her words were addressed to Reva, but Reva knew she was speaking to both of them. “Kings and queens do not marry for love, but it is clear you care for Luca, and he cares for you, Reva. And I could not ask for a braver, kinder woman to sit on the throne. After we were captured, you never gave up. You will make wise decisions. You truly will be one of the dragon kings reborn.” 
 
    Reva wrapped her arms around Carlia and hung on tightly. She could not let herself look at Sam. 
 
    “And we will come back,” Carlia continued. Her voice was falsely bright. “For your coronation. We will come back with the last dragon, and we will all be able to celebrate because Stefan will be gone and the world will be safe.” 
 
    Reva drew away and nodded. She was smiling, but her heart was breaking. Sam and Carlia were not coming back, and she knew it. She did not even know if she would survive her meeting with Stefan, much less be the queen Carlia wanted her to be. 
 
    “You stay safe,” she said in a shaking voice. “Please stay safe. I know you want to protect the other dragon, but not if it costs your lives. If you must….” 
 
    Sam looked at her finally, and his smile made her ache. “You do not choose your path because of whether or not you are likely to win,” he told her. “You choose it because it is the right thing to do. Whatever danger that dragon faces, we will be there to help them.” He cleared his throat. “Just as you will be here to help Estala and fight Stefan.” 
 
    It was a blessing, and that only brought more tears to Reva’s eyes. She nodded silently and pressed her lips together to stem her tears. 
 
    Sam and Carlia swung up onto their horses, and the gates were opened. They trotted away, Carlia looking back once over her shoulder. Sam did not look back. Reva watched until the gates swung shut and he was blocked from her sight. She wished more than anything that she had hugged him, propriety be damned. 
 
    She lifted her chin. She was here, and she was going to do her duty, just as Sam was doing his. She was going to see Stefan’s forces defeated and prosperity returned to Estala—all of Estala. Why else had she wandered the country, if not to learn what the people needed? 
 
    She wiped at her eyes, squared her shoulders, and made her way back to her rooms. There would be a council meeting today, and she intended to be there to argue for what was right. The sooner Stefan was defeated, the better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Serena 
 
      
 
    Serena held her skirts up and pelted toward the council chambers. She could not find Brother Raphael anywhere, and now she was late to the meeting. She had hoped Raphael could give her more information about the hospitals in lieu of an actual proposal. Without it, she feared Tinian would discard her plan out of hand—and convince Luca to do the same. 
 
    She had not seen Luca for the past two days, either, though she had been searching for him in order to tell him about her plan for Alberto and Oriana. She had been careful to stress to Tinian and Riziq that nothing was set in stone yet, and they were now growing impatient. She was sure that if Luca could see the two children together and hear Alberto talk about travelling the world, he would agree to the marriage. She was not willing to make any plans without speaking to him, however. 
 
    When she slid through the door of the council chambers, she was surprised to find that the mood in the room was icy. Reva gave her a wide-eyed look, and Serena knew that something must be very wrong. 
 
    “Ah,” an older man said. “The princess joins us.” There was acid in his tone. 
 
    Serena looked at Luca, then back at the man. He was wearing a priest’s robes. Perhaps this was the head priest. She searched her memory. “Are you Brother Said?” 
 
    “Yes.” He looked far from pleased by the fact that she had recognised him. “As I was saying to Prince Luca, the Order of the Enlightened has learned of inappropriate relationships between the royal house and one of our priests.” 
 
    Serena’s mouth dropped open. To her shame, her cheeks were on fire as she remembered Brother Evan walking into the infirmary that day. She knew that blushing did not help her case, but she stood her ground. 
 
    “I assume you mean my friendship with Brother Raphael.” She stressed the word “friendship” slightly. 
 
    Brother Said smiled bitterly. “Friendship. Is that what you call it? I hear the brother was all but naked when you were found together.” 
 
    Lord Tinian’s brows rose. He was clearly enjoying this, and that only annoyed Serena further. 
 
    “This is ridiculous. Of course he was half-naked. He had been assaulted by monsters, and his chest had been laid open by scratches. He was bandaged and lying in a bed. Will you also bring that up as if it is evidence of an indiscretion? I sat by his bedside as any friend would do. Nothing improper happened, and nothing improper will happen.” 
 
    “I know,” Brother Said replied. He seemed quite unmoved by her protestations. “The Order of the Enlightened is withdrawing from court.” 
 
    “What?” Serena whispered. 
 
    “What?” Brother Axil echoed. 
 
    “Yes.” Brother Said regarded each of them in turn, and his contempt was plain to see. “For years, the Order of the Enlightened has served the crown, sending Brothers to teach the princes and princesses. Those priests have become entangled in politics. Their service has not been to the realm, but to the royal house.” 
 
    “Brother Said,” Serena said, fighting for calm. “The royal house serves Estala. To serve with us is to help the people of the realm. What is politics but the business of administration? Though political matters may become tangled, we need the advice and stability of the Order of the Enlightened to guide us.” Perhaps flattery would work, she thought. 
 
    It did not. 
 
    “Matters have gone far enough,” Brother Said said angrily. “It is time for the Order of the Enlightened to wander once more, as we did when we began, and serve those we come across. Those who care more for service to their God than service to their lusts.” His voice was ugly. 
 
    “Brother Said.” Brother Axil seemed to be fighting for calm. “I have known the princess Serena since she was but a child. Indeed, I went to check on Brother Raphael while he recovered from his injuries. Do you know what I found? The princess, asleep in a chair nearby, keeping vigil over the one who had tried to help her friends. Surely, there is nothing improper about that. Surely, in the middle of the night, if were there any impropriety to see, I would have seen it.” 
 
    “You have served the royal house for over a decade,” Brother Said said. “And it has infected you, Brother Axil. I will withdraw the Order from court before this infection spreads. Honest work and service will remind you of your true duty. Come.” 
 
    He went to the door and held it open. Brother Axil hesitated, his hands clenched in his lap. Finally, he looked up at Brother Said. 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    Serena held her breath. She did not know what was going to happen, but she could see from Luca’s white face that he was terrified of Brother Axil leaving. 
 
