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STEFAN

The Enlightened God looked down upon Stefan with His large, black eyes. The gaze of the Enlightened God approved of him, Stefan thought. After all, Stefan was the chosen one of His son, Prince Anios. He was Anios reborn, despite his flaws. Despite his Menti powers. That was what he must concentrate on in this most sacred position.

Yes, Stefan was the chosen one of the Enlightened Faith and the Enlightened God looked upon him from the ceiling of Nesra’s Keep with approval. The fresco stretched almost halfway across the long ceiling of the throne room, an anomaly of monochrome amidst the colourful depictions of old King Mithrin defeating the last dragon king. The Enlightened God was dressed in white robes, his eyes and hair black, and the lightning bolts in blue across the belt. Stefan kept his eyes focussed on the Enlightened God, instead of the bright yellow, orange and crimson of the fresco of King Mithrin and the last dragon king. Stefan wanted to be reminded of why he was here.

But he was monstrous to look at since his battle with his brother, Prince Luca. While Stefan was a dragon, his brother was a fire wielder, and had left him scarred from scalp to neck. The burns were not as red or blistered as they had been, but they had left his skin a mess of scars, all dimpled and raw, like stretched bread dough.

He glanced to his left where his wife Maria sat, a woman he knew could not stand the sight of him. She was as timid as ever, shrinking down into her throne. The crown sat uneasily on her head, tilted slightly to the side. Every time Maria moved, the crown wobbled a little more to the left. Stefan gritted his teeth to force himself to ignore it. While he had affection for his mousy little wife, there were times when her apparent obliviousness to her surroundings embarrassed him. But at least she looked fine in her white and purple dress. Stefan wore a matching doublet with a rich purple cape made from the finest velvet, embroidered with the lightning bolt of the Order of Insight.

There was no crown atop his head.

Stefan’s eyes moved towards the aisle between two rows of seats. In those seats were the men and women of the court. Ladies, lords, generals… princesses. As the choir music swelled, he picked out the face of his older sister, Serena. She was still dressed in black, in mourning for their father and their brother. Stefan had asked her not to wear black, to instead wear a more suitable outfit to celebrate the coronation of her brother as king, but Serena had defied him. That could be a problem.

Serena sat next to her mother, Queen Marianne, his father’s second wife. She would be no problem. The woman was aging, greying, and sagging. She hadn’t opened her mouth for a decade. Anios knows what his father had seen in her. The woman was a shrivelled-up little shrew. His younger brother Alberto sat next to Carolina. Alberto would be seven this year. Any older and Stefan would worry about his enemies siding with the boy. Perhaps in a few years Alberto would benefit from an important post in the king’s army away from court. Princess Carolina could continue on playing with her dolls or whatever else it was she liked to do. Then he would find her a husband. Serena was the real concern, as the oldest sibling.

On the other side of the hall, sitting in the front row of the audience, was his mother, Queen Christina, the first wife of his father. Now, she was how a queen should look, despite being older than Marianne. His mother still wore a golden tiara atop her neatly coiled brown curls and a regal black mourning dress embroidered with gold thread on the sleeves. Stefan nodded to her, but his mother turned away. She dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. She had always been devoted to his father, and to his older brother, Matias. He frowned and redirected his gaze back to the Enlightened God.

Stefan sniffed. This blasted cold. He had suffered with it ever since returning from Xantos. Brother Mikkel had given him a potion to help cure the ailment, as well as bouquet of herbs to help him breathe, but Stefan’s illness would not abate. He forced himself to lift his chin, fighting against the urge to drift into a gentle slumber as the coronation continued.

He busied himself by picking out more faces in the crowd—supporters of his father. They would need to be weeded out of his court. He would not have dissent. Some of those people would soon be travelling to distant seas on important diplomatic missions. Perhaps he could find a similar occupation for his sister Serena. Or even better, a husband.

As Stefan regarded the crowd for a likely candidate, the doors to the throne room swung open and in stepped his closest advisor, Brother Mikkel, a member of the Order of Insight. The choir swelled so that the entire room filled with song. The crowd got to their feet.

Through the crowd walked Brother Mikkel with his head bowed. He held aloft a cushion of fine purple velvet, made from the very same material of Stefan’s cape. The traditional cushion had been threadbare and unfitting for a king such as himself. Stefan leaned forward, forcing himself to keep his head held high rather than allowing his chin to droop. His head was heavy with cold, but he gritted his teeth and fixed his gaze on the object sitting prettily on the velvet cushion held aloft by Brother Mikkel’s hands. There it was: the one thing he had coveted his entire life.

His father’s crown.

The gold peaks glittered as the sunlight filtered in from the stained glass windows of the great hall. The rubies sparkled, sending dancing red dots around the walls. There was an ache in Stefan’s belly as he watched the crown come towards him. It was everything he had ever wanted, everything he had ever dared to want, and now it was going to be his. At last.

It was an agonising wait for Brother Mikkel to reach him. Each step took so long that Stefan’s lips began to move, mumbling for the Brother to hurry up, though Stefan did not even realise what he was doing. Next to him, Maria cleared her throat in order to break Stefan from his spell. Stefan realised the entire court was watching him, so he leaned back in his chair and stretched out a leg, attempting to display nonchalance. But that was not the right tone for such an event, which meant Stefan fidgeted yet again in his seat as Maria sternly watched him, stony-faced and unimpressed.

Just give me the crown and be done with it, Stefan thought. He had been anticipating the coronation for weeks, but now he was far too self-conscious about all of his actions, and he felt his face reddening with embarrassment. Was Serena laughing at him from the first row? He glowered at her.

Finally, Brother Mikkel bowed at his feet. The choirboys’ song lilted up into a crescendo.

Stefan leaned down and whispered, “What took you so long?”

Brother Mikkel rose, and lifted the cushion with the crown. “It is a sacred ceremony, Your Majesty. It is not to be rushed.” Then he turned and lifted the crown higher. The music stopped. The crowd hushed.

Stefan waited with bated breath as the silence stretched on in that long room. He could hardly bear it. Then the silence was punctuated by a cough. And another one. And then a sneeze. Stefan could hardly believe that people could be so rude during this—as Brother Mikkel had called it—sacred ceremony. He watched, aghast, as Lady Zimin blew her nose. But when he allowed his eyes to trail over the faces of the crowd, he realised that many were either ruby red or ghastly pale. Half of the court were sick. Whatever his illness was, it was spreading to the others.

“In the presence of the Enlightened God,” Brother Mikkel intoned, “who showed us the path of enlightenment out of the darkness of wicked sorcery, I crown Stefan Romano Sarinthi as King of Estala, ruler of the realm, guardian of the faith, and leader of the Order of Insight.” Brother Mikkel turned. “For you, sweet prince, Anios personified.”

There was a ripple of murmurs spreading through the crowd as Brother Mikkel slowly placed the crown atop his head. Stefan immediately felt the weight pressing down on his skull, and he panicked for a moment when neither his head nor the crown felt stable on his neck. A great throbbing pain emanated from his forehead, working its way around to the back of his skull. When the crowd cheered for him, he winced, and not just because their cheers sounded half-hearted even to him.

“You must speak, my king,” Brother Mikkel prompted.

Stefan had almost forgotten. As the newly crowned king he was to stand up and address his court. He had prepared a speech. He had spent many hours reciting the speech in the looking glass of his washroom, until the words were embedded in his mind. But now those words had left his mind altogether. He was blank. He could not even remember the beginning. As the cheers ended and the crowd waited, Stefan swallowed, trying desperately to recall what he was supposed to say. Brother Mikkel turned and nodded to him.

Stefan rose to his feet, feeling unsteady. He almost lifted a hand to ensure the crown did not slip from his head, but he did not. He forced himself to keep his balance. He glanced nervously around at the faces waiting expectantly for his speech. Serena’s lips were pursed together, making Stefan wonder if she had already decided to dislike what he was going to say.

He cleared his throat. Where was the coughing and sneezing now? You could hear a silver sofia hit the floor in that great hall. He glanced across at Lady Zimin, hoping she would blow her nose again.

“Lords, Ladies, Generals, and Brothers,” he began. His mouth was dry. How was he supposed to speak with his mouth so dry? “Th-thank…” Stefan paused and licked his lips as the faces in the crowd stood there staring at him. He changed tactic. “My father was a good man and a good king. We all mourn his passing. But I cannot deny that I am proud to be standing before you today as your king. My father was a good man, but I am a great man. I am the personification of Anios, a ruler of men, and the protector of the faith. Estala has been blighted by the Menti uprising, but no more.” Stefan paused and tried to stop himself from reeling back. His head felt heavy and stuffy. It seemed like there was no air in the room, despite its vast open space. But he knew that he could not appear weak, not now. He ignored his dripping nose and continued. “I will rid this country of the Menti. There will be no more magic in the realm during my rule. Menti sorcerers will be put to death, and Estala will be cleansed of evil sorcery.”

Stefan smiled to himself. Despite forgetting his speech, he had delivered exactly what he had wanted to say. But he could not figure out why the court were not applauding and cheering at his words. Eventually, after an extended silence, a limp ripple of applause broke out through the throne room. Stefan meet Brother Mikkel’s gaze, who nodded with approval.

Still attempting to hide his disapproval at the crowd’s reaction, Stefan turned to his wife and offered her his hand. For a brief moment, she looked at his hand with utter disdain, before seemingly remembered that she was married to him, and therefore obligated to take it with her own.

“You are queen now, my dear Maria,” Stefan hissed through his clenched teeth. “You might act like it.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” she replied, avoiding looking at his scarred face.

Stefan hated her habit of addressing him in such a formal matter, but at the same time he was relieved that he had not married a disobedient woman. She smiled as he gently raised her out of her seat and led her down the steps from the dais to where the audience stood before them. The lords and ladies clapped softly as he led his queen down the aisle between the chairs. He glanced across at his mother, who was clapping, but staring disinterestedly across the hall to a portrait of his father hanging between two large arched windows. Stefan frowned, and turned towards his sister, Serena, who was clapping hard, and looking his way, but there wasn’t even a hint of a smile on her lips.

He continued on down the aisle, smiling and nodding to the audience. Stefan put the thought of his mother’s expression out of his mind and instead thought about the king he was looking forward to becoming. A hard king. A ruthless king. Someone to be feared and respected. Respect always came with fear, his father had taught him that. His father knew all about fear, especially when Stefan pushed him out of the window and watched him plunge to his death.

With a faint smile playing on his lips, Stefan continued down the aisle to the great wooden doors, which were promptly opened by the guards. As Stefan made his way out of the throne room, the guards bowed to him. He could get used to this, if he could just keep the crown from falling off his head. He was aware of the stiffness of his gait as he walked out of the throne room, leaving the great swathes of purple banners celebrating his coronation behind. He walked down the corridor, treading softly over the mosaic tiles, with his crown balanced precariously on his head.

The audience followed him as he marched on through Nesra’s keep. Stefan sensed Brother Mikkel not far behind him, the ever faithful Brother, and his closest confidante. He gripped hold of his wife’s hand, even though his palm was clammy and slippery. It was not far now. The balcony was coming up. On the balcony he would wave to his public for the first time. He would show himself as their king.

His heart beat faster, alarming him. It was a palpitation, nothing more. He had to keep going despite the feeble state this illness had left him in. There was no showing weakness as king, no matter how ill Stefan felt. The coronation came first. His show of strength came first.

Finally, he saw the balcony up ahead.

The scent of the sea air hit him first. His mind flashed back to thoughts of the sailor he drowned in the Sea of Kings. He remembered pushing his face into the waves as the man struggled. Stefan closed his eyes and opened them again. No. He must concentrate. He took his first step out onto the balcony, aware of Brother Mikkel and his guards behind him. It would be so simple. It would only take one push and he would be gone, just like his father. No one would dare to push him. Would they? Stefan resisted the urge to check behind him as he moved closer to the balcony balustrades.

His heart skipped a beat as he gazed over the barrier to the crowds below. He knew the people were wary of him. There was his ridiculous nickname, and now there were his scars, too. When he leaned forward, for a horrible moment he thought his crown would slip down and tumble into the people below, but he managed to balance himself, and his hand flew up to his head to steady the crown. Serena sidled next to him, grinning at his misfortune. Stefan forced the frown off his face before it marred his first appearance to the public as king. He hated the way Serena looked so much like her mother, with tanned skin and deep brown hair. Those amber eyes mocked him. But at least with her looks it would be easy to find a husband for her.

He forced himself to ignore Serena. He had his queen by his side—his mother, too, though she was as distracted as always—and he was king.

“Mother, it is a grand crowd, is it not? More than I could have hoped for,” Stefan said as he waved to the people below.

“Yes,” she replied automatically. Her sombre eyes were cast down and she picked at a loose gold thread on the sleeve of her dress.

“And the purple banners. Look, some even have the lightning bolt of the Order of Insight. Brother Mikkel, look.”

“It is true, Your Majesty. Your public adores you.”

Stefan smiled down at them. They were like ants down there, so tiny and insignificant. He could crush every single one of them.


REVA

“Are you ready?”

The sunlight crested over the distant hills, forcing Reva to squint against the bright light. It was daybreak and they were South of Unna Castle, not far from the forest close to Reva’s beloved childhood home, Avalon Towers. Ahead of them—in the valley below the hill on which they were hiding—was a tiny farming community. Reva had known it as Fiuryn Farms when she was a girl. She had enjoyed coming here because the pink-cheeked farmer’s wife would give her sweet honeycomb to chew on while her father inspected the farm.

But now, her stomach was balled up tightly as she looked down at the tiny community. There was tension in the air. Samuel Santos, a man her father had liked very much, stood in the doorway to the farmhouse with his arms crossed over his chest. His wife, Anita, wiped away tears with the back of her hand.

“Reva,” Karine said again. “Are you ready?”

“Not yet,” Reva replied. She glanced back at Lottie and Rohesa. Only the three of them had stayed together since leaving Monte Port. The other women from the Gardens of Anios had decided to find their families again, but Reva and the remaining three women had decided they wanted to travel Estala instead. Together they had moved through the villages, working as a group of singers to pay their way. Karine was the one with real talent, but Reva could hold a note or two and she had taught them little ditties she had learned while at Nesra’s Keep from the fools and mummers who performed for the king. It was enough to entertain most of the common folk, though they did experience the occasional lobbed piece of fruit.