    “No?” Brother Said echoed dangerously. 
 
    “No,” Brother Axil repeated. “A Brother of the Enlightened may wander where he chooses. I chose to serve the royal house. I educated Davead’s sons and daughters with the morals and knowledge they needed, and I was pleased to see them grow into fine young people. Now Prince Luca sits on the throne, and until either he or my conscience dictates that I leave, I will remain.” 
 
    Luca found his voice at last. “I value your counsel, Brother Axil. As long as your conscience bids you to stay, I will be glad of your presence.” 
 
    Brother Said frowned at Brother Axil for a long moment, then turned to Prince Luca. “So be it,” he said. “Brother Axil, I declare you anathema. You are no longer of the Order.” 
 
    He left, the heavy door slamming behind him, and everyone’s eyes went to Brother Axil. He smiled gently. 
 
    “Ah, do not fear. A title is but a title. Service to the Enlightened God does not come only from those who wear a priest’s robes. Now, we have much more business to attend to.” 
 
    Serena swayed and sank into a chair. The Order was leaving. That was why she had not been able to find Brother Raphael. He was gone, and she would never see him again. Reva reached out to take her hand, but Serena could not even find the strength to clasp it. She bit her lip to keep from crying. 
 
    It was Reva who took charge of the meeting. She gestured to Lord Rokkan and Geraldo, who had been seated beside her. 
 
    “Your Highness, with your permission, I would like to show you a battle plan that we drew up. Lord Rokkan, Geraldo, Princess Serena, and I worked to incorporate the strength of our allies as well as the resource of our Menti in order to protect Nesra’s Keep and allow you to engage with Stefan without putting the army in undue danger.” 
 
    Luca sat forward, interested, but Lord Tinian flattened his hands on the table. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” His voice was dangerous. “Lord Feryn is the chief general of the army. He was not consulted in this matter?” 
 
    “I want to hear what they have to say,” Luca said. His voice was not very strong, but he did not waver when Lord Tinian attempted to stare him down. 
 
    Lord Tinian smiled bitterly. “Prince Luca, when I heard of this plan that had been drawn up, I told myself that you would never be so foolish as to listen to it.” 
 
    He had already known about the plan. Serena narrowed her eyes. How many spies did Tinian have in Nesra’s Keep? 
 
    “Surely, there can be no harm in listening to it,” Luca said reasonably. He nodded to the four of them. “And if Lord Feryn has not yet spoken to Geraldo, he has done us a disservice. Please, show me your plan.” 
 
    Reva spread the map out on the desk and began to explain the plan. Serena was happy to let her speak. Her heart was still aching, and shame burned hot in her chest. Brother Said had withdrawn the Order of Insight from court because of her indiscretion. While she was correct that she had not engaged in any impropriety, she could not deny that she had felt improper things for Brother Raphael. 
 
    Now she would never see him again, and she had not been given the chance to say goodbye. He would not have a chance to see his plans for combating the plague become a reality. She knew what he would do, though. He would keep going, serving however and wherever he could. It was up to her to continue their work. 
 
    She sat up straighter and looked around in the sudden silence. Once again, the members of the room were sitting in tense silence. What had she missed? 
 
    “It is a sound plan,” Reva said. She cast a look at Luca, then turned back to Lord Tinian. 
 
    “It puts undue risk on the ships,” Tinian said. 
 
    “The ships were brought here as part of an invasion,” Lord Rokkan said bluntly. “Risk is the nature of that. Not to use them is to put the rest of the forces at undue risk. A general does not hold back some of his forces.” 
 
    “The cost alone would cripple Estala,” Lord Tinian said smoothly. “Prince Luca, I urge you to speak to your generals about—” 
 
    “Your generals,” Luca said. 
 
    There was a silence. 
 
    “What?” Lord Tinian said. 
 
    “I said, your generals,” Luca replied, and for the first time, Serena saw him as a true king. He was staring at Lord Tinian with disgust. “I named my generals. Lord Rokkan was to command all of my forces. Geraldo would have commanded the Menti. You overrode my objections and placed lords favourable to Xantos in control of my army.” 
 
    “Prince Luca, as I said at the time—” 
 
    Luca cut him off again. His voice was stronger now. “Being favourable to Xantos is not a qualification to lead troops, is it?” 
 
    Lord Tinian said nothing, but his face was settling into a look of intense dislike. 
 
    “Too long, I have let you run roughshod over the business of my nation,” Luca said now. His eyes were burning. He sat up straighter, his gaze resting calmly on Tinian. “I have taken your advice even when it went against my conscience. I have allowed you to use Estala not as an ally, but as a bank.” 
 
    “We returned you to power,” Lord Tinian said dangerously. 
 
    “You did, and I am grateful for that.” Luca smiled wryly. “Although I was not keen to take the throne, I understood the need for me to do so. And I believed that the Gold Council also understood the situation. With Stefan on the throne, Estala would slide into chaos. We would be no good as a trading partner, and chaos could easily spread between countries. By strengthening both Estala and Xantos, we could ensure prosperity between the two nations for years. Is that not what my sister proposed to you the other day, Lord Tinian, when she suggested betrothing Prince Alberto to Lord Riziq’s daughter?” 
 
    Serena started in surprise, but Luca nodded. 
 
    Lord Tinian cleared his throat. He did not speak. 
 
    “Your generals did have one good piece of advice,” Luca said softly. “I will admit that. They told me not to risk myself as I had planned to. All this time, I believed that the best I could do as a king was to face Stefan alone. I wished to rule the realm by being the only one in danger. Now I see that this was foolish. As Lord Rokkan said, not to use all the resources at one’s disposal is to endanger the whole. I am not Estala; I am only to be its steward. Just as those of you here serve on my council, the soldiers will fight Stefan’s forces, and the people will make Estala prosper in other ways. 
 
    “The plan that has been set forth here is sound, Lord Tinian. I gave you my word that I would stand as an ally with Xantos, and I mean to uphold that. Trade will strengthen both nations. Xantos will be repaid twice over for the aid it has given Estala. We are grateful. But we are also a nation in our own right. Every decision must not favour Xantos over our own people. Every decision must not favour the treasury of Xantos today over the prosperity of both nations tomorrow.” 
 
    Serena found that there were tears in her eyes. She smiled at Luca. Beside her, Reva was staring at him with her mouth open. Brother Axil was smiling, quietly pleased. 
 
    “You are my ally, Lord Tinian.” Luca bent his head. “Shall we defeat our common enemy together and build a more prosperous world?” 
 
    Lord Tinian stared hard at the map. Then he raised his head and regarded each person in the room, and his smile turned bitter. 
 
    “You, like your father, seek to offer friendship with words, and yet you will favour Estala.” He shook his head. “You will put my ships in danger. You will renege on your promises in time. Even when you hold your throne only by virtue of the Gold Council, you cannot let go of your pride enough to allow us our due.” 
 
    Luca waited quietly. He seemed to know that there was no value in combatting these words now. 
 
    Lord Tinian stood. “Xantos will be repaid, Prince Luca. Trade will resume at once. But if you wish to defeat your brother without taking into account the wishes of the Gold Council, then you will do it without their troops. The ships have been made ready, and they will sail at once—with Prince Alberto.” 
 
    Serena gasped, and Luca stood. 
 
    “He is already aboard,” Lord Tinian said smoothly. “And the order has been given to sail.” 
 
    Luca snapped, “Should harm come to him—” 
 
    “We are not savages,” Lord Tinian said. “As long as Estala remains a true friend to Xantos, no harm will come to Alberto.” 
 
    He left, and in the silence, Luca sank his head into his hands. 
 
    “We will get him back,” Serena said urgently. 
 
    “Your Highness, we will draw up new plans at once,” Lord Rokkan agreed. 
 
    “Lord Tinian—” Brother Axil began. 
 
    “Out.” Luca raised his head. They all stopped, uncertain, and he looked at them angrily now. “I said out. I want to be alone.” 
 
    “Luca,” Reva began. 
 
    “Out!” Luca’s voice cracked on the word. “All of you!” 
 
    The guards moved to surround his chair, and he shoved it away from the table and strode into his chambers. The door slammed behind him, and Serena stared at the others. Luca had, at last, become the king they had hoped for. 
 
    And it had cost him everything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reva 
 
      
 
    Reva paced in the council chambers for the better part of two hours until she broke and made her way to Luca’s door. The guards stared at her as she lifted her hand, hesitated, and knocked. 
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    She waited, but Luca said nothing, and the door did not open. Reva looked at the two guards in exasperation. 
 
    “You know I mean him no harm. Will you let me in?” 
 
    They looked at one another uncertainly before, one of them nodded to the other and they stood aside and lifted their pikes. Reva opened the door and went in, closing the door behind her before she realised there were no candles lit and the shades were drawn. 
 
    She stood in the darkness and wished she had brought some light to see by, only for a flare of orange to make her gasp and bite back a scream. For a moment, the light illuminated Luca’s face. He was staring at her with an unreadable expression. Then the ball of flame flickered out and he sighed. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I do not want anything.” Reva stayed where she was for a few moments, hands pressed against the door. Then she sighed and walked closer. “Luca, I cannot imagine what it has been like for you.” 
 
    “You mean trying and failing in full view of everyone?” His voice was bitter. “Yes, it has been unpleasant.” 
 
    “Yes,” Reva said. She did not particularly feel like disagreeing with him. “I imagine that what you are feeling right now is what every other king has felt, though. You have to make a choice, and a lot of people will think you failed, no matter what you choose. That is what it is like to be king.” 
 
    He looked up at her then. “Reva, we need allies. We needed Tinian’s men.” 
 
    “Stefan’s army, if he has one, is scattered and without provisions.” Reva went to sit with him. He had not asked her to do so, but she was not going to stand on ceremony right now. “He is a dragon, Luca. He is not invincible. The Sisters were able to capture me with only an iron whip. You can defeat him.” 
 
    “How?” Luca asked her hopelessly. He gave a despairing sort of laugh. “Reva, the people believe he is a god. He has managed to hide an army somewhere. He has Menti powers far beyond my own, and if Josef cannot train me before he gets here, cannot figure out the runes—” 
 
    “That is ridiculous,” Reva said flatly. “Josef may be teaching you, but you are the one learning. The runes do nothing.” 
 
    “Do you know everything about magic?” Luca was angry now. “Say what you will, Josef is helping me. As you did, drawing up those plans. As Serena did, trying to get medicine for the people. I need all of you.” 
 
    Reva decided to let that go for the moment. “I understand.” 
 
    “And I needed Tinian,” Luca said. “He was right. If I could only have put away my pride long enough to defeat Stefan….” 
 
    “Luca.” Reva reached out to take his hand. “Everything you said in that meeting was true. Estala is not a part of Xantos, and you do not mean to cheat Tinian or beggar the Gold Council. What you want is two prosperous realms and a peaceful world. He said he wanted that as well, but his actions were not showing it. He was lying to you.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Luca’s eyes were red-rimmed. “We have to defeat Stefan. It does not matter if I sit on the throne, or Serena does, or Tinian does. All that matters is that Stefan is a murderer and a terrible king, and he cannot be allowed to rule. I may have doomed us.” 
 
    “You have not doomed us.” Reva smiled. “You said you needed all of us. We are all here and ready to fight with you. We have resources at our disposal that Stefan could never dream of. We will have Menti in our army, and while Stefan only has followers because of lies—and to feed his own ego—you have them because you are a kind king. Right now, the damage that Stefan has done, that the plague has done, is still rippling through the realm. You are doing all the right things. You simply cannot see it yet.” 
 
    Luca stared at her for a long moment, then he got up to pace. His shirt was plastered to his chest with sweat. He had been practicing his magic all this time, Reva guessed. He was exhausting himself, driving himself to distraction and failure. 
 