Reva, Karine, and Lottie had found Rohesa chained up outside a village between Monte Port and Unna Castle. While the Sisters had been gathering food, they had stolen Rohesa away and had her chains removed. She had stayed with them ever since.

“Does it have to be this way?” begged Anita Santos. “Can’t we keep her here? We can vouch for her. She’s a good girl.”

The Sister in charge of capturing the poor girl was not anyone Reva recognised. From her spot up on the hill, Reva could only work out that she was around forty years old, tall, and broad shouldered. The Sister pulled on the iron chain enclosing the farmer’s daughter, making sure the locks and clasps that kept the young girl imprisoned were still secure. Reva balled up her fists as she thought about the way those same locks had chafed against her wrists and ankles.

“Your daughter is a Menti,” the Sister said impatiently. “The silly wench has revealed herself to half of the Fiuryn coast. If we do not take her, King Stefan will have her executed. Do you want that?”

Anita broke into a fit of tears as her husband placed his arms over her shoulder to comfort her. Reva could see by the set of the man’s jaw that he wanted desperately to fight against the Sisters, but he had already seen the sharp whip of the chain and the dull blow of the baton. There was a smattering of blood on his cheek.

Reva turned to Karine, keeping her voice low. “Do it.”

Karine nodded once, and then turned her head towards the distant hills. Reva watched as her friend’s expression of concentration changed. There was a ripple that Reva seemed to almost feel herself, and it was so bizarre that Reva shuddered. Karine’s skin undulated like tiny waves in a stream until the tremors graduated up to shakes. Then, in a matter of seconds, Karine changed into another person entirely. She was just like them, wearing the same robes, the same hood over her face. They had stolen the garb from the last Sisters they came across. Reva recognised the face of Sister Laurie looking at her, and had to force herself not to react. She sucked in a deep breath and calmed her anxiety at looking at yet another Sister of the Enlightened.

“I will never get used to such a transformation,” Reva said, her voice coming out in a hard rasp.

“I’m not sure I will, either,” Karine replied, grinning through the face of a middle-aged woman with wrinkles around her eyes and yellow teeth.

“Be careful,” Lottie warned.

Karine nodded before she rose to her feet. She was taller, too; imposing against the morning sun. The sunrise turned her white robes to a magnificent orange as she squared her shoulders. No matter what shape Karine took, she was always splendid.

Reva held her breath as Karine walked down the hilly slope towards the small party. Samuel was still arguing with the Sisters, but now his voice was raised in anger, and he seemed to be red in the face, though it was hard to tell in the glow of the morning sun. She was not surprised that he was angry—any good father would react in the same manner if his daughter was in chains. The man had every right to fight back. But it was a fight he could easily lose, and that made Reva’s stomach flip with nerves. She remembered the farmer’s daughter from when she was a child. Emilia, that was her name. She was three years younger than Reva, and sometimes they had picked bluebells together as their fathers talked about the land. Emilia was pretty, with auburn hair and green eyes. As Reva gazed down at the scene below, she realised that she had missed this girl and their bluebell picking. But then she had missed everything about living on the Fiuryn Coast. She ached to turn her back and gaze towards Avalon Towers, but Karine needed her to concentrate.

“Sister Laurie, what are you doing here?”

“Praise Anios,” Karine said, bowing slightly.

From her hiding spot, Reva smiled to herself. Karine was good at imitations. It wasn’t just the way she shifted into any human form; she took on many of the person’s mannerisms as well. It was wonderful to watch, albeit terrifying, too. Reva shivered as she thought of her own power, and the strength of that power. She remembered what she had done to Sister Valeria that day, and her blood ran cold. She shook her head and concentrated on the scene below instead.

“I am here with an important instruction from the Sisters in the Gardens,” Karine said. Reva cringed slightly; she could tell that Karine was struggling here. No one knew who was now in charge after Sister Valeria’s death.

“Who sent you?” asked the Sister.

Reva watched Karine clear her throat before she answered. “Sister Camila.”

The Sister’s eyes narrowed as she grew suspicious. Reva’s fingers dug into her skirt as she watched. It was beginning to go wrong, she could feel it. She began to think about their back-up plan. There were five Sisters altogether. Perhaps if she could frighten them, she would not need to fight them. More importantly, no one else would need to fight them either.

“The Gardens are full. They aren’t taking any more prisoners,” Karine said.

Too soon, Reva thought. She glanced across at Lottie and frowned. The Sister had not been warmed up, and in addition most Sisters knew that the Gardens of Anios was almost empty since Reva had broken out the other women. That was one of the reasons why the Sisters were out around Estala trying to round up every waif and stray they could find. They were even working out in remote areas like the Fiuryn Farms.

The Sister laughed. “Is this supposed to be a joke, Sister? It is a very strange one if it is. Of course the Gardens are not full. They are almost empty. We need this child.”

“She’s special,” Karine blurted out.

The Sister took a step towards Karine, prompting Reva to move closer to the farms. Reva’s heart was pounding. The plan was not working, she knew it deep in her bones. Karine was putting on a good impression of the Sister, but the logic of her instruction was flawed. The Sister could see through her. When she stepped back to speak to the other Sisters, Reva knew she needed to act.

“We need to step in,” Reva said to Lottie. She began to unbutton her dress. “I will go first. If I get into trouble then you can help me.”

Lottie nodded.

Reva shed her clothes and left them bundled up on the ground with the rest of their belongings. She stared down at the party down in the valley and concentrated on her task. The sensation of her shift was still strange and alien to her. She felt her limbs extend, felt her skin harden into scales. The power was both exhilarating and intoxicating as she lifted her head and roared. As she became a great dragon of copper scales and yellow fire, she extended her wings and flapped them in the direction of the farms. The Sisters raised their heads and gasped.

It was the Sister in charge who reacted first, the one clearly suspicious of Karine’s intentions. She flicked her wrist and the iron chain snaked out towards Reva. But Reva managed to lift her legs to avoid the long iron whip. She flapped her wings and hovered in the air, drowning out the sound of the famer’s wife’s screams with her roar. She held back from breathing fire, hesitant to burn any of the farmer’s property.

“We will take you too,” the Sister yelled. “You are Menti and impure just like this girl is here. You belong in the Gardens of Anios with the rest of your kind.” She spat on the ground before throwing the chain out again.

Reva dodged the chain and flapped her wings, climbing higher into the sky. “Ask your Sister Valeria whether I will be coming with you to the Gardens of Anios,” she roared.

The Sister staggered back from the words, her hand falling to her stomach in the same way it would if she had been punched in the gut.

“My kind will never work for you again. You will not steal us. You will not enslave us anymore. We are rising up against you. We are rebelling against who you are and everything you stand for. Magic will come back to Estala.” Reva’s blood was hot. She could feel the fire inside her belly, desperate to be released, but she would not. It was not safe, not here and now. But she had to help Emilia, who was still in the clutches of the Sisters.

Reva flew over the heads of the Sisters, reaching down and slashing the back of the first Sister with a long, sharp talon. Then she flew overhead again and attacked once more. The Sister threw out her chain towards Reva, almost catching her on the claw, but Reva retracted her legs just in time.

As Reva swooped towards the Sisters, two of them let go of the girl. Reva turned her head towards Emilia, who was cowering behind her father. “Run! To Avalon Towers.”

The farmer and his daughter obeyed. The family ran away towards the forest. Reva turned back towards the Sisters, who had paled. Two of them cowered away from her, crouching low to the ground as though they were considering fleeing altogether. Reva lowered herself to the ground, dodging yet another attack from the Sister’s chain.

“Begone from here,” Reva roared. “Take your insignificant iron chains and get away from this place. Leave the farmers alone and I will leave you alone.” The words flowed from her, almost shocking her in their ferocity. She did not realise that she still harboured such hatred towards the Sisters.

But the tall Sister with the broad shoulders stood her ground. She was too stupid to run away, Reva decided, which meant that she would have to fight. Reva expelled a warning shot of fire, letting it trail the ground by the Sister’s feet. The grass was scorched by the time she had done, but Reva was careful not to let any of the farm catch fire. Reva was still new to breathing fire and the effort drained her of energy. Her wings floundered as she tried to stay above ground. The Sister leapt over the dwindling fire and threw out her chain. This time it caught on Reva’s ankle and she felt the effects of the iron draining her magic.

Karine turned to Reva with panic in her eyes. They all knew that Reva was the strongest of them all as a dragon, and now the other Sisters had out their chains. One of them caught Reva on the wing, turning her form back to a human girl. Reva began to collapse onto the ground, her legs weakening with every moment.

“Not so fearsome now, are you, Menti,” taunted the broad-shouldered woman.

But as Reva gasped in a breath to calm her pounding heart, a rush of fur bundled through the valley, knocking the Sister from her feet. Reva managed to free her arm as the panther’s jaws snatched at the woman’s robes, tearing them to shreds. Then a violent stream of water sprayed the other sisters in the face, catching them off guard. Reva pulled herself free from the chains and ran to safety. The sleek black cat leaped and snarled at the three Sisters, revealing sharp fangs. It was enough to win the battle. The Sisters hurried onto their feet and backed away from them. Reva smirked as the Sisters fled the Fiuryn Farms.

“Cowards!” she cried, standing up and letting the dragon burst from her once more.

The sleek, black panther changed into the bulky shape of Rohesa. “We should not be letting them escape. We should be ridding Estala of them once and for all.”

Reva changed back into her human form. “No. If we do that, we are as bad as they are. They are murderers.” Reva saw Sister Valeria’s face in her mind. I am a murderer too.

Karine, who was back to her normal self, said, “Come on. Let’s go and find the farmers in the forest. We should tell them that the Sisters won’t be bothering them anymore.”

“We need to get our packs,” Reva reminded her.

Their group was small, but it was mighty. There was Karine, a shapeshifting girl with honey-coloured hair, and Reva’s best friend. There was Rohesa, who had revealed her cat form after escaping the Sisters. She reminded Reva of Oona. Both of them were tall and strong, forthright and honest, serious and straightforward. There was Lottie, who had set the fire in the Gardens of Anios, a water wielder and bright young woman with a small frame and big grey eyes in a small face.

After Reva had killed Sister Valeria out in the ocean by Monte Port, the women had all made difficult choices. Reva and Karine wanted to travel across Estala helping those lured into the clutches of the Sisters. They intended to save as many young Menti women as they could. But not all of the escapees wanted to shoulder that burden. Most wanted to go home to their families, or find a safe place to hide away and live a normal life. So their party was small, but it was determined.

Reva retrieved her clothes from the crest of the hill and quickly dressed. Then she shouldered her pack, which was disturbingly light. They had little food left after their travels. They had stopped to fill pouches with river water on their journey, but even those were running low. Reva had only one tattered dress, which she had bought for pennies from a buck-toothed man with grimy fingernails when they ventured onto the Market Road. Most of their money had gone to costumes for their performances in the villages. What was left over was kept in the lining of Reva’s pack as they saved for their journey.

As she took a quick swig of water, Reva thought about the Sisters at the Gardens of Anios. They would be looking for her, she was sure of that. She had revealed her dragon form and freed two captives since escaping the Gardens, not to mention what happened to Valeria. They would want revenge. But they needed food and water and the only way they could do that was by travelling around the villages singing for their suppers. Reva knew that the Sisters would find them soon, but she hoped that by that point she would be strong enough to fight for everyone.

Reva followed the others down the hill towards the forest she once knew like the back of her hand. Her stomach rumbled and she slipped a hand into her pack to see what she had left. But before she could find the remains of her dinner from the previous night, her fingers discovered what felt a lot like a thin strip of parchment. She pulled the smooth piece of paper out of her pack and examined it. When she read the message, her face paled. She screwed up the paper and pressed it back into her pack before anyone else noticed her reaction. The message had read: We know who you are. We are coming for you.


LUCA

Luca listened to the distant sounds of the nearby mines. All along the Gold Coast the men worked in the caves, chipping away at stone in search of the elusive gold nugget. The pickaxes chimed over and over, punctuated by the hollering of men. There was never silence, not even in the dead of night, and Luca mused that the sounds inside the caves must be deafening.

He was miserable and hunger gnawed at his belly. They had travelled for days through the Shadow Valley of Asfaro, skirting around Gold Port, and walking through Obara until they were safely tucked deep into the forest that lay a league from the coast. Luca looked east to where the Castle of the Sun was located on the other side of the forest. It had been a tough journey with little food or water. Luca’s tunic was stiff with sweat and he hated the way he smelled. He hated to breathe near another person—in fact he hated to be anywhere near another person whilst he felt such shame about his dirtiness. He ran his hands through his hair and they came back oily. Not since he had left Estala had he longed so much to be back in his bedchambers at Nesra’s Keep.

But he knew he could never go back.

His brother had tried to kill him. And since the battle at the rebel camp, Luca had heard whispers that his father was dead and Stefan had claimed the throne. The rumours spread out from the small settlements through Obara. Geraldo had dared to head into some of the smaller villages to trade Menti potions for food and drink. That was where he discovered these tales, and was only too eager to bring them back to the camp and relay them to Luca.

Luca did not know what to feel. None of this had been supposed to happen. Matias would have made a good king. Matias was never meant to die, especially not because of his own folly. Though Luca did not blame himself for Matias’s death anymore, he did mourn his brother. He wished Matias was here now to talk to so he could decide what to do.

“King Ludo,” Geraldo taunted, “get the fire going.”

Luca’s skin burned with annoyance. Since Geraldo had discovered Luca’s secret, and that his father was supposedly dead, Geraldo insisted on calling Luca the king, since he was in fact the rightful heir. With a sigh, Luca lifted his hand and sent a small ball of flame towards the campfire.

“Would you look at that, boys and girls?” Geraldo said. “The lad managed to do it without setting the camp on fire or bringing his brother to come and slay us all.” There was a sardonic smile on Geraldo’s face, but Luca could see the tightness of his features. Geraldo had lost weight—like all of them—but there was tension in every one of his muscles. Geraldo had taken the loss of life to the rebels to heart—not that you could tell by the way he acted or the things he said.

Luca moved away from the camp and ate his bowl of mushrooms alone. It was a cold night, and the trees rustled above him. The grass was damp beneath his backside from the recent spell of drizzle. If not for the hollering of the miners, Luca could almost imagine that he was in the woods outside Reyalon, hunting with Matias and Carolina, who always snuck out of the castle to join them. He missed his family at Nesra’s Keep. He missed his younger brother Alberto who used to demand Matias’s stories at night. He missed his wild little sister, Carolina, and his sensible older sister, Serena, who no doubt had to deal with all this mess. He wondered what it felt like for her, being snubbed for the throne in favour of Stefan, just because she had been born a girl.

“Pay no mind to him.” Brother Axil sighed deeply as he lowered himself onto the trunk of a fallen tree. “He does not mean it.”

“I do not blame him,” Luca replied. “I brought Stefan here. I am the one who is on the run.”

“No, I brought Stefan here,” Brother Axil corrected. “I am the one who sought out the rebel camp and brought us here for safety. I am the one to blame, not you. But at the time it seemed the best way.” He shook his head. “I am sorry for what has happened, but Stefan would have attacked the rebel camp sooner or later.”

Luca dropped his bowl to the muddied ground. “We need action, Axil. What is the point in us sitting around a fire eating mushrooms? We need a plan. We need support and financing from those sympathetic to the Menti cause. Why is there not a council? Or a… I do not know, some sort of army?”

“There used to be,” Brother Axil said gently. “Until your father wiped them out during the Menti rebellion.”

Luca picked up a stick and dragged it through wet leaves. “If Stefan attacks again, we are all dead.”

“That is not true,” Brother Axil said. “You are a powerful Menti. You are a fire wielder.”

“He is a dragon,” Luca replied. “And he is king. And he knows that I am competition for the crown as long as I am still alive. He wants me dead.”

Brother Axil had no response to that; he could only frown. Luca imagined that he saw a dark shadow pass over the old man’s face, and a shiver worked its way up his spine.

“Get some sleep,” Brother Axil said eventually. “I will keep watch. And, Luca?”

“Yes?”

“Your brother still has to find you. He has not found you today. Chances are, he will not find you tomorrow.”

Luca drifted off to sleep listening to pickaxes chime against stone. He woke with an elbow in his side. Or was it a toe? He rolled over to find it was, in fact, a toe. Tania stood over him with her arms folded across her chest.

“I do not know how you can sleep for so long. Get up. Geraldo wants to see you,” she said.

Since the battle with his brother, Luca had noticed that Tania was decidedly cooler towards him. Luca knew she blamed him for the attacks. Everyone did—everyone except for Brother Axil, and maybe Nico, who did not have the nature to blame anyone.

“Do you know what he wants?” Luca asked.

Tania shrugged. “Maybe he wants to train. Who knows?”

Luca followed Tania’s slim shape through the trees. She was tall, dark-haired and dark-skinned with long, lean limbs and a full mouth. It was only after she began to hate him that he realised quite how beautiful she was, though it was with some guilt he had admitted it to himself. Part of Luca still thought he had to remain in love with Reva for the rest of his life. At one time he had thought he was going to die having only loved one girl—Reva. He had been wrong about the dying part, so maybe he was going to be wrong about the rest, too.

They stepped through the trees, moving around people eating their meagre breakfast of mushrooms and berries. Many avoided eye contact with Luca, and he himself tried to avoid staring at their bandages or bruises. Even after the long, arduous weeks that had passed since the battle with Stefan’s army, many of the rebels still suffered from their wounds. Nico healed as many as he could during the day, but he weakened quickly.

On the way there, Luca poked his head into the tent where Nico worked. The slightly plump boy was sitting cross-legged on the ground, holding his hands over a deep, infected gash running down a man’s torso, almost to his navel. Luca could not see who it was because the man’s face was turned away, but he suspected it was one of the wolves.

“Do you need any help?” Luca offered.

Nico lifted his chin to meet Luca’s gaze. The boy had dark circles around his eyes and despite Nico’s plumpness, his face had a sunken appearance, like his flesh was fading back towards his bones. “No, thank you.” He smiled, and it was the most genuine smile Luca had seen for days.

“I will bring you breakfast,” Luca said. He had to feed Nico because Nico was terrible for working through his meal times and forgetting to eat. Without Luca, he would have drained his powers completely.

Tania’s head twitched, to indicate that they needed to hurry up. Luca had stopped by Nico’s tent to help out a friend, but he had to admit that the advantage of delaying his meeting with Geraldo was indeed a perk. Luca tried to stay as far away from Geraldo as he could most of the time.

“Here he is. King Ludo.” Geraldo stood over a map placed on top of a tree stump. Geraldo’s tent had been built around it. The stump functioned as a desk, while in the corner were two bedrolls where he and Nico slept at night. There was little else. Most of the rebel camp had perished from fire during the attack, including the personal belongings of the rebels. At least it meant they could travel light. “Glad you could finally make it.”

“You wanted to see me,” Luca said. He glanced outside the tent to see if Brother Axil was around. He could do with an ally when dealing with Geraldo.

“Yes. Take a look at this map.”

Luca scanned the parchment. It was a map of Xantos with Estala featured above it. “What about it.”

Geraldo slapped the parchment with the back of his hand. “There’s nothing here. Nothing. Look at this map and tell me where we can go.”

Luca examined the map more closely. To the south there lay the mountains and volcanoes. Beyond that was desert and little else. To the east was the Castle of the Sun, with the mining towns spread out along the coast. There was little inland: a few settlements and market cities. To the west there was Gold Port and the bustling market towns around the coast. In the north, across the Sea of Kings, lay Estala.

“The Insect Isles?” Luca joked.

Geraldo only glared at him. “If you had seen the vision I have seen, you wouldn’t be joking, lad. I’ve seen the end of the world as we know it. A battle to end all battles.”

Luca had heard the mantra many times since they had been on the move from the old rebel camp. The words still sent a shiver down his spine, despite the fact that Luca was not sure if he actually believed them. Geraldo’s doom and gloom prophecy had struck Luca as hyperbole. The man appeared wild and unstable to Luca, and it worried him. The Menti rebels needed strong leadership and direction more than ever, but he saw none of that in Geraldo. He did not even see any organisation or real passion for moving the rebels forward.

“We need money,” Luca blurted out. “Have we made no influential friends since the Menti rebellion? Have we run out of options entirely? Why can we not go to rich nobles and ask for shelter while we rebuild our group? There must be powerful Mentis who can help. There must be—”

“No,” Geraldo boomed. “We do not beg like the sewer rats in Gold Port. We do not rely on the rich pigs that dwell in the depths of the Xanti cities. That is what happened to the Mentis in the first place. I will not allow it to happen again. I cannot.” Geraldo closed his eyes and turned away from Luca.

It was then that Luca realised just how hurt Geraldo was. He felt pity for the man, but he also recognised that Geraldo was not a good leader, and he wished there was someone else who could take over. The problem was, Geraldo would not give up his leadership quietly. Besides, who would take over? No one would follow Luca or Brother Axil after the attack because they all blamed them for Stefan’s army finding the location of the rebel camp.

“Then what are we going to do?” Tania asked. She took a step towards Geraldo with her hands on her hips. “Geraldo, you need to decide. You are our leader. We have trusted in you to help us. The attack was not your fault, but we always knew it could happen and yet we were underprepared. Why are there so few of us? Why are we not out there recruiting for more Menti members? We have sat back and hidden for too long. You keep blaming Luca for his brother attacking us, but was it not always inevitable? We knew that the king hated us. We knew that Prince Stefan of Estala hated us. We are not stupid—”

“You were a child during the Menti rebellion,” Geraldo snapped. “You do not know what it was like. We lost our friends, our family. I watched Nico’s mother die at the hands of one of the king’s soldiers. I saw people torn apart. And even now, his brother puts Menti to death. Do you know how he kills them?”

Tania shook her head. It seemed to Luca that her skin had turned a sickly grey shade of brown.

“They are hanged, drowned, and stabbed. Prince… King Stefan does it himself, they say, and then he drinks their blood. There’s a reason the people of Estala call him Stefan the Snake.” Geraldo wiped his face with both hands, driving the heels of his palms into his eye sockets. “You don’t want to hide anymore, I understand that. But I don’t want to die.”

“If what you prophesise is true, then we are dead already,” Luca insisted. “If we sit back and do nothing, this battle that you have seen is still going to happen no matter where we hide. We are still going to be part of it because we are Menti and because my brother will seek us out. You speak of my brother in a way that suggests you know him, but you do not. I know him, and I know he will stop at nothing to kill me. I am the one person who can keep him away from the crown. I am the one person who can stop him. Me. He wants me dead. And, yes, I could part ways with you and spend the rest of my life in hiding. I would probably have a better chance without you. But I do not want to do that. I want to be part of this uprising. I want to see the rebels grow in strength and numbers. I want us to work together to find a way to stop my brother once and for all.”

“Pretty words,” Geraldo said. “If you mean them.”

Luca’s face was hot with indignation. “Oh, I mean them.”

Geraldo put his hands on his hips and stared down at the map. “And you. Prince. King. Whatever you are. Do you have supporters out there? Show me where they are on the map.” Geraldo nodded towards the parchment.

Luca turned his face away. “I was on my deathbed before I came here. I had always been written off when it came to any real responsibility in my family. No. I have no supporters. Only the people in this camp.”

Geraldo let out a long breath through his nose. “Well, I do. We will head to the Gold Port, and we will seek trade with a rich Xanti who may just be sympathetic enough to support our campaign with some coin. You’d better be worth it, lad.”


SERENA

The marble tiles of Nesra’s Keep were cool beneath Serena’s sandals. A pleasant breeze drifted in through the arched windows, rustling the tapestries on the wall. Behind her, two guards moved noisily, their plate armour ringing against their chainmail and echoing through the spacious corridor.

She picked up her skirts and hurried. She did not want to be late for the king’s first council meeting. As well as it being the first meeting with this particular king, it was also the first ever council meeting for Serena. Her father would never have favoured her over Matias on the council, despite her being older than Matias by six months. But then her father had often dismissed the usefulness of the women in his life. Despite little Carolina proving herself fierce on the hunt, her father had still refused to allow her to train with sword and shield. And no matter how many books Serena read, or how many difficult subjects she educated herself on, Serena’s father had never come to her for counsel. Matias was often terrible at finances. When the king had asked Matias to deal with an issue relating to the realm’s purse, Matias had usually come to Serena to help him with the sums.

So what did it mean for Stefan to include her on the council? Did it mean he understood that she was an intelligent and useful member of the court? Did he want to hear her advice? Or was it more likely that he wanted to keep her close, for the time being at least? Serena knew she was a threat to King Stefan. There were some who would prefer that Stefen were not king at all, and those people needed an alternative candidate. Serena might be a girl but she was still the oldest in the family and—while Luca was still gone—she might possibly be the best contender to oppose him. Stefan would know that. Stefan most probably would prefer that she did not exist at all. But after her father had ‘thrown’ himself out of the window of his chambers, another death in the family would be too suspicious for Stefan to get away with. For the present, anyway.

Serena needed to keep her wits about her if she was to keep her head. She knew all about Stefan’s executions. And she did not trust that Brother who was Stefan’s advisor in the slightest. Brother Mikkel was as slippery a snake as any of them. Yes, Serena was certainly stepping into the wolves’ domain, but she had one advantage: They all considered her a hen, but in actual fact, she was a fox, and she would prove to them that she had cunning to spare.

She was relieved to see that she was not the last to join the meeting. Stefan had not arrived yet, nor had Brother Mikkel. Lord Zimin was there, pacing up and down the room, biting on a thumbnail. The Lord of Irrinthia was rather large with a protruding belly. He had a bumbling appearance which meant that most people did not take the old man seriously, but Serena had seen the way Zimin had managed to get his daughter into the position of queen. Serena could not be certain it had been by design, but she had to keep an eye on Lord Zimin. He could be more wolf than she had originally thought. Brother Damolo sat with a piece of parchment and quill, ready for the meeting to begin. The Brother was younger than his superior—Brother Mikkel—with a close crop of blond hair and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose. Serena had only ever seen the young man scuttling after Brother Mikkel on some errand or another. And then there was General Arenza. He was the replacement after her brother lost so many generals during the battle in the Ash Mountains. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with a perpetual scowl furrowing his brow. He was younger than the other generals, perhaps around twenty-five years old. If his strength was matched with brains, Serena could potentially find herself in trouble.

“Please, be seated.” Stefan swept into the room moving quickly, as he always was.

As Serena took a seat, a jolt worked its way down her spine. The burns on her brother’s face shocked her every time she saw them. She could not get used to the way his skin had melted on one side, and how his hair was missing from part of his scalp. When Stefan had first come back from the battle she had felt sympathy for him, but not anymore. Not since she had seen him as king and saw the look of greed in his eye.

She watched her little brother hurry around the table to the head chair. He held his chin up high and his chest puffed out, which was nothing like the little boy she remembered from childhood. Stefan had always run around with his head tucked down into his chest, and when he talked to you he stared at his feet. Father used to chastise him for not making eye contact with others, saying that no one trusted a man who could not look you in the eye. Unfortunately, Stefan’s struggle with maintaining eye contact had continued into his teenage years. Even now he struggled to meet a person’s gaze, either staring over their heads or at a spot in the middle of their forehead. It did little to put people at ease.

Stefan cleared his throat as Brother Mikkel sat beside him. His unburnt cheek was flushed pink, his mouth was clamped tightly shut, and his jaw was tense, like he was straining to keep himself together. Serena could see the tendons protruding from his neck, and the awkward way he held himself. She realised then that he was trying to stop himself from coughing. He is still ill.

King Stefan took a sip of wine from his goblet and sniffed noisily. “The first matter to be discussed is the plague spreading through Estala. Healers are reporting high numbers of deaths in the villages.”

“What are the symptoms of this illness, Your Majesty?” Serena asked.

Stefan turned to her with eyes filled with glittering anger. He sipped on his wine once more before he ventured an answer. “A running nose, a sore throat, coughing, boils under the armpit, and terrible headaches.”

Serena smiled as she watched Stefan attempt to bring his desire to cough under control. She could see that the king’s eyes were watery, and beneath the red flush of anger and scars, his skin had a grey tinge to it.