    “We lost two of our dragons,” he said. “Not just Tinian, not just Alberto—ah, God.” He squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    “We will get Alberto back,” Reva said urgently. Serena and Rokkan had been drawing up diplomatic briefs and appeals to the members of the Gold Council. Alberto’s abduction would be treated with careful diplomacy—and a countermission by Rokkan’s soldiers, if necessary. “Luca, we are not going to let Tinian keep Alberto.” 
 
    Luca laughed wildly. “He is safer there than here, at least.” 
 
    “Luca….” 
 
    “And meanwhile, we have lost our other dragons.” He had already moved on. 
 
    Reva clasped her hands in her lap. “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “You could not convince them to stay?”  
 
    “They may be back soon.” She should have argued with them, she thought now. In the battle that was coming, all of them should be united against Stefan. “They went to find the last dragon.” 
 
    Luca shook his head. “I should not have expected them to stay. Not after what happened to you. I could not keep my own citizens safe in Reyalon. Of course they left. I am not sure why you stay.” 
 
    “Because I want to.” That, at least, she knew the answer to. “I am proud to serve Estala with you, Luca. I know it was not your choice, but you are making the best of it. You are leading us in the right direction.” 
 
    “No.” Luca shook his head. “Do you know what Matias once told me about battle? He said there was no honour in it. He fought at my father’s bidding, but he did not respect war. He was a loyal son, but he confided in me that when he ruled, he would never lead the nation to war. When Stefan led his forces against us, and then again when we took Reyalon, I saw how right Matias was. Reva, anything I can do to prevent war is something I must do.” 
 
    Reva nodded cautiously. His words seemed sound, much like the sort of speech she would applaud if Luca had given it at an official event. Still, she could not help feeling that she was not going to like where all of this was going. 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair and took a deep breath. “Reva, the whole time I have been sitting here, I have been thinking of assassinating Stefan alone.” 
 
    “Luca!” 
 
    His jaw set. “We want to defeat him in battle. Have you thought about what will happen then? If we kill him on the battlefield, how is that different from an assassination—except that more people will die? If we bring him back here, what then? I cannot ever set him free. Do I execute him? That’s assassination by another name. And he will never give up his claim to the throne.” 
 
    Reva bit her lip. She did not know what to say to this. 
 
    “Reva, I cannot let the army march.” 
 
    “You said it was a good plan!” This was driving her mad. 
 
    “Your plan included the ships,” he pointed out. 
 
    “So, we will draw up a new plan—” 
 
    “No. Tinian leaving was a sign. A sign that I have been right all along. I need to defeat Stefan myself. My allies must help me do that,” he told her firmly. “I will not let the people of Estala suffer more than they have already. I will not let another generation of children grow up without fathers because I followed in my father’s footsteps. Will you help me?” 
 
     “Of course. Always.” She found a sudden flare of courage within herself. “You and I can go now. I will carry you on my back, and we will fly to Stefan.” 
 
    The smile he gave her brought tears to her eyes as he came to draw her to her feet. He cupped her cheek with one hand and leaned his forehead against hers. To her surprise, Reva felt herself relax into his touch. 
 
    “I never stopped loving you,” Luca said. “Never. Of all people, Reva, I cannot let you be in danger in order to stop Stefan.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I need something to fight for.” His voice was shaking. “Something to preserve. Please, Reva. I need that.” 
 
    Reva hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    “Whatever I must do to keep you safe—to keep all of you safe—I will do it.” Luca shook his head. “I must think about this. There are ways to do this, and I must have the courage to take whatever option fate gives me.” 
 
    Reva smiled at him tentatively. “You will,” she promised him. 
 
    He nodded and dropped into his chair. “Could I be alone?” he asked. “I need to think.” 
 
    “Of course.” Reva went to the door. She looked over her shoulder as she opened it. “Luca, call on me if you need me.” 
 
    He nodded, and she left with a smile for the guards. 
 
    “Is His Majesty feeling better?” one of them asked her. 
 
    Reva hesitated. “I do not know,” she said finally. “I think so. He is determined to do whatever he must to protect the people.” 
 
    The guard nodded, clearly pleased. “That is good.” 
 
    “Yes,” Reva said. “Yes, it is. It is good.” For some reason, though, she could not bring herself to believe it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Lord 
 
      
 
    The Lord surveyed the troops with an air of detachment. Recovered from the countryside, they were milling about near the shore. In the distance, the walls of Reyalon could be seen. Nesra’s Keep gleamed in the sun. 
 
    Soon, the Lord thought distractedly. 
 
    “My Lord.” Mikkel bowed his head as he approached. “Will you address the troops?” 
 
    The Lord clenched his hands. He did not want to do anything so pedestrian. By now, surely, they had received enough encouragement. They should be eager to go do his bidding, fight his enemies, be there for the first of his conquests. 
 
    “Something is troubling you,” Mikkel said. He flinched away from the glower the Lord gave him. “My Lord, I apologise. I spoke out of turn.” 
 
    “Yes,” the Lord said. “You did. Yet you are correct. The Ulezi failed me.” 
 
    “They failed?” Mikkel said. “They are dead, then?” 
 
    “No. They are back on the hunt, returning to Reyalon to fix their mistakes.” The Lord took a breath to steady himself. 
 
    “Then all will be well.” 
 
    “Do you not understand? Did you not realise what you told me when you spoke of the soldiers being sent to scour the countryside? The dragon the Ulezi captured was the Lady Avalon. The other, I cannot begin to guess. But they will get no more chances. She will be locked up tight.” 
 
    Mikkel considered this. “Her parents were murdered by Menti, they said. I knew she had a rebellious spirit, but given her history, I never considered that she might be such an abomination.” 
 
    You are speaking of my mate. The Lord did not say that out loud. Mikkel would not understand why the Lord sought the copper dragon. He would not tolerate any other Menti. Yes, Mikkel would have to die. There was simply no other option. The Lord would ensure that it happened gloriously in battle, and that would be that. 
 
    Perhaps the coming battle. That might work. Once he had a base of operations, what more would he need Mikkel for, after all? 
 
    The Lord smiled. 
 
    “The Ulezi are relentless,” Mikkel told him. “We will need to deal with them at some point, but until then, let them run free, and they will destroy the other dragons. It does not matter how safely Lady Avalon is locked away. There is no keeping them from her now that they know who she is.” 
 
    The Lord considered this and nodded. “Very well. I will address the troops now.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord.” 
 
    The Lord climbed up to the makeshift dais they had made for him and lifted his hand. He was gratified to see that they fell silent immediately and turned to face him. These were soldiers, yes, but not mercenaries. These were the men who had enlisted during Stefan’s reign, and some others of longer tenure who had understood which king to follow. 
 
    Power coursed through the Lord’s veins at their attentiveness. He should remember this, he thought. The speeches were a tiresome necessity, but they also fed him and spread his renown.  
 
    “Today, the false kings begin to fall,” he told them. “My empire will soon stretch to cover all the world. Blood and conquest will be our life for the next years. Though they are rotten to the core, they will fight.” 
 
    There was a silence. The soldiers exchanged glances. 
 
    “You have been given the chance to serve me,” the Lord said. He frowned out at the crowd, knowing they could not see his expression behind the mask. “Of all who are here, your sacrifice will be the greatest. This pleases me.” 
 
    Again, they did not cheer. 
 
    They should be cheering. Did mortals not long to serve their gods? What did mortals desire, if not that? Cautiously, the Lord allowed the mortal soul in his body to surface. What did it want?  
 
    Power. Luxury. Recognition. 
 
    Not so different from gods, then. How curious. 
 
    “Our enemy eats from gold plates,” the Lord told his soldiers. “They feast on venison and drink the finest wines. Have any of you ever had such things?” 
 
    Now they shook their heads and frowned deeply. 
 
    “You will,” the Lord told them. Ah, yes, they were smiling now. “All that belongs to the false kings will be yours. You have been with me from the beginning. As you have sacrificed most, you will be raised up the highest and see the greatest rewards.” 
 
    They began to cheer, and the Lord drank it in. This was what they wanted. They wanted to be kings, all of them. It was ridiculous, but if that was what they wanted to hear, then that was what he would say. Most of them would not survive the next few years, in any case. What was the harm? 
 
    “Our enemy will fight,” the Lord told them. “They will struggle to keep what they have captured, what should be yours.” 
 
    “What should be yours!” someone called from the crowd. Others echoed his call. Now that they had been promised riches, they were once more ready to fight for the Lord’s cause. 
 
    Inspiration came to him in a flash, and the Lord spread his hands. “I am your rightful ruler, it is true. But what use does a god have for gold plates and fine foods? I need only your loyalty, only your worship. The riches are for you, the most faithful of my followers.” 
 
    They loved that. They stamped and cheered. 
 
    “So, fight!” the Lord called to them. “Fight these usurpers. Fight those who give their loyalty where they should not. They all have had the chance to see the truth, but they deny it. They deserve no mercy. Take what they have claimed, because it is rightfully yours. And give me the thrones of all nations.” 
 
    The roar of the crowd was deafening. They hoisted their weapons into the air, chanting Anios! Anios! Anios! 
 
    The Lord let his head drop back. For a moment, he could feel the glory of this mortal form. The breath was in his lungs. His heart beat strongly. And the hunger—ah, yes, the hunger—was no longer a shackle, but a desire that was as sweet as honey. To be mortal was to hunger always, and the Lord could feel the draw of it. The mortal soul inside this body sang in response to the thought. Oh, yes, it craved more—more wine, more power, more gold. 
 
    The Lord shook his fist at the crowd once more before turning to Mikkel. “Do I have to ask?” 
 
    “Of course not, my Lord.” Mikkel’s smile was sleek. “The sacrifice is waiting in the caves. The strongest of the warriors. Let us go now.” 
 
    The Lord smiled as he strode along the seashore, wind whipping his cloak around his body. When they ducked into the darkness of the caves, he could smell worship and fear in equal measure. 
 
    The body on the wooden framework before him was beaten and bloodied already. Weals ran across its back, and elaborate cuts had been made in the skin of its chest. 
 
    “We found him here worshipping you,” Mikkel murmured. 
 
    The Lord remembered that this morning, he had felt the touch of a particularly sweet and fervent prayer. He nodded, strolling closer. The man’s head was thrown back, and he was looking up at the ceiling of the cave as his chest jerked with shallow breaths. Corded muscles rippled along his arms and legs. Magnificent. 
 
    “He offered himself in sacrifice. What greater service is there?” The Lord smiled at the body. 
 
    “Ah, my Lord, he struggled.” Mikkel sounded at once sorrowful and deeply satisfied. “He was most devoted in his worship, but unwilling to take the final step. Still, I knew that such faith, once complete, would be particularly powerful to you. We gave him a greater taste for the pain he had given himself.” 
 
    “Mmm?” The Lord circled. The warrior, as if sensing the predator in the room, yanked half-heartedly at the bindings on his hands and moaned. 
 
    “Do not fear,” the Lord told him. “The human spirit has been infected with heresy. It is not your fault. You sought to make things right, didn’t you? You sought to make yourself worthy of me.” 
 
    The warrior whispered something through cracked lips. He flinched when the Lord laid his hand against his cheek. 
 
    “And so you did,” the Lord said. “You have been brave to fight the heresy inside you. Your soul called out to mine, and Brother Mikkel heard it. He has given you a gift, allowing you to take the punishment I demand. The seed of heresy fights it, yes, but do not be afraid. It will be burned away, and your soul will be mine entirely.” 
 
    The warrior began to fight with a feverish strength. 
 
    “Yes,” the Lord whispered. “Yes, it seeks an outlet. It wants you to fight to survive, when what I require is your life. There is no shame in this. I will purify you.” 
 
    He shed his clothes as the man struggled and, at last, began to scream. 
 