“It leads to a high fever, delusions, and eventual death,” Brother Mikkel finished.

“And do we know what has caused this spread of illness?” asked General Arenza.

“Of course we do,” said Brother Mikkel. “There is only one cause. The Menti. They are gaining in strength, using their magic. This plague has been sent from the God of Insight to punish us for allowing this to happen.”

Serena managed to restrain herself from rolling her eyes. The plague had been brought back from Xantos. She had already been in communication with the Gold Council, who told her that snakebites had spread the disease through the Gold Coast. They were struggling to contain the plague, but they had found a tonic that eased the symptoms and an ointment to reduce the size of the boils. There was no cure yet but the healers were working hard on some ideas. Serena had already sent word of the tonic and ointment to healers in Reyalon and beyond. Her brother, clearly suffering with the plague himself, had done nothing. She was the one who had given instructions to the court healer on how to help her brother, but she was sure that Brother Mikkel had intervened with his own ‘methods.’

“That is why we need to seek out every Menti in Estala and execute them,” Stefan said, managing to inject some strength into his voice. “It is what Anios would demand.”

Though Serena longed to voice her disagreement, she knew when to be silent. The rest of the council voiced their agreement, nodding fervently. Serena managed one slight jerk of her chin. She was aware of Stefan watching her and she did not like it.

“Which brings me to my second matter,” Stefan said. He sipped on his wine and gave a tiny cough, covering his mouth with his fist. “Building new temples for the Order of Insight.”

Serena bit her lip. Was that it? Was that all they were going to say about the worst plague to infect the people of Estala in the last fifty years? She turned away from Stefan to stop him from seeing the displeasure on her face, instead staring at the king’s guards and servants lined up on the other side of the room. Many stood waiting on hand in case His Majesty required another drink. She thought about them as they went back to their families. She thought about all the regular people in Estala who deserved proper medicine, not a new temple.

“We will have to raise taxes to pay for the temples,” said Stefan, “but I think we can all agree that it is a necessity.” He glared out at the people in the room, his fierce expression seeming to challenge them all to disagree. Serena shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“The people will surely be grateful,” said Brother Damola. “The temples will be a great asset to Estala.”

“It will make the Xantis green with envy,” said Lord Zimin.

Serena cringed at the blatant sycophancy spreading through the room. It was clear that Stefan had surrounded himself with those he thought would agree with him. It was only Serena—a mere woman—who was the dissenting voice in the room, and even she was loathe to raise that voice against her brother. She glanced at the others across the table, wondering if they were all thinking the same thing. Not Brother Damola. Not Brother Mikkel. But maybe Lord Zimin. Maybe General Arenza.

“The temples certainly are a good idea,” Serena said, choosing her words carefully. “But if I might venture an additional idea?”

Stefan pressed his fingers together and leaned forward. “Go on.”

“There have been cases of this plague as far north as Banitha. This is not going to go away quickly. There is a chance this disease will ravage the population. Of course, we should encourage prayer, but we need to use medicine too. Use some of the money from the taxes to send supplies to the healers in every town and village. The Xantis have developed a tonic—”

Stefan snorted. “The Xantis—what do they know? The Gold Council is full of decrepit old idiots.” He sniffed deeply and folded his arms across his chest.

“The Gold Council are well respected, Your Majesty. I think dealing with them would be sensible on this occasion.”

Stefan waved a dismissive hand. “I will not work with them. That is the end of it. Now, I want to move on to the last matter. I want to discuss the placement of several members of the court. I believe we might find better positions for them across the realm.”

Serena sat in shocked silence as Stefan listed all of her father’s most trusted advisors. All of them were assigned to new positions across the realm and away from Reyalon. Stefan was determined to run the realm without the input of some of Estala’s most important men. Her face heated with anger, and her eyes pricked as she thought of her father and what he would think of all this.

And the way Stefan talked of the Order of Insight disturbed her greatly. Serena had once considered taking the Sisterhood. The Order were supposed to follow knowledge, not to prevent the sick from being healed by proper practitioners. Serena’s stomach churned as she sat and waited for the meeting to end. Her stomach churned because she realised that her brother was not fit to rule, and that meant she had to do something about it.


STEFAN

It was only when Stefan had returned to his bedchambers that he allowed himself to slump against the back of his armchair. He felt terrible. His head was spinning. His entire body was boiling hot, so much so that he tore the collar of his doublet open. His hands were trembling and his throat itched with the desire to cough. When he finally let himself cough as loud as he wished, a great blob of green fluid catapulted out of his mouth and onto the small table laden with wine and grapes.

“Someone clean that,” he mumbled, staggering away from the chair, barely aware of whether any of his guards had followed him into the room or not.

“Your Majesty, let me help you.”

Brother Mikkel took Stefan’s hand and guided him into the seat by the balcony overlooking the Sea of Kings. Stefan had taken his father’s room after the funeral. It gave him comfort to see the very spot where he had thrown that worthless king out of the window.

“It went well, did it not?” Stefan said, looking to Mikkel for confirmation.

“It did, Your Majesty. You showed your strength.”

And that was the one thing Stefan needed to do: show strength. He knew that the people of Reyalon were talking about his illness. They all suspected him of having the plague, and that was a dangerous position to be in. If they thought he was weak, they would overthrow him in a heartbeat.

“Get everyone out,” Stefan said, sweeping his arm across the room and almost falling forward with the effort. He was all too aware of the painful lumps under his arm.

Brother Mikkel stood and ordered the guards and servants out of the room. Then he closed the doors to the chamber, and pulled the doors to the balcony closed. “Your scars are healing well, Your Majesty.”

Stefan winced as Brother Mikkel smeared more of his special paste over his sensitive burns. “Not well enough. The lords and ladies whisper behind my back. They call me names. They say that Stefan the Snake has found his scales.” If only they knew, he thought.

The room was quiet for a moment, before the Brother asked, “What is it, Your Majesty?”

“My darling sister,” Stefan hissed. “And her insistence on working with the Gold Council. What do you make of all that? I would rather not go begging to those pompous fools, especially seeing as I still owe them for admitting us passage to Xantos during that awful battle. But what if she is right about the plague? What if the people need this special tonic?”

Brother Mikkel shook his head. “Nonsense. What the people need is a strong sense of faith again. The plague is unfortunate for the common folk, but it is an opportunity for us. Listen carefully, my king. We can get the people to change their religion once and for all. Too many still whisper stories about the dragon kings. Too many worship their old Gods of Fire and Water and Air. Too many believe that the Menti will regain strength and magic will flourish throughout Estala. This is our opportunity to change the way of life not just for the people now, but for generations to come.” The old Brother reached out and took hold of Stefan’s forearm. “This is for their benefit, my king. This is for the greater good. There are too many heathens in this world and we need to rectify that.”

“What are you suggesting?” Stefan asked. “That we let masses of people die?”

“It is God’s will,” Brother Mikkel said.

Stefan allowed himself a moment to let the words of the Brother sink in. Could he sit back and let this happen? He was the king; Brother Mikkel would heed his words if he commanded it. But he could not fault the Brother’s logic. It was true that, in times of crisis, people turned to religion more than ever. This was a perfect opportunity to ensure that people turned to the Enlightened God or his son, Anios, rather than to the Old Gods and the Dragon Kings.

And then he remembered who he was and his heart sank. “How can I justify this when I am myself a dragon king? I am a Menti. I am everything that I am telling them not to worship. Brother Mikkel, I am not sure about this way.”

“It is the best way, Your Majesty. Forget what you believe you are and believe in what you truly are, and that is the embodiment of Anios. And as the embodiment of Anios, you will spread the message of his faith, and you will rise up and grow in power, and you will defeat your brother in combat. You are the last dragon.”

Stefan almost believed him. Had it not been for the illness making him so weak, he would have basked in his governor’s words.

“Are you ready for your medicine?” asked Brother Mikkel.

Stefan nodded and rose to his feet, slowly unbuttoning his jerkin. “And Maria? I know you have been treating her.”

As Brother Mikkel helped Stefan over to the bed, he spoke softly. “The illness has hit her hard. She is abed with the fever. I am afraid she grows ever weaker.”

“Will she survive, do you think?” Stefan asked.

“Let me help you up,” Mikkel said, guiding Stefan into position on his large, canopied bed. “I believe her life is in the hands of Anios now. You must pray for her. Now, lift your arm so that I can examine you.”

Stefan did as he was told, wincing as Brother Mikkel pressed his thumb into the crevice of Stefan’s arm pit. Yellow-green fluid seeped out, staining the bed sheets.

“These must be lanced. I will bring you a remedy for the fever. You will be confined to your chambers for the rest of the day. Sleep will do you the world of good, as will water and rest.”

“What if she dies?” Stefan said. “What will I do then? I have not even had time to put an heir in her.” He thought back to their wedding night. Maria had barely looked at him during the ceremony and he could not bear the thought of sharing a bed with an unwilling subject. He had kept his innocence that night, as he had crept into his own bed in the dark of night.

“You will find another wife,” Brother Mikkel answered as he heated the long, thin needle in the candle flame. “There are plenty in Estala.”

“But I like this one.” Stefan regarded the needle with some trepidation. He felt the urge to vomit up the wine he had hastily consumed during the first king’s council.

“You will like the next,” Brother Mikkel said, as he stabbed the needle into the boil. Stefan writhed beneath him but the Brother continued on. “You are a young man, and young men like all kinds of different wives. You can even take a mistress if you wish. Your father was an anomaly. He liked to marry his mistresses to prevent having too many bastards, but you are free to father a bastard if you wish.”

Who would want me when I look like a monster? he wondered.

The needle plunged deep into the round boil, letting out blood and pus. Brother Mikkel drained the fluid into a bowl and then went on to the next one. The Brother worked methodically, but with little gentleness. Stefan was roughhoused as the Brother administered all his remedies. The king was glad to be left alone where he could rest in his bed. His eyes closed and he drifted into an uneasy, feverish sleep.

In his dream great wings flapped against the setting sun and a jet of flame was expelled. He felt heat rising from his stomach, threatening to escape to the surface. That was his fire, he could feel it. He remembered the sensation of complete freedom as he had released fire upon his brother. He also remembered the way his brother’s fire had scorched him, melting his flesh before he could change into his dragon form with those hardened scales to protect him from attack. As a dragon he had armour. As a dragon he was protected, but he was also powerful.

But then another realisation dawned on him during the dream. He tossed and turned in his sleep and the beating of the wings continued on. Those were not his wings. They belonged to another dragon. While in his dream, Stefan felt an acute sharpening of his senses. He turned towards the dragon to try and get a better look at them. They were beautiful, shimmering scales of a copper brown. The dragon’s eyes were a deep green, like two perfect emeralds cast in a crown. Somehow Stefan was aware that this dragon was female, even though he did not know how he knew. Perhaps it was some kind of dragon instinct.

He reacted to this information with a kind of animal lust, rushing towards the great, copper behemoth. But as he got closer to the magnificent creature, she blew out a jet of molten flame. Stefan blinked and moved back, away from the heat of the flames. The scent of fire filled the air, like clean smoke and burnt wood. He flapped his own wings and moved back, steadying himself against the wind.

“Who are you?” he said.

But the copper dragon did not get a chance to answer him. He woke with a start, sitting upright in his damp tunic, his chest rising and falling in quick succession.

There is another dragon.

Despite Stefan’s dream being just that—a dream—he was sure that it was real. There was another dragon out there, and that meant he was not the last dragon at all.

Stefan shook his head. This was foolish. He had no proof that there was another dragon in the world. But more than the lack of proof, Stefan did not want it to be true, because if it was, he had something to fear. He had someone to fear more than the rest of the court, his older sister, and Luca.

He threw the ben linens off and placed his feet on the cold stone slabs of his chambers. He reached for his robe and walked over to the balcony, snatching open the doors and the drapes to let the cool sea air into his room. The rush of air felt exquisite against his feverish skin. The remedies Brother Mikkel had administered had given him some relief. He was hungry, and felt stronger than he had felt for days.

But he was not hungry for food. He was hungry for that same sensation of freedom as in his dream. He wanted to stretch out his wings and loose his fire into the night. As he stood staring out at the moon he was tempted to do just that, but he reined in the temptation, taking a step back. Where could he go to release his inner—his true—nature?

There was only one place.

Stefan walked over to his chamber doors and opened them. The guards stiffened up straight and stared at him with their mouths open in surprise.

“Is there anything the matter, Your Majesty?” one asked. Stefan did not know his name. Antonio?

“No, nothing is the matter. Would you escort me to the dungeon? I have business there.”

The guard opened and closed his mouth once more. “I… we could send a servant if there is something you would like us to fetch—”

“That will not be necessary,” Stefan said. “I wish to make the journey myself.”

The guard scurried into the king’s chamber to fetch a candle, before leading the way towards the dungeon.

When Stefan was a boy he used to explore the many corridors of Nesra’s Keep. While Matias was diligently practising his sword skills out in the courtyard and Luca was abed with whatever ailment he’d had at the time, and Serena was studying from her books in her rooms—trying to prove she was worth as much as the boys—Stefan explored every shadowed corner, every twist and turn, every hidden passage, and every set of stairs. The guard carrying the candle led the way down the stone steps, descending to the dungeon. The guard next to Stefan shivered as they descended into the cold, mildewed air. The guard picked up a lantern and lit it with the candle to prevent the flickering flame from extinguishing in the draft snaking up the castle steps.

Stefan watched his step on the sloping stones. The sound of prisoners groaning and moaning sent a chill down his spine, but he continued on. The guards keeping watch in the dungeon bowed as he walked past them. The gossip of his midnight exploration of Nesra’s Keep would surely spread amongst the servants and spies in the castle. Let them talk. Let them wonder. Let them believe that there was more to him than a scarred, sick king.

The stink of the dungeon forced Stefan to cover his nose with the sleeve of his robe, but he made his way deeper into the bowels of the castle. Then he stepped into an empty chamber adjacent to the prison cells. He had not been in this part of the castle since he was a child. He remembered watching one of his father’s advisors bring a young servant woman down here once. The thought of it brought bile rising from his guts.

“Wait outside,” he instructed the guards.

They obeyed, standing guard at the door. Stefan closed the door and walked to the back of the empty chamber. It had once been used for storage, and before that it was an additional prison cell. Now it remained empty, with no real use. But there was one hidden use that Stefan was sure very few people knew about. His father might have known. Perhaps his grandfather had known, too.