    “Gag him,” the Lord said carelessly. He waited while Mikkel lifted a careless hand and two masked followers rushed forward to stuff cloth in the man’s mouth and bind it in place. Then the Lord came forward once more, removing his mask. He frowned when the man recoiled from his face. “I am your king by right of godblood and by right of this body, which was the son of King Davead. These scars were gained in pursuit of our greatest enemy. Your blood is my strength, supplicant. You offered it, and I heard.” He dragged his fingers across the body and brought them, bloody, to his lips. 
 
    It was so sweet, that blood. The Lord’s chest rose and fell faster now. He had needed this for so long. In the immortal realm, his power was limitless, but he could only hear prayers, not taste them. Now that he was here…. 
 
    He transformed and lowered his jaws close to the body. The man was screaming again in desperate fear, and he struggled with inhuman strength. Heresy, but the Lord did not hold that against him. All humans wished to take the first steps toward purity and resisted the last. It was their nature. 
 
    A single tooth scored a deep line down the man’s chest, and he screamed in pain around the gag. The Lord let his tongue follow the wound. Yes, this one would serve. His jaws snapped and his claws raked, and the body was gone within seconds. The man’s terror only heightened the rush of power that rushed through the dragon’s blood. 
 
    The Lord reared back on his hind legs and beat his wings, his mouth open in a silent call. I am Anios. I am the last of the dragon kings. I am every one of your legends and more. 
 
    He transformed back and stumbled on human feet, then knelt on the muddy, seaweed-slick floor of the cave while his body accustomed itself once more to humanity. He was ready now for the first of his conquests. The city was vulnerable now, ripe for the taking. He had seen the fleet sail. 
 
    Now was the time of his triumph.  
 
    He stood and let his followers dress him once more. 
 
    “We go,” he told them. “Give me the first of my crowns.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Luca 
 
      
 
    Luca stared after Reva with his heart twisting. I must do whatever I can. She had agreed with him, he told himself. He was afraid of the choice that lay before him, and she would hate him for it, but she had agreed.  
 
    He turned the thought over and over in his head. Was it a greater good to revile those who might otherwise be his enemies, to lead out his army and let his friends and his people bear the danger of Stefan’s coming invasion? 
 
    Or was it the greater good to ally even with those he had once despised? 
 
    He sat as twilight fell outside, knowing the answer and yet afraid to make his choice, and it was not long before Josef appeared. He came as he always did, from the servants’ stair, so that not even the guards could have said when he appeared. Luca looked over at him wordlessly. 
 
    “What have you chosen?” Josef asked. 
 
    “You read minds,” Luca said dully. 
 
    Josef only smiled. “I sense a choice, and the struggle of common morality against a greater soul.” 
 
    “I am afraid,” Luca said bluntly. “I am no king.” 
 
    “Do a crown and a ceremony make a king, then?” Josef knelt and began to draw his runes. “No. It is the choices you make, King Luca. Your father understood what it was to make desperate choices, but even he clung to what he had once been. You are taking greater steps by far. The fear inside you is only the last vestiges of what you were.” 
 
    Luca stood and went over to the runes. He stepped into the incomplete circle and waited while Josef drew it around him. There was safety only in power, he thought. His enemies were circling him and while they lived, he was vulnerable. He required their deaths. Therefore, he needed power.  
 
    He lifted a hand and let an orb of fire float there. It spun lazily. Once, such a task had drained his strength. Now, he did it easily. 
 
    He performed all the challenges Josef had set before him over the past several weeks. He made the orb as tall as a man. He cloaked himself in a fire that hurt no one else and made the air around it shimmer. He turned the cloak into a series of darts, each hovering and spitting sparks in the air as it waited for a target. When he let them go, they hurled themselves at the far wall with enough force that Luca heard the stones creak with it. One, along the lintel, cracked. 
 
    He made a rope with his power, and then a net. The power obeyed him easily now. He need only guide it, not grasp it desperately as he had done at the start. He understood what it wanted, so he understood what to ask of it. 
 
    When he was done, Josef was smiling. “You are ready,” he told Luca. “If Stefan comes for you—” 
 
    “If he does, I will be ready.” Luca returned to his chair. “And yet, he has a weapon I can turn against him.” 
 
    Josef drew closer, his brow furrowed. “Your Majesty?” 
 
    “You have heard of the Ulezi,” Luca said. “Yes? They captured Reva and one of the other dragons she came here with. They seek annihilation of the dragon bloodlines, nothing less. There is a battle coming, but if Stefan were delivered to me wounded, if he were no longer a threat to my city or my troops, I would take that option rather than battle openly for the legends to remember.” 
 
    Josef folded his hands inside his sleeves and nodded. “You are wise, King Luca.” 
 
    Luca had not expected Josef to agree with this plan. Perhaps that was why he had suggested it. He had hoped that the other man would dissuade him.  
 
    He poured a cup of wine for Josef and gestured for him to sit. “Tell me honestly,” he said. “Tell me what you really think of this plan.” 
 
    Josef lifted the cup thoughtfully. He gazed over at the servants’ door and narrowed his eyes as he heard footsteps. A moment later, one of Luca’s attendants entered and bowed. 
 
    “Prince Luca, you have not called for dinner.” 
 
    Luca smiled. No crisis, then. No spy. Just the mundanities of life. 
 
    “Bring up a platter,” he instructed. “For myself and Josef, but not now. In two hours.” 
 
    The servant bowed deeply to Luca, nodded to Josef, and withdrew. 
 
    Josef turned back to Luca with a contemplative look. “I foresaw the need to train you,” he said. “I saw a battle, and you with your magic. When I spoke to you, you told me of Stefan, and I knew that you would be triumphant against him. Perhaps it will be because you must face him in person, but perhaps not. Perhaps it is his army you will face. Perhaps a show of your power will be enough to remind his troops that you are the rightful king. Who can say? I know that I am your loyal and humble servant, and I know that our power combined is great enough now to fight Stefan and win. I am not a king, however.” 
 