Stefan pulled on a loose stone and dropped it to the ground. He reached into the hole and pressed a lever. A doorway emerged, opening a secret passageway. Before he stepped into the passageway, Stefan looked back over his shoulder to ensure that the guards were not watching him. The door was firmly closed.

He slipped into the narrow space and pushed his way through the corridor. He had to turn himself sideways to ensure he was not stuck between the two stone walls, both of which were wet with moisture. When he came out into the opening, he brushed cobwebs from his hair and robes. Then he lifted up his lantern and took in his surroundings.

Yes, this place was still as unused as ever. It was perfect.

Stefan was in a part of the castle that should have been the moat. Instead, the moat lay above his head, tiny leaks dripping water onto the ground. He walked forward, spread out his arms and let the water splash onto his face. Here, he could be anyone else apart from the king. He could be a boy. He could be Stefan. He could be himself.

All at once he let his inner being release. He allowed that feeling of pure freedom to come flooding to the surface. But there was a problem. The flooding of his pleasure lasted only a fraction of a second. He had closed his eyes to change into his dragon form. He opened them now and gazed down at his hands. Human hands.

Why could he not change?

Stefan tried again, mustering as much of his fire and flame as he could. He felt the stir in his belly, the same stir he had felt in his dream when he had been about to release a jet of flame. He was so close to letting out his true nature, but he could not change. He stared up at the ceiling, disgusted and ashamed. The dragon part of him was the only strength he had left.

And it was gone.


REVA

Reva glanced down at her costume and sighed. It was not the kind of attire she would have worn as a lady, but she supposed she was not a lady at all anymore. She remembered running through Nesra’s keep wishing that she was not a noblewoman so she could dress however she wanted and let her hair loose and wild. Be careful what you wish for.

Karine stood next to her, waiting to run into the open circle in the centre of the crowd of eager onlookers. The girl turned and winked at Reva, and Reva could not help but smile. But on her other side, a nervous Emilia did not smile at all.

They had caught up to Emilia in the woods outside Avalon Towers. The girl had been with her parents, shaking and afraid. But the farming family had recognised Reva straight away as the young girl who used to come with her father and pick bluebells.

Rohesa thought it was folly that Reva had revealed herself to the farmers, but Reva trusted them. She trusted them because her father had always regarded them as good people, and she needed to believe that good people still existed in Estala.

Anita had wept when she saw Reva, and grabbed her, pulling Reva’s face into her bosom. She wept with joy, but also sadness, because they all knew what was best for Emilia. It was best that Emilia split from her parents and go with Reva and her friends. It was true that their life was not easy. They did not live in luxury and they did not live in safety, but Emilia’s parents were too old to live on the run from the Sisters. They needed to go back to their farm. At least this way Emilia would have a dragon, a skinshifter, a panther, and a water wielder to protect her.

And now, as Reva watched Rohesa and Lottie perform a skit where they duelled as the old dragon kings Dreak and Esto, she could think of nothing except for the tears in Anita’s eyes. But at least it was a distraction from the note she had found mixed in with her belongings. The hair stood up on the back of her neck, and she glanced behind herself to check that no one was watching her. Every time she thought about it a chill spread over her skin.

The crowd roared with laughter as Rohesa faked an injury and toppled to the floor.

“A hit! A hit! By the Enlightened, that fire has burnt away my eyelashes. Wait—do dragons have eye-lashes?” She clutched her face and stared out at the crowd, waiting for the laugh.

Lottie put one hand on her hip, the painted scales shimmering in the warm afternoon sun. “They have scales, you fool. Get up and fight me. Are you dragon or mouse?”

“I think I’d prefer to be the mouse at this point.”

Reva chuckled. Rohesa—who was full of surprises—turned out to have great comic timing. The faces she pulled for the crowd had the villagers doubled over with laughter.

When the skit was over, Rohesa and Lottie bowed to the crowd and Emilia walked through with a hat, taking donations from willing benefactors. They managed to scrounge a few coppers from the crowd. Next, Reva and Karine were to perform as King Mithrin and Stefan the Snake. This was one of their most well-received performances. It was about Stefan the Snake crying over his father’s corpse, and the ghost of his father shaking his head about how Stefan was king. Karine played Stefan brilliantly as a snivelling, snotty little boy, whereas Reva emulated King Mithrin in a deep voice, grumbling despairingly about the state of Estala in Stefan’s’s hands. This was a performance they could not do in the larger villages as it attracted too much attention, but it always resulted in good money, so they stuck to performing it in smaller villages.

Then, at the end, they sang an old folk song about Estalan magic, as soothing respite from the more boisterous skits. Reva looked out into the crowd as she sang. They had not dared to perform too close to Avalon Towers, but they were still in the holding of Fiuryn Coast, where her family had once ruled. Her eyes trailed over the faces in the crowd, part of her longing to see someone she recognised, part of her dreading it. What if they informed the Sisters of her whereabouts? What if they informed the king?

Her back went rigid and she almost missed a note when she saw one stern face glaring at her amongst the throng. Her eyes trailed back to that face, but it had changed. Her body relaxed. It was not Sister Valeria. Sister Valeria was dead. Reva closed her eyes as the women sang the last verse together. Every dream at night contained Sister Valeria’s face. She watched the Sister die over and over again.

When she opened her eyes, they were wet with tears.

Reva did not mourn the passing of her enemy. She mourned the girl she used to be before she killed Sister Valeria with her own hands. She was a killer. She could never take that back.

Emilia took the hat around the crowd of people and a few coppers were tossed in. Reva knew that they would not receive many donations today. She saw the rags of the people here. These were poor people. She saw how many of them sniffed and coughed and sneezed. There was sickness going around the realm, and people were talking of plague. It was not a good time to be travelling through villages, but where else were they going to go?

“That was all I could get,” Emilia said, showing Reva the coins in the hat.

“Come, let us buy lodgings for the night. We deserve a night in a tavern after the last week,” Reva said. It had been longer than a week since any of them had slept in a bed. It was not safe to linger in any one place for too long, but Reva could see that they were fatigued by their constant movement and they needed one night to take a bath and sleep for more than a few snatched hours at a time.

It was a ramshackle of a tavern, but the keeper had a room for them. It would be squashed, but at least there was a mattress to share. They were skinny from their travels, so they could all fit tightly onto the mattress in the room. Reva requested hot dinners for them all, which turned out to be a hearty lamb stew with juicy apricots and raisins, and a jug of sweet wine.

Karine licked her lips as she mopped up the last of the stew with a heel of bread. “This is paradise.”

And it was, compared to how their life had been up to this point. It was only as Reva laid her head down on the lumpy cushion on the bed that she realised how tired she was.

She dreamt of Luca that night. He was encased in fire, with his arms flailing wildly. Reva’s heart skipped a beat when she saw him in her dream with the fire all around him, touching him but not hurting him. Was it her fire? She did not know, but she woke feeling relief at seeing his face, as well as worried about where he was and whether he was safe. Was he even alive? She did not know. She only knew that she had not stopped seeing his face in her dreams since she had left Nesra’s Keep all those years ago.

The next morning they broke their fast with warm, creamy porridge that warmed Reva’s stomach. She sat across the table in the tavern from Emilia, who quietly stirred her porridge with her spoon rather than shovelling in great spoonfuls like Lottie and Rohesa.

“Are you not hungry?” Reva asked.

Emilia smiled shyly. “I suppose not.”

“Do you miss your parents?”

She nodded. “Do you miss yours?”

“I do,” Reva admitted.

“Does it get any better?”

“I think of them every day,” Reva said. “But it is not the same, Emilia. You can see your parents again. They are not dead. One day, when we are free, you can see them again.”

She smiled. “I hope you are right.”

“Well, if you had asked my husband, he would have told you that I was never right. That I would be wrong if I was telling him the sun rose in the east. But I know the truth. He was always wrong and I was always right,” Reva said with a smile.

Emilia half laughed, before she ate a spoonful of porridge. “It’s good.”

“The people here are kind, but they do not possess much,” Reva said. “They are poor, and they are sick, and yet King Stefan is doing little about it. Every village we visit it gets worse.”

“And on the roads there are bodies,” Rohesa said. “The plague is killing people.”

Emilia’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know that.”

Lottie frowned. “We hear a lot as we move from village to village. There are not enough healers to cope with the sickness. People are too poor to pay for medicine, and there is not a cure made yet anyway.”

“This is terrible,” Emilia said, shaking her head. “What is the king going to do?”

Reva thought of Stefan as king and shivered. “They say the king is sick.”

Emilia’s eyes widened. “The king has the plague?”

Karine nodded. “That’s what they say. He won’t be king for much longer if he does have the plague.”

Reva scraped the last of her porridge out of the bowl and mused about who would be king after Stefan, if he did die. Luca had the claim to the throne but would the people embrace him after believing he had killed his brother Matias? Reva still did not believe that Luca killed Matias, but she did wonder about the rumours that he was a Menti. After all, she was a Menti too.

If Luca never returned to Estala that left Luca’s sisters. Serena was the oldest, but Reva did not remember much about Serena. The girl had been quiet, mostly keeping to herself. She was often in her chambers alone, reading. The girl was intelligent and studious, that was one thing Reva knew about her, but was she a queen? More importantly, was she a queen that the people would accept? It was a dangerous time for Estala: The king was dead, his notoriously cruel son was now King of Estala, there was a plague, and there was uncertainty. So much uncertainty that the porridge sat heavy in Reva’s stomach.

“We should go,” Reva said.

“Where are we heading next?” Rohesa asked. “Still south?”

There was no real plan as yet, but Reva wondered if they could travel to Xantos. At least then they would be away from the Sisters. As they had wandered through each village, they often heard whispers of Mentis fleeing to Xantos to be part of some sort of rebel alliance. But it was said that King Stefan had killed all the rebels, including his brother. Some thought that Luca was still alive and that Stefan had not killed all of the Mentis. There were conflicting tales in each village.

It made Reva’s heart hurt to leave behind so many Mentis in Estala. Part of her wanted to continue travelling from village to village, rescuing young women from the clutches of the Sisters, but that was no real life to lead. When Reva had first shifted into her dragon form she had been so sure that it meant she had some sort of destiny to complete. But now, after weeks of wandering aimlessly around Estala, she no longer knew whether there was any destiny at all.

“Yes, south,” Reva said.

Karine placed a hand on Reva’s arms and squeezed. “Take that worried look off your face. We are still all together. We are still a family, are we not?”

Reva led the others out of the tavern and into the village. There was a small market gathered outside the tavern. When they exited, a few of the locals clapped and bowed to them, requesting songs and performances. Reva smiled and politely declined, worry gnawing at her stomach all the while. They were becoming too famous. They were attracting too much attention. In their need for coin, they had created a show that was too colourful and too entertaining. If they were to remain unknown they would need to change their performance at the next village. Perhaps they could just sing songs and Karine could shift into a boy.

They bought cured meat, bread, dried fruit, wine, ale, and cloth. When they had packed their bundles, they continued on out of the village, waving to the children. Rohesa pulled silly faces at them, which distracted them from their coughing for long enough to see them laugh.

“This is what they need,” Karine said. “They need a distraction. We are that distraction.”

“Yes, and we are getting too good at it,” Reva replied.

“There will be gossip between villages. How long until the Sisters hear about us?” said Rohesa.

“We can deal with the Sisters,” Karine replied.

“We came close last time,” Reva said. “We can’t let that happen again.”

Rohesa and Karine continued their conversation as they walked out of the village and onto a narrow road leading south. But it seemed to Reva that the air had turned very still, and yet the hair on her neck stood on end. She turned back to the village, expecting to see Sister Valeria’s face in the crowd. For once, Sister Valeria was nowhere to be seen, but there was a teenage boy, around sixteen, with dark skin and black hair, standing in front of the others in the village. His clothes were different from the others’. They were made of leather, like the light armour the princes would wear when they were sparring at Nesra’s Keep. He smiled at her and waved. Reva shook her head and continued on away from the village, but she could not let go of the thought that something was wrong. She turned back once more, but the boy was gone.


LUCA

Luca had not been back to the Gold Port since he travelled with Brother Axil after his brother’s death. He had spent that time in a guilt-fuelled daze, believing himself to be a murderer, unable to accept Matias’s death as the tragic accident it was. During that time he had missed the colour and the smell of the port. It was salt and fish and spice. It was loud with the hollers of sailors, the laughter of women, and the cries of market traders. It had been a long time since Luca had been around so much life. In fact, the only time he could remember such colour and noise was on the day of the official end of the Menti rebellion, when he had stood with his family on the steps of Nesra’s Keep and the crowd had roared in celebration. He remembered how Reva had slipped her hand into his. That girl, who had lost her parents just weeks before, had given him strength when he was afraid.

The colour of this place made him miss her. She had always been the colour in his life. She had always been the life. While he was sick and failing in his bed, his friend Reva had burst into his chambers, jumped on his bed, and told him all about how she had tricked the cook and stolen sweet buns from the kitchen. Just as his heart ached for the sound of Matias’s voice, it ached for Reva’s. And then he was almost completely consumed with homesickness. What would Carolina or Serena be doing at the moment? Serena would be reading, Carolina would probably be practicing with a bow. Little Alberto would be chasing the cats in the courtyard.

And Stefan. He was king. Would it change him? Would it force him to grow up to be the man he should be? Somehow, Luca did not think that the new dragon king would live up to the man he ought to be. Stefan was already lost and Luca knew that deep down in his heart.

But none of that mattered right now. He had other issues to think about.

Geraldo had put together a small group to visit his mysterious potential benefactor. Brother Axil had stayed back with the rest of the group, while Luca, Tania, and Nico had joined Geraldo in the journey to Gold Port. It had taken five hours to reach the coast and they badly needed a bath, and some food. But instead of either of those things, they were walking slowly up a steep hill towards a large white building.

“Father, are you sure about this?” Nico said between pants as he looked up at the house. Luca had his suspicions that Nico felt the same as him—that they did not belong here. Not in their ragged clothes that smelled stale and sweaty. Not when they had dirt encrusted beneath their fingernails. How was he supposed to convince this lord that they were worthy of aid?