    Tell me what to do! Luca wanted to shout, but he knew Josef would not. Josef could not. He was correct: Luca was becoming more than a common man, defined by common morality. No one could advise him now. 
 
    “Bring me the Ulezi,” he said. “Clear the guards on the stairs, and bring them to me. They are waiting outside the gates. I know this. Bring only one. Make sure the servants’ corridors are clear. No one can know of this.” 
 
    Josef bowed. “Yes, Your Majesty.” And with that, he faded into the shadows and out of the room. 
 
    Luca waited and paced while Josef did as he had asked, twitching at the sound of every footstep coming from the corridor. An hour passed. Luca tapped on the wood of his desk, wondering if his task had caused problems for Josef. But at last the mage reappeared from the servants’ door. One of the Ulezi slipped inside and laid back its hood. 
 
    Luca could see the creature’s pain at once. It cringed and hissed with every movement. Its tongue slid out to taste the air, and he wondered what it thought of common Menti. What would the Ulezi do if ever they had cleansed the earth of their enemies? 
 
    He did not mean to find out. 
 
    “I hear you allied yourself with my brother,” he told it. “A dragon. How did that come about?” 
 
    It said nothing, only watched him. Luca could feel its hatred. It knew Reva was here. It could likely smell her. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Luca said. “My brother, who is a dragon, promised you that he wanted to kill all other dragons and Menti, and that if you allied with him, you would come closer to your goal than any other way. He sent you after his enemies. My guess is, you always intended to kill him when it was all said and done.” 
 
    The Ulezi smiled now, and Luca felt a chill. Could he ever truly control an alliance with these beings? 
 
    He had to try. 
 
    “You do not know Stefan,” Luca told the monster. “He has craved power since he was young. He drank blood. He executed the Menti and drained them. It does him no good, but even the chance of more blood is enough to will him to murder to advance himself. He killed our father. Perhaps you do not think so poorly of patricide, given your situation, but for us….” 
 
    It laughed slightly at this. “He issss evil.” 
 
    “He is,” Luca agreed. “You seek the dragons because you want to cleanse the world of such pain as you have endured. So I understand it, anyway.” 
 
    It inclined its head. 
 
    “Which means, I think, that you seek to build a better world,” Luca said. “As do I. Stefan, however, does not. While you may not care at all for plagues and for poverty, I ask you to align yourself with the one of us who cares for others. Who seeks to protect the world, not make it into their personal toy.” 
 
    The Ulezi hesitated. “You will give usssss the dragon here?” 
 
    Luca swallowed. The Ulezi was across the room in a moment, its claws poised at Luca’s throat. Josef had shouted and was reaching for Luca with horror on his face, but there was no way he could get to Luca in time to save him from the Ulezi. Luca grabbed for his sword, and the being wrenched it away. It held Luca effortlessly in place. 
 
    Ulezi were born of dragons and men, and were beyond men in their strength and their speed. Its claws sank with surprising ease into Luca’s skin. It was only the merest fraction of an inch, but enough to make a point. 
 
    “Allll dragonssss,” it hissed at him. 
 
    Now, at the worst time, Luca wavered. He turned to Josef. 
 
    Josef was staring at him with a guarded expression that Luca had never seen before. It was almost betrayal. “You must do as your conscience bids you,” Josef said. Only that. 
 
    Was it worth the chance? Luca cursed himself for asking Josef to fetch the Ulezi. He had never wanted this choice. He had believed that he could use the bargaining and the silver tongue his father had used to charm enemies into allies. He had believed he could lie. 
 
    And now he stood to lose the one person he wanted to protect more than anyone else in the world.  
 
    Reva. 
 
    She was a dragon and a warrior. She had become far more than a lady of the court. She had offered to fly Luca to Stefan, and fight with him, even knowing that such a thing could lead to her death. She had offered, even argued, to be allowed onto the battlefield as his asset. 
 
    If he faced Stefan alone, he could lose. If he allowed the battle to commence, others would lose their lives, and he might still fail. But this could work. This could reduce the death toll. It could end the war. 
 
    None of this seemed real. 
 
    “All dragons,” Luca said. “My brother first.” 
 
    The Ulezi narrowed its eyes. Then it stepped back and was gone with a flick of its cloak. When Luca looked around, Josef was at the door of the servants’ staircase. He nodded to Luca once and disappeared as well. 
 
    Luca sank down into his chair, trembling. What had he done? 
 
    What he had to do, he told himself. No more, no less. He was not a man, but a king. If it was possible to protect Reva, he would do so. He would spend his life, if necessary. He swore that. 
 
    If not…. 
 
    He closed his eyes and shut his eyes tightly against a flood of tears. He could not let any one life stand in the way of justice and peace. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Karine 
 
      
 
    Karine ran down the servants’ stairs, almost tripping in her fear. She was crying, she realised, tears streaking her cheeks and blurring her vision. The tears, and the pain, came with hot rage. How dare Luca do this? How dare he? 
 
    She passed the true Josef, lying bound and senseless on the ground, and fought the urge to lash out at him. Never before had she wanted so badly to hurt someone. You told him to do this. You did not make him back away. She had nothing but contempt for the mage. He had drawn runes on the floor and convinced Luca that they helped him. He was here only for the prestige. He was nothing. 
 
    Karine ran along the passageways, heedless of the stares of the guards. Some tried to call greetings to her—they loved Reva, so they greeted her friend with warmth as well—but she did not answer them. She had no breath for it, and there was no time. 
 
    She burst through the door of Reva’s rooms to find Reva pacing, white-faced. 
 
    “They’re close,” Reva said. “The Ulezi. Karine, I know you will think I am crazy, but I swear I can sense them—” 
 
    “They are here.” Karine rubbed at the tears on her cheeks. “Reva.” Her voice trembled on the name. “Reva, I saw something terrible, and you have to believe me.” 
 
    Reva came to her side. Even in her fear, she took Karine’s hands. “What is it? Come sit. Karine, what has happened?” She directed them over to a bench where the two women sat. 
 
    Karine bowed her head. This was going to break Reva’s heart. 
 
    “I went to talk to Luca,” she said. “I thought I could persuade him about the Gardens. I know he thinks he needs them, but I thought perhaps if it was someone he did not know, he might really see what had happened. I wanted him to be the king you deserve, Reva.” 
 
    Reva smiled. “He is.” 
 
    “He is not.” Karine shook her head and bit her lip against a further flood of tears. “Reva, please, you have to believe me. I saw what he did with my own eyes. Reva, I tricked him. I pretended to be Josef.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he said he was going to do something terrible—Luca said, I mean. I needed to know if he would. If he would be so wrong as to make the alliance he did. If he was even on the brink, if he even considered it, I knew that no persuasion could change his mind. So I pretended to be Josef. And, Reva—he allied himself with the Ulezi.” 
 
    Reva went white and swayed. She swallowed thickly, and a rasping sob escaped her throat. “Karine, tell me this is not so. Tell me this is a horrible joke.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Karine said. “He told them to kill Stefan first, but they said it had to be all dragons in the end, and he agreed, Reva. He’s willing to sacrifice you for Stefan.” 
 
    She bent her head onto the other woman’s knees and softly began to cry. Seeing her friend in this way tore at Karine. Reva was the strongest of them both. She never cried. She never gave up. But now…. 
 
    “You have to stop,” Karine told her. Suddenly, her mind was clear. “You have to get up, Reva.” 
 
    “Why? What does it matter if I—” 
 
    “We have to run,” Karine told her. “Right now. Tonight. Before they come back.” 
 
    There was a sound from the doorway, and both of them whirled. Karine screamed, and Reva turned her head toward what she seemed sure was her death. But it was Serena who stood there, her blue eyes filled with grief. 
 
    “I heard you speaking,” she said. “Karine, you swear my brother did this?” 
 
    Karine nodded miserably. 
 
    “Then I will help you,” Serena said. “I can command soldiers to go with you, and provisions, and give you the royal seal so you can hide in our houses. I will help you run—and, Reva, I will not rest until this is put right. Come. We need to go now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tinian 
 
      
 
    “Is it very much farther?” Alberto piped up.  
 
    Oriana and Alberto had proven to be an unholy double act, forever running around where the sailors were trying to work, causing mischief and engaging in dares that Tinian strongly believed had given him more grey hair than he had had at the beginning of the trip. Now, however, the boy seemed exhausted and had returned to more princely behaviour. 
 
    Children. Tinian was glad he had none of his own anymore. 
 
    “Not much farther,” he said, trying not to sigh. Alberto was only a boy, and he was behaving as children did. He should not be chastised for that. 
 
    Tinian had no quarrel with Alberto, after all. Serena’s offer had been a wise one: give them Alberto as an assurance of their goodwill. He would hold them to that, nothing more. Alberto would prosper or not, by their own choices. He would certainly not be hurt or killed. Tinian was not a monster. 
 
    “Lord Tinian.” A soldier stepped into Tinian’s path. “You must go at once to the council chamber.” 
 
    He frowned, wondering what this could possibly be about. There was no meeting scheduled tonight. “I am taking Prince Alberto to his rooms.” 
 
    “The council needs to see him, my lord,” the soldier insisted. “You are to take him there at once.” 
 
    Tinian sighed. He had expected pushback on this, of course. It was a bold move, taking a prince of Estala and sailing for home. He had known that he would need to persuade them that this was the only correct course of action. 
 
    He had not guessed that he would need to do so tonight. 
 
    So be it. He nodded to the soldier and detoured down another corridor. He glanced down at Alberto as they walked, noting the boy’s open, honest brown eyes. “We must speak to the council. But you will be able to rest soon.” 
 
    Alberto only yawned in response, too young to care about being dignified. 
 
    Despite the late hour, the council chambers were well-lit and packed with people. Tinian frowned as he made his way inside. Every councillor was here, and some he did not know, and…. 
 
    His family. His own family. And in his chair, a man wearing a mask. The masked man stood as Tinian entered, and dread seeped through his veins, ice-cold and slow. 
 
    “The First Councillor has arrived,” the masked man said. “Come, Lord Tinian. Kneel before your Lord.” 
 
    What was happening? Tinian looked desperately at the others and paid for his hesitation when a soldier struck him across the shoulders with a pike. He knelt, and Alberto knelt beside him, showing more good sense than Tinian had credited him with. 
 
    “They arrived before you did,” Lord Ozda said. The Third Councillor’s voice was tight with hatred, but he spoke the words he needed to say. “Before you stands Anios reborn, Tinian. He rules Xantos now.” 
 
    “Xantos is but the first of my conquests,” the Lord said. “And with my fleet returned—thank you, Lord Tinian—the rest will come quickly. Ah, Alberto. Come sit beside me, brother.” 
 
    Tinian lifted his head and stared at the masked man in disbelief. Could this possibly be Prince Stefan? His manner was so different, and yet… 
 
    The masked man did not look at him, however. He stroked Alberto’s brown hair, his eyes glittering through the openings in the dark mask. 
 
    “It is late,” he told them. “But there is no time to waste. We begin our planning now.” 
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    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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    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! 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About the Author  
 
    [image: ] 
 
                   
 
    Sarah grew up in the middle of nowhere in the countryside of Derbyshire and as a result has an over-active 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. 
 
      
 
    There are books aplenty, from YA fantasy to YA horror, so keep in touch for more information!  
 
    www.sarahdaltonbooks.com 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/sarahdaltonbooks 
 
    @sarahdalton 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover1.jpeg
=" \SARAH DALTON e

AND MO]RA KATSON

l @RAGON
TASES

LAND OF FIRE AND ASH
(/@ BOOK-THREE G =)






images/00002.jpeg
SARA 14 i7qy

/3

- B
S| =
> m
=| =
==
=z @
m| =
= | m

=

?

&






images/map.jpg
o
|FIRE cASH






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
=
e
<

V\v\‘iu‘ﬂm HART &3
= P &
RED PALACE

BLACEECROWN g