“Lord Kiro will see us,” Geraldo said with assurance.

Luca did not feel as confident as Geraldo sounded.

They struggled up the steep incline. Luca had not realised how weak their travelling had made him. His muscles ached with the effort. But he pushed on. He had to believe that they could rebuild. He had to believe that the rebels could stop Stefan. He wanted to go home, and he wanted to go back to a strong home, were Mentis could live in freedom.

“Let’s hope he feeds us, too,” Tania said. “And a bath would be nice. This looks like the kind of house with servants. I hope it is. I want hot water and soap.”

“I had no idea you were so demanding, Tania,” Luca joked. “Were you a lady before joining the Rebels?”

Tania shoved his shoulder so hard that Luca almost lost his balance and fell. “I was never a lady. Not like you, Prince. I am sure I am very different to the princesses you know.”

“You are rather different to my sisters,” Luca said. “For one, you do not steal my swords or books. For another, you do not trip me up when I am walking through the castle corridors.”

“The Luca I know has nothing to steal and no castle to trip in,” Tania said. Her voice had turned serious again, and it made the smile fade from Luca’s face.

The road was quiet except for the occasional passer-by carrying buckets of water or bags of grain. One man carried a bag filled with a bright red spice in one hand, and dragged a reluctant goat with the other. Another walked past them eating a pear, with the juice dribbling down his chin. It took all of Luca’s willpower not to tackle the man and wrestle the pear out of his hands.

As they approached the summit of the hill, Luca could see the external wall of the property up ahead. The grand white walls shimmered in the Xanti sun, leaving him feeling relieved to finally be close to their destination. He let out a long breath and his shoulders slumped. He had not realised how tense the journey had left him until that moment.

But Geraldo stopped. “Where are the guards?”

Luca turned to Nico and shrugged. Was it not a good thing if there were no guards? “What guards?”

“Every rich lord in the Gold Port has guards,” Geraldo explained. “Lord Kiro is no exception. I visited his house during the throes of the Menti Rebellion. He had plenty of guards then.”

“That was during a rebellion,” said Tania. “Perhaps he needed the protection.”

“This isn’t right,” Geraldo muttered, running his hands through his greying hair. They came away glistening with sweat.

Luca heard the arrow before he saw it. There was a whoosh of air as the arrow nicked his bicep, ripping open his tunic and spraying blood into the air.

“It’s an ambush!” Tania exclaimed. She formed a ball of water in her hands, her eyes roaming the surrounding area in search of their attackers.

Luca formed fire and stood at her side.

“Nico, behind me,” Geraldo said, retrieving his dirk from its sheath.

But even though they turned, scouring the road for attackers, they saw nothing. There was a slight rustle amongst the trees. Luca was about to step forward to investigate, but Geraldo motioned for him to stop. The silence was palpable. Gone were the walkers carrying their goods. They were alone on the Xanti road, with an unknown assailant waiting in the trees.

Geraldo moved towards the trees, holding out his dirk. But as Geraldo crept forward, Luca heard movement behind him. He spun around on his heel, lifting his hand to throw his fireball, but a small, fast-moving blur of a person knocked into him, causing him to tumble to the floor, knocking the wind out of him. The attacker pinned him down and wrapped an iron cuff around his wrist. The small man pulled Luca back onto his feet. Tania was struggling with her attacker, dodging flying fists and throwing water in his face. But the man was quick. He tugged Tania’s arm behind her back and wrapped the cuff around her wrist. Then he grabbed the other arm and attached the cuff to her other wrist, confining her arms completely. Geraldo was wrestled to the ground and the cuffs were placed on his wrists too.

Iron.

It took away their powers, leaving them weak and vulnerable. At one time Luca had relied on his iron cuff, never daring to take it off in case he hurt someone. Now, he hated them. He felt violated by them, forced to be a person he was not.

A man stepped out of the trees and walked over to them. He was dressed in fine silk robes of red and gold. He had bright blue eyes that reminded Luca of Brother Axil, and skin as dark as the mountain slopes of Zean. He had a round face, thin lips, and black curls tied at the back of his head. The curls were greying, but he did not seem older than forty.

“Welcome to the Gold Port, lady and gentleman.”

“Who are you?” Geraldo growled.

“That, I will explain in just a moment. But first, we need to find you some transport.”

The man waved a robed arm and two horses came trotting up the hill. Behind the horses was a wooden trap, with a cage built into it. It reminded Luca of when prisoners were delivered to Nesra’s Keep. He remembered the way their hungry eyes would stare out from dirty skin, and how their filthy fingers gripped hold of the bars.

“Are you arresting us?” Geraldo asked.

The man laughed. It was a deep laugh, with an edge of hostility. “Arresting? No. But you will be my guests for a while.”

“Who are you?” Geraldo repeated.

But the man did not answer. Instead, his guards or thugs—or whoever they were—directed them into the large cage, and then the cage was locked.   


SERENA

There is a buzz about Reyalon, Serena thought as she watched the city bustle from her chamber window. She sat on the window seat with a book on her lap, and the window pushed wide open. The breeze sent ripples along the tapestries hung up on her wall. Serena had given a home to the tapestries that had been unwanted in the rest of Nesra’s Keep. They were not the pretty birds that her mother preferred, or the depictions of battle that Carolina liked, or even the horses that Luca used to hang on his walls. Serena liked the stars. Her tapestries were long and black, filled with bright shining stars. When they rippled, it was like watching the stars twinkle in the night sky.

But Serena was not watching the twinkling of the stars on her wall. She was transfixed by the scenes below her in Reyalon. She did not smile at the sight; instead a deep frown creased her forehead. She could not believe what she was seeing. After only a few weeks of Stefan’s rule, Reyalon was already suffering.

The streets were lined with beggars, and, although she could not be certain from this height, she suspected that some of the shapes lying next to the roads and alleyways were in fact corpses. It would not surprise her. The effects of the plague were already beginning to cripple the major towns and cities, with Reyalon suffering the most. The city’s undertakers could not keep up with the demand. Many of the city’s undesirables who had succumbed to the disease had ended up on a mass funeral pyre outside the city walls.

And now a long procession was making its way through the streets, snaking up and down the narrow market streets. She watched the large group of people as they moved slowly through the city, fascinated by their slow movement. It appeared as though they were moving their arms, but Serena could not figure out why. Were they flailing their arms? What were they doing?

The chamber door opened and Aprila, her handmaid, entered. “Lord Zimin is here to see you.”

“Thank you, show him in.”

The bumbling man entered the room, and it immediately seemed smaller. Serena remembered when her father used to do the same thing, except with her father it was due to his imposing nature. Lord Zimin was just fat.

Serena rose to greet him, curtseying slightly as he kissed her hand. “Thank you for coming, my lord. Would you care to sit with me at the window?”

“Why of course, Princess. It would be my honour.”

His smile had more than a hint of lasciviousness to it, but Serena chose to ignore it. “Do you see that procession moving through Reyalon?”

“Ahh, yes. It is the Order of Insight.” He shifted his weight as he settled into the window seat next to Serena. He breathed heavily as he moved, and Serena smelled sweetness on his breath, like the apple pastries served by the cook at breakfast. “Many ordinary people are calling themselves members and they are walking through the streets punishing themselves with whips and chains.”

Serena’s jaw dropped. “But why would they do that?”

“They believe that the Enlightened God will spare them from the plague if they punish themselves.” Lord Zimin raised his eyebrows to suggest that he did not understand it either.

Serena sighed. This was the doing of Brother Mikkel and King Stefan. Their messages had spread fear throughout Estala, moving ordinarily people to extraordinary actions through desperation. She could understand it but it did not make the cold, hard facts any easier to swallow. People hurting themselves would do nothing to stop the spread of the plague. Only medicine would ease the suffering of the ill. Once again, Stefan was preventing the advancement of knowledge, which went against what the Enlightened God stood for. He was turning the Estalan religion into an abhorrent cult with corrupt leadership.

But she could not say any of that, because she did not know what Lord Zimin truly thought of her brother. Was he loyal to the crown? Or was he plotting against them all? She looked into those bloodshot eyes and tried to figure out what he might be thinking. She did not know. She could not figure him out—not yet, at least.

“Our king will be pleased with this zealous show of faith,” Serena said.

Lord Zimin nodded. “It will please him.”

Serena got to her feet and moved towards her desk, which was filled with books and papers. But she had ensured that Aprila had placed a jug of wine and two cups there so she could entertain her guest. “Can I pour you some wine, my lord?”

“Yes, that would be agreeable.” He struggled to his feet huffing and puffing.

Serena poured the wine and handed it to him as he shuffled towards the desk.

“You are very well read, Your Highness.” Lord Zimin sipped his wine. “Hmm, this is good.”

“It is from Xantos,” she said. “Do not tell my brother.” She winked and placed a finger upon her lips.

Lord Zimin’s laughter boomed. “Yes, your brother does have rather a distaste for Xantos. I think that his bad experience there may have influenced his judgement.”

That is interesting, Serena thought.

“The battle against Prince Luca.” Serena nodded. “Stefan certainly came home changed after that fight.” She thought of Stefan’s scars and shuddered.

“Stronger, perhaps,” Lord Zimin replied.

Serena shrugged. “Perhaps. But he is rather stubborn about all things Xantos. Even when it could benefit Estala.”

Serena let the statement hang in the air for a moment as she drank her wine. It was bold to criticise the king in front of one of Stefan’s council members, but Serena wanted to feel Lord Zimin out and such a moderate statement could easily be patched over if Stefan did find out.

“So you think so too,” said the lord. “I must admit it is a relief to hear someone else say what I have been thinking.”

“If you believe that, why did you not voice your opinion in the council meeting? A king needs men and women who will give him the truth when he asks for it.”

“Do you believe your brother asked for the truth in that meeting?”

Serena smiled. Lord Zimin was full of surprises. “No.”

“Your Highness, would it be impertinent of me to speak my mind?”

“That is why I invited you here today.”

“I thought what you said about the medicine coming from Xantos was an excellent idea.”

Serena sensed that there was more. “Go on.”

“The Order of Insight troubles me. I am of the faith, as you know. I am a great supporter of every part of the Enlightened, but it is the Order that disturbs me. Every day they grow in strength. King Stefan has members of the Order in every important faction in Estala. Many young men are joining the Order to help police the towns. Some are collecting unpaid taxes throughout the villages.”

This was new information that troubled her. Serena had of course recruited her own informers to scout out news from around Estala—she had never trusted the word of her family, except for Matias—but it seemed she did not have enough. Clearly Lord Zimin had a keen ear held firmly to the ground. He appeared to sense the rumblings around their realm with ease.

“I confess I did not know about this development,” Serena said. “It is worrying.”

“The Order grows strong,” Lord Zimin said. “But—”

“But?” Serena said.

Lord Zimin sighed. “I have said too much already.”

“You are amongst friends here, my lord.”

He put down his cup and reached for her hand. “It is time for me to take my leave. I trust we will meet again soon.” He kissed her on the cheek and made his way out of the door.

Serena looked down at her hand and noticed a small piece of parchment in her hand. It was clear that the corner had been ripped from a large document. Serena lifted the coarse paper to read the message. Come to the All-Seeing Tower at sundown.

She tucked the piece of parchment into the pocket of her skirt as Aprila came in to clear away the empty wine glasses. Serena went back to the window to watch the procession move through Reyalon, but she could not settle. The wine gurgled in her stomach and she had a sour taste in her mouth. It seemed that the smells of the city rose up to her room, and she could have sworn she could smell the blood. When Aprila was gone, she went to her desk and began to write letters. The first was to Xantos to inquire about the progress of finding a cure for the plague. Then she penned notes to many of her father’s advisors who had been pushed out of court. In each letter, Serena had to be careful. She did not trust the couriers who delivered the letters. Even if she sent them by bird there would be a recipient at the other end. She sealed each one with wax, and called Aprila back in to deliver the letters appropriately.

For the rest of the day she tried not to think about the note she had received from Lord Zimin, but as she watched the sun deepen through the afternoon, she could think of little else. It was clear that the lord had his misgivings about her brother, but how deep did they go? Was she being double-crossed? There was a chance that the lord was working as an agent for the king, luring her in so that she would slip up and reveal her own hand. Serena paced the room and tried to decide what she would do. Oh, she would go to the tower, there was no doubt about that. Of course she would go, how could she not? She was human. She was curious.

But it was not safe. There was, of course, an element of danger to leaving her chambers and sneaking through the castle alone. A princess never travels without a guard, her father would often say, though he never had cause to remind her. It was Carolina who never listened to advice.  She was the bold one who refused an escort. Serena stared at her tapestry of stars. What was she doing? Why was she doing this alone instead of involving her family? She picked at a thread on her dress sleeve and tried to think about the matter in a logical way. Carolina was not interested in politics. Alberto was too young. Her mother had not been herself since the death of her father. Most of the time her mother stayed abed weeping and mumbling incoherently. None of her father’s friends were left in court, which meant that none of her own friends were in court. That left only Stefan and Matias’s mother, whom she could not trust for obvious reasons. If only Luca were here. They said he was a powerful Menti. Serena was no fan of the Mentis after what had happened during the rebellion, but she would favour the idea of power at this moment.

She turned to the open window. The sun was setting. This was her time and her opportunity. She left her chambers.

As her guard began to follow her, Serena said, “I wish to be alone, Cato. I am going to visit my father.”

“But, I could escort you at least part of the way, Your Highness,” Cato suggested. He was a young man of twenty, the age Matias would be had he lived.

Serena smiled at him warmly. “That is fine, Cato. I would like to be alone with my thoughts.”

The guard reluctantly nodded as Serena walked off leaving him there. She shivered as she passed through the cold castle corridors, wrapping her cape around her torso to keep in the warmth. She lifted her hood and hoped that the action did not appear suspicious but rather that of a young woman attempting to stay warm. The corridors were lit with the occasional brazier, but there were plenty of shadows between them, giving Serena enough material to conjure all kinds of unsavoury beings lying in wait. But she swallowed those worries and hurried on.

This is a trap, she thought to herself. This is Stefan. I should go back!

But she did not go back. She began the ascent of the tower steps with the leaden weight of dread pushing down her shoulders.


LUCA

Luca sweated into his tunic as the cart made its way around yet another twisted bend. The hot Xanti sun beat down on them in their cage, making dirty sweat dribble down his temples. It seemed to Luca that they had been travelling for hours, but he could not tell in this heat. Every moment was an age when there was no water and no shade to hide from the heat.

“By the Gods, would you look at that?” Nico whispered.

The sight did nothing to aid Luca’s overheating. If anything, it made him feel even hotter. The way the sunlight played on the gold walls made Luca think of flames, especially the flames he had seen in his dreams as he had been on his sickbed at Nesra’s Keep. It was the Gold Palace, and the building lived up to its name. The gold walls soared up into the clouds, tall and sleek, like molten metal was pouring down from the sky. There was no king in Xantos, but this was a palace for a king. This was a palace for a God.

“Is it made of gold?” Luca asked.

“No,” Tania answered. “It is stone like any other castle. The stones were dipped in gold paint before they built it. Do not be fooled, Prince. It is no more special than your own castle.” There was an edge of resentment to her voice that made Luca wonder if the common folk of Xantos were unimpressed by their leaders, just as they were in Estala.

But still, he could not help but disagree. The Gold Palace was a feat of pure opulence that he had never witnessed before. It made Nesra’s Keep look like a hovel.

“Why are we heading towards the Palace?” Luca asked. He could see that their envoy had turned specifically towards the castle walls. He thought of the dungeons below Nesra’s Keep and shuddered. “We will be thrown in the cells.”

Luca looked behind him at the rest of their party. In their cart were three solemn-faced guards keeping watch over them all in the cage, but the rest followed behind. The robed lord who had arrested them travelled in a carriage, with guards travelling on horseback at either side. The guards wore dark, loose clothing with dirks strapped into their belts and bows on their backs. They were smaller than the guards in Estala, but Luca had already experienced their power and ferocity. They moved far more quickly than the armoured men who protected Nesra’s Keep. These Xanti men were light on their feet, moving like large cats pouncing on their prey. He had never known fighting like it, at least not among those without Menti powers.

“Why would they go to all the trouble to take us to the castle cells when there are cells in nearer hamlets?” Geraldo said calmly as he lounged against the cage bars. “There’s more to this.”

“How did they know we were going to be there?” Luca said, thinking aloud. “Geraldo, did you send word?”

He shrugged. “How? Did you see any messenger pigeons hidden in my breeches? Where was the courier when we were hidden in the forests outside Gold Port? I didn’t see any.” The man scowled down at his cuffs.

Luca tried to focus so that he could think straight about what was going on. Was it possible that someone had recognised them as they had travelled towards Geraldo’s contact’s house? They had not been exactly inconspicuous in their dirty clothes. But then Gold Port had its own share of the poor. There were plenty of beggars and other undesirables moving around the bustling port. Why would they stand out? There was only the hill where they were in clear sight and they had not seen anyone who appeared to be a guard or a prominent member of the Xanti council. Who else would recognise him? Not even his own people in Estala had seen him particularly often before he escaped the city. As a child he had spent much of his time recuperating from sickness—not like Matias, who was always by the king’s side whenever he appeared in public.

It was all very bizarre. He felt as if his plans and his hopes had been broken apart and ruined. Perhaps Stefan had a hand in all of this. He would not put it past his brother to have spies crawling through Xantos. It was the only logical explanation, even though he felt that at least one of them would have noticed a spy following them. Unless it was someone in their own camp…

Surely not. The Menti rebels were a family. Were they not?

The cart stopped outside the gates and Luca saw the Gold Palace close up for the first time. It was every bit as imposing from this distance as it had been farther away. Now he saw the rounded turrets reaching up into the clouds and the colourful flags flying atop the castle roof. The many guards who manned the castle wall all wore the same dark robes with dirks at their sides.

The wall itself had appeared gold on the way there, but now Luca could see that it was in fact painted a bright shade of yellow, which reflected with the gold palace and made the wall almost impossible to look at. The intricately designed gate that opened into the castle courtyard was twice as tall as the gate that opened into Reyalon. It loomed over them while the guards conversed. Luca moved his head above Nico’s so he could get a better look at the carvings. Across the gate, in the centre where it parted, were two crossed pickaxes. Around the pickaxes was a circular pattern that looped out to the border of characters, which appeared to be words in a language Luca did not know. Xanti, he supposed. The gate parted and a portcullis was raised to allow the cart entrance to the grand courtyard that lay at the feet of the Gold Palace.

“What do the words mean around the doors?” Luca asked, directing his question to Tania.

“In strength and wisdom we conquer all. With fear and weakness we stand still,” she said. “It sounds much better in Xanti.”

Luca liked the words. At one time, Estala had lived by a similar code. He did not believe that his brother Stefan would rule Estala with anything but fear and weakness, and that was why Estala would perish unless Stefan was removed from the throne.

The party moved through the gates into the grand courtyard of the Gold Palace. It was as large as a village, with smaller buildings built around the outskirts, near to the wall. Green vines spread out across the houses, twirling around coppices and canopies. Colourful flowers in large containers were interspersed around the long buildings. There was a symmetry about the courtyard, a uniformity that was very different to Estala.

And then there was the palace itself. Up close, he could see that the walls were indeed painted, rather than built from solid gold. From a distance it seemed that the castle had been moulded from metal, but here he could see the individual stones. Even with the visible stones, the keep was a beautiful sight that took Luca’s breath away.

The clip-clop of the horses’ hooves seemed far too intrusive in the quiet and still courtyard. Luca saw servants and guards stop what they are doing and watch the cart and carriage pass them. He was a prisoner now, a person to be feared. He wore dirty clothes and there was filth over his face. If he had ever wanted to shed his royalty, he had finally succeeded in doing so.

The party moved beneath a second portcullis closer to the keep itself. Finally, the horses were pulled to a halt and guards clustered around the cage with their bows and dirks held aloft, and their feet planted one in front of the other, ready to pounce. Luca stood up as much as he could in the cage, ready to leave the narrow container. All the time his heart was pounding against his ribs. He had been concentrating so much on the opulence of his surroundings that he had forgotten to fear what might come next. Imprisonment? Execution? What had they been arrested for? No one had told them. Was it simply because they were outlaws according to his brother, the king? Or was it for some other reason pertaining to Xantos? Luca knew that Xantos and Estala had a tense but peaceful arrangement and he was sure that King Stefan would abide by whatever diplomatic agreement they had come to in terms of his life, but Luca had no idea what that might entail.

He could be being led to his execution.

The lord who had put them in irons stepped up to the cage and motioned for one of the guards to open the cage door. Luca glanced briefly at Geraldo. Was it worth running the guard down? No, of course not, there were still a dozen more with bows and arrows. Luca took a step back and allowed the guard to open the door unharmed. Geraldo exited the cage first, then Tania, then Nico, and finally Luca. His legs wobbled slightly after being cramped in the tiny compartment. He stretched out his back and wiggled his fingers to alleviate his discomfort before waiting for the lord to speak to Geraldo and tell them what was going to happen next.

But to his surprise, the lord stepped up to Luca. “Your Majesty, I would like to formally welcome you to Xantos on behalf of the Gold Council. I am dreadfully sorry for the way you were brought here, but I am afraid that time was of the highest priority and there was some worry of your possible hostility towards the Gold Council.” The lord’s eyes flicked towards Geraldo. “Please, let me introduce myself before we go any further. My name is Lord Tinian, and I am the First Councillor.” Lord Tinian turned and gestured to a guard.

Luca’s back stiffened as the guard stepped forward, but he only unlocked the chain between Luca’s iron cuffs, before moving on to the others. Luca’s wrists were now separated from each other but the iron still prevented him from using his powers.

“Are we your guests, Lord Tinian?” Luca asked.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” answered the lord.

“Then may I ask why we are still in these iron cuffs?”

“Ahh.” The lord lifted his hands apart in an overdramatic shrug. “There is a matter of trust for the time being. You and your friends will be staying in the Gold Palace for now, so we need to be sure that you will… behave yourselves.”

“If we’re guests, why wouldn’t we behave?” asked Geraldo, his grin showing teeth.

The lord regarded him with some trepidation. “Let us enter the palace, shall we? You have travelled for too long in such cramped conditions and I am sure you would appreciate a bath, and food and drink.”

Luca’s stomach rumbled. He had to admit that all three of those options sounded excellent. But as they followed Lord Tinian up the steps to the great doors of the palace, he had to remind himself that he could not trust this man nor anyone else aside from the rebels. He still had irons on his wrist. There were still guards at his back. He was not a guest, no matter how many times Lord Tinian reiterated the word. He was still a prisoner.

The guards pulled open the enormous door to let the party pass through, with Lord Tinian leading the way, and Geraldo next in line. As he stepped up to the entrance, Luca noted that similar patterns were engraved on the door as on the gate into the courtyard. The same words outlined the door.

His eyes drank in the interior of the palace as they followed Lord Tinian. He was hungry for the opulence. It was so long since he had been in a place of grandeur that only in this moment did he realise how much he had missed it, and that made him feel quite ashamed for enjoying such grandiosity. Especially when they had passed beggars on the streets of Gold Port to get here, and fallen asleep to the sounds of the miners relentlessly working in the mines. And yet, the gold tiles under his feet, the stretching mosaics that reached impossibly high ceilings, the dome above a great hall flooding the palace with sunlight, and the tapestries of every colour, woven with gold thread… it was a spectacular sight and he hungered for more. He wanted to explore every room in the palace just to see what else was here.

It was guards who showed them to their chambers. Luca’s was a long room, almost as large as his chambers in Nesra’s Keep, with a bed laden with purple and green silks, velvet cushions, and luxurious furs. A servant girl dressed in blue robes brought him a plate of smoked fish, orange segments, bread, and honey. He ate the entire plate greedily and washed it all down with sweet date wine. As he was eating, more servants filled his copper tub with hot water, before backing away respectfully to allow him privacy. Once alone, Luca glanced at the doors to his room, where no doubt the guards stood keeping watch. He went to his windows and looked down at the courtyard below. Too high to jump. And besides, then what? He would be captured by guards on the gate within moments. There was nothing else for it, so he undressed and sank into the hot water.

An hour later he was escorted into a room with a table laden with even more food. Luca’s mouth watered as he viewed the roasted meats and fresh fruit. Nico was already tucking into the spread. Tania sat at the table frowning, wearing a long red dress that suited her perfectly, yet made her look ridiculous at the same time. Perhaps it was the menacing glare that she flashed around the room. Geraldo was watching Lord Tinian, and the other lords who had joined him. Guards lined every corner of the room. Luca, now in fine robes that again gave him a crisis of identity—he had just shed his prince persona—joined the table, watching Lord Tinian carefully.

“Thank you for joining us, my prince,” the lord said, his eyes never shifting from Luca. “As you can see, your friends have been treated well.” Lord Tinian glanced at one of the guards. Three stepped forward, placed their hands on Tania, Nico, and Geraldo, and forced them to their feet.

Luca began to stand. “What are you doing?”

Tania tried to wrench her hand away. “Get off me!”

“Prince Luca, please,” Lord Tinian said, raising his voice. “I only wish to speak with you alone.”

But Luca would not sit down. “Let them go! I will not talk to you until you let my friends go and tell me why you have brought me here. Why am I your prisoner? Tell me now! I demand it.”

“Very well,” answered Lord Tinian. He gestured for the guards to unhand Tania, Luca and Geraldo. “You have been brought here for one simple reason. You are going to replace your brother, King Luca. You are the rightful king and we want to ensure your ascension to the throne of Estala.”


REVA

Reva smelled the procession before she saw them. The sickly scent of blood hit the back of her throat and made her gag. She turned back on the narrow road and watched as the many men and women approached her group. It had been a long time since she had seen so many people walking together in a line. The last time was when she had been chained to a group of a dozen or more woman, stolen and placed into slavery.

Rohesa retrieved her dagger and stood ready for action.

“Wait,” Karine said, placing a hand on Rohesa’s wrist. “I don’t think they’re after us.”

Karine was right. The people walking towards them were not focused on them at all. In fact, their eyes barely focused on anything. They stumbled as one unit, swaying together, their bare feet dragging along the rough soil. Reva winced when she saw the bloodied toes and torn soles. She winced harder when she saw the whips the people were swinging against their own backs.

“What is going on?” Reva whispered.

The procession came closer, chanting in low voices. The mumbling sound of the chanting was barely audible, but she made out one word: Anios. It made her blood run cold.

“We should go,” Reva said, leading the others away from the road and down a bank towards a nearby brook. She did not want to look at the faces of those people again. She already knew that their eyes would haunt her dreams for a long time to come.

“Who were they?” Emilia whispered.

“I think I can guess,” Lottie answered. “More Anios worshippers.”

“But the whips and the chains?” Karine shook her head. “Why would anyone do that to themselves?”

“They might if they wanted to be punished,” Lottie replied. “In my old village the Brother used to preach that if we were bad, the Enlightened God would punish us. Maybe they are punishing themselves so that God doesn’t have to.”

“It is this plague,” Reva said. “It is making people do ridiculous things.”

“People are desperate,” Rohesa said. “And desperation is a very dangerous thing indeed.”

They were quiet as they drank a little of the brook water before moving on. Since running from the last village they had not seen any Sisters. They seemed to have lost them, but Reva was not sure that the Sisters would give up so easily.

At night she dreamt of what Xantos might look like. She knew it was hotter than Estala, that there were mountains covered in ash, and that the great volcano, Zean, overlooked the country. But that was all she knew. She hoped Luca was there, not that she had any idea how to find him. In the day, they walked alongside the brook, avoiding the road. They only ventured onto the Market Road when the fields or forests were too treacherous to travel by foot for long. There were times when they passed swamps that would pull them deep into the earth, or forests teeming with wolves that howled at night. The road was not much safer, with bandits and the threat of the Sisters. They ate their cured meats, drank from the brook, found mushrooms and wild berries. Lottie and Emilia had a good knowledge of the safest berries to eat. Reva liked to learn the names of them. Gilderberries. Elfenberries. Redberries. Sweet, and ripe, and delicious, but not filling.

Her stomach gnawed as they travelled. The rest of the supplies from their last village ran out and they had to think about how they could earn a little more money to buy more supplies. But they were too famous now. The Sisters would be waiting for them to turn up in the next settlement between here and the South Coast. Reva thought of her parent’s old home. Avalon Towers was now owned by one of King Stefan’s new generals. Sometimes she wondered whether she might be able to go there and find a friendly face to help her, but it was too risky.

Finally, they found themselves on the Market Road, staggering towards the next village. Reva did not know its name. It was too far south to be in her father’s old dominion. She did not care anymore. The group was gaunt and tired. They would sing for leftovers if they had to. They were becoming desperate.

But they were not as desperate as some of the people they passed on the road.

As the villages became overrun by plague sufferers, people tried to carry their sick towards Reyalon for help. But judging by the dead bodies stacking up by the side of the road, not many of them made it. The air was thick with flies and the smell almost took Reva’s appetite away. She forced herself to stare at the road while her eyes filled with tears over leaving the poor souls behind. She wanted to stop and bury them properly, but her hunger forced her on, and her weakness would have prevented her from performing the task anyway.

It was dusk, and the light was turning from pink to grey, leaving plenty of shadows for thieves to hide in. They were a sorry state, and in their hopelessness, they were easy prey for predators on the Market Road. Reva was the first to realise something was wrong. She sensed that they were being watched when the hairs on the back of her arms stood on end. She whipped her head around trying to find the person watching them, but in every direction there was no one.

Karine eyed her. “What is it?”

“I thought—”

Reva did not reach the end of her sentence before a group men leapt out from the shadows of a nearby copse of trees. Reva reached for her dirk. Rohesa growled, a hint of cat emerging from her curled lips. Karine took a dagger from her belt while Lottie lifted her hands, ready to fight with water. Reva was concerned for Emilia, who was not used to life on the road. Emilia edged closer to Reva, stooped over like she was trying to make herself smaller.

“Now, now, ladies.” The tallest of the thieves approached. The light was dim, but it was still bright enough that Reva could see the yellow of his teeth and the red veins in his eyeballs. He staggered forward in an unbalanced manner, with his body leaning to the left, and Reva wondered if he was slightly drunk.

Drunk men were dangerous and unpredictable. They did not always know what they wanted. It could be gold, it could be a fight, or it could be worse.

“No one needs to get hurt here,” the thief continued. “Hand over your bags and you’ll be on your way.”

Reva turned to her friends. She did not believe this thief for one moment, but she did not want to fight if Karine and the others did not want to fight with her. She looked at the man before her and rage heated her blood. They had worked hard for the little money they had gathered, and the thought of them losing everything they had managed to gather on their travels was repugnant. They still did not have quite enough to get them to Xantos, but it was better than nothing, and she did not want to lose it.

“Leave us alone,” Reva said. “Walk away now and leave us be.”

The thief began to laugh. His head moved up and down, assessing her body, judging her and weighing her up. She was meat and bone and sinews made for pleasure, not a brain, a personality, or even, indeed, a person. She balled her free hand into a fist and tried to calm herself. Could she even manage to shift into her dragon form? She felt so weak and listless. How could she fight like this?

“Oh, little girl. We ain’t leaving here empty-handed. And you look like a nice little handful.”

“Shut your mouth,” Rohesa warned.

“Come near us and you’ll get the plague,” Karine said. She coughed into her fist. “That’s right. We’re on our way to Reyalon to get fixed up. We’re sick.”

This gave the thief pause. “You’re bluffing.” His voice came out rushed. Forced. He was frightened.

Lottie coughed then. “We’re not lying. We’ve got it. We’re dying. I’ll show you my boils to prove it.”

One of the thieves at the back began to laugh, but the tallest one turned and shushed him.

“You girls ain’t sick. You’d not be walking if you were. Now come here and give us what we want.”

Rohesa was the first to change. Reva watched in awe as she changed into the sleek, black panther and pounced towards the tallest thief. Her transition had been slow, but she had made it, and that gave Reva hope. She searched within herself for the scales to come, but before she could change, a hand clasped over her mouth, an arm gripped her by the waist, and she was dragged away, kicking as she tried to scream through her attacker’s fingers. In front of her, Lottie and Rohesa were fighting the thieves, with Lottie sending jets of water at the scruffy men, and Rohesa batting at them with her powerful paws. Then Emilia shifted into a gigantic black crow, flew into the air, and began attacking the thieves with her beak and claws. Only Karine stood in the centre as herself, with a dagger in one hand. She slashed the dagger towards a short, fat thief who was trying to grab her by the wrist. As Reva was dragged back by a strong force, she directed her gaze towards Karine, wishing for her friend to turn back. She prayed for Karine to turn around and see that she was not there.

But there was too much chaos. The women were too involved in the fight with the thieves. Her women. Her friends. Reva concentrated on trying to shift into her dragon form, but as she felt the shiver of scales forming along her arms, she was thrown against a rock, and the world went dark.


KARINE

Karine was not a dragon or a panther, nor could she control vast jets of water that could knock a man off his feet, so when the thieves attacked, Karine froze. Yes, she could shift into almost any person in the world, but how did that help her? How did that make her stronger and faster? Underneath the illusion she was still herself: Karine—a little short, as light as a bundle of hay, and far from a master of weaponry.

Rohesa took on the leader of the thieves while Lottie fought a short, fat one, and Emilia, now a large crow with terrifying talons, scratched and pecked at the thief who seemed the youngest. That was when two of the men realised that Karine was standing there in the middle of the battle not doing anything, and they came at her. Karine turned to where Reva should have been to shout for her to change into the dragon. But Reva was not there. Again, Karine froze. Where was Reva? They needed the dragon. Two strong arms wrapped around her own and Karine’s mind raced. Reva would not leave them mid-battle. Perhaps she had run to the woods to shift so that she could come back and scare away the thieves while still maintaining her anonymity.

Karine struggled against the thief while staring into the woods, hoping and praying for the dragon to come flying out, her belly full of fire. The thief lifted her off her feet and began dragging her backwards. Karine screamed and tried her best to use her dagger, even though her arms had been clamped to her side. But the other thief saw her and quickly snatched the dagger from her hand. Rohesa the panther pounced at the man with her dagger, knocking him to the ground. The panther growled and swatted him around the face with her claws. Then the panther turned towards her and Karine saw the side of the cat’s lip roll up as she growled.

But still the thief kept a tight grip on Karine. Rohesa strode towards them as the man pulled Karine backwards, the sleekness of her black coat gleaming as the sun set. Karine began to sweat as she watched the panther’s powerful muscles rippling through the sleek coat. Even though Rohesa was her friend, she was not sure whether to be more afraid of Rohesa or the thief holding her hostage. If Rohesa pounced at the thief, would she miss, and take her down too? She shook her head at Rohesa trying to tell her not to jump, but the cat did not appear to be listening.

As Rohesa shifted her weight onto her back legs, ready to jump, Karine watched helplessly as the short, fat thief Lottie had been fighting, came out of the shadows and slashed with his knife. The panther managed to spot the thief just in time, rolling herself to the side to that the knife barely caught her strong hindquarters. But it was enough of a distraction for the man holding Karine to drag her farther away from the others and take her by the shoulders and spin her to face him.

“Let’s have a look at you,” he said, his voice slow and slurring.

Karine cringed away from his rancid breath as he held her closer to him, his eyes drinking her in. She turned her face away, ashamed of the tears that began to run down her cheeks. She was a coward. All of the others were strong and she was a coward.

No.

The voice was small, but it came from within.

You are the one who broke out of the Gardens of Anios. You are the one who has helped save many young girls from the Sisters.

But that was with Reva.

Reva needed your help, too.

Karine lifted her head and truly looked at the man in front of her. He was not so tall; perhaps a hand’s width taller than her. He was not so much older than her, perhaps in his early twenties. He had been drinking, so his reflexes would not be as sharp. He had not eaten recently. She saw his sunken cheekbones and the dark circles around his eyes.

He was not so frightening after all.

She memorised every line, every blemish, every broken blood vessel, and then she recreated it all for him, down to the yellowing teeth and the unruly eyebrows.

“Like what you see?” Karine asked.

The man leapt away from her, holding one shaking finger at her. “You… You’re a demon.”

“Is that what you see when you look in the mirror?” Karine asked, snarling at the man. “Don’t you like what you see? Don’t you want to ‘get a good look’ anymore?” She stepped towards her captor, still wearing his face, still speaking in his own voice.

“Get away from me!” the man cried. “Landen, Darro, let’s get out of here.”

Karine raised her fist and bared her teeth.

“These women are demons!”

Another man piped up. “It’s not worth it. They’re not worth it.”

Karine watched as the thieves began to run away from them, some holding onto injured arms, with blood pooling between their fingers. She felt exhilarated. She might not be strong, or someone who could shift into a powerful animal, but she did have weapons at her disposal. She laughed as she bent down and retrieved her dagger from the ground.

“Can you change now, please,” Lottie asked. “That face is disturbing.”

Karine focused back to herself and shook out her long hair. “That feels better.” Then she glanced around at their group and the exhilaration deflated into worry. “Where’s Reva?”

Rohesa, now in her human form, strode over to the edge of the road and back again. “Where has she gone?”

“Did anyone see one of the thieves take her away?” Lottie asked.

Karine shook her head. “I think they all ran away, but I can’t be sure. Did anyone count how many there were?”

“Five,” said Rohesa.

“I thought six,” said Lottie.

“I thought five,” Emilia said.

“In that case, we don’t know, not for sure. I didn’t count them as they ran away from us. Reva left at some point during the battle. She wouldn’t leave us on our own like that,” Karine said.

“No, she wouldn’t,” Rohesa agreed.

Emilia rushed towards a lumpy shape on the road. “Her pack. When she was snatched she must have left it behind. Maybe we should look through it?”

“How would that help if one of the thieves dragged her away?” Lottie said.

“Maybe it wasn’t thieves,” Emilia replied. “Don’t you think Reva has been acting a little oddly? She was always looking behind her and into crowds as though she expected someone to be following her.”

Karine frowned and exchanged a glance with Lottie. “You noticed that?”

“Yes,” Emilia admitted. “But only because I thought how much Reva had changed since she was a girl. She struck me as much more cautious than before. But then in the last village she seemed…” Emilia shrugged. “Afraid.”

“Why didn’t I notice any of this?” Karine muttered. “Open her pack.”

“Wait.” Lottie lifted her hand to prevent Emilia from opening the bag. “We’re not safe here on the Market Road. We’re tired, hungry, and bruised from the fight. We should find shelter first.”

“But Reva could be close,” Karine argued. “We need to follow her now or we will lose her for the night and whoever took her will get away.”

“Yes, perhaps you are right,” Lottie admitted. “Let’s think this through quickly. Do you remember—we were all facing south. The thieves were facing north.”

“That’s right,” Karine said.

“So we would have noticed Reva if she had been taken and pulled south, don’t you think? There is a wood to the north there, close to the road. I bet she was taken that way. Rohesa, can you track by smell as a panther?”

“Yes, I hunt like any other cat,” Rohesa replied. “But my body is weak. I do not think I could shift again today.”

“We head into the woods,” Lottie said. “There’s a little light left before night. We find berries, wood for a fire, and a stream. Then we look through Reva’s pack.”

Karine agreed, glad that Lottie had a good head on her shoulders. Karine had already begun to panic so badly that she was not thinking clearly. As they made their way into the woods under the guidance of the fading sun, Karine could not stop thinking about what Emilia had said. Had Reva really been suspicious and afraid? If she had been afraid that someone was following her, why had she not confided in Karine about her worries? Karine could not help but feel wounded. Reva was like a sister to her, and she had assumed the same in return. And yet she had kept a secret—a big secret.

The woods were sparse, cold, and uninviting, but the women managed to forage enough dry twigs to get a fire crackling. Rohesa even caught a squirrel, which they roasted on the fire and shared between them. All the time, Karine was itching to open Reva’s pack and find out if there were any more secrets kept from her. They had looked for tracks in the woods, but the light was fading and there was little to see. Rohesa needed rest before she could begin tracking Reva by scent. Even though Karine did not like it, it made sense for them to sit, eat, and then begin their search again, and her rumbling stomach had agreed.

After sucking the grease from her fingers, Karine reached for Reva’s bag and unbuckled the straps. She rummaged through the clothes, not sure what she was searching for. The majority of the bag was taken up by costumes for the performances in the village, as well as paint for their faces and bodies. There was a small amount of cured meat left, some nuts, and a bag of coins that Reva had been collecting for boat fare to Xantos.

“Anything?” Emilia asked eagerly.

Karine let out a long sigh. “Nothing.”

“Have you tried the pocket on the front?” Emilia suggested.

Karine lifted the bag. In the meagre moonlight she had not seen the small pocket on the front of the bag. Her resolve reanimated, she reached into the pocket and her fingers grasped a small piece of parchment. She pulled out the note and hurried nearer to the fire to get a better view.

“What does it say?” Lottie asked.

Karine’s mouth opened and closed, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Eventually she answered, “It says: We know who you are. We are coming for you.”


SERENA

It was a long walk up the steps in the All-Seeing Tower. Serena’s father had been a mysterious figure to her, a man who played a huge role in her life, but never truly fit the role of loving father. He had been more of a king to her than that, and she had known little about him. But there was one secret that she had always known. She had known that he visited this tower regularly for a number of years.

It had been pure chance that she had discovered her father sneaking up to the tower with only one guard. She had been ten years old, a skinny little slip of a girl, running around the castle with Matias. They played hide and seek. Their guards were supposed to watch them, but Matias knew about a secret doorway her father’s guards did not. They had disappeared through the doorway and ended up at the bottom of the steps leading to the All-Seeing Tower. Together, they had peeked up the steps, where they heard their father’s voice.

Matias had wanted to follow them up the tower, but Serena knew that if they did that, there was no turning back. They would be caught and they would be punished. Brother Axil would no doubt give them even more maps to memorise and they would not be allowed to roam Nesra’s Keep ever again.

But Serena had come back to that spot over and over. On numerous occasions she heard her father’s voice or saw his personal guard at the bottom of the steps. She never did find out why he made the journey, but she at least felt connected to his memory as the steep steps tugged at her leg muscles.

Serena had been too cautious to climb the tower with Matias. What would he think of her now? He would call her a fool, of course. She could be climbing to her own death for all she knew. There was no guard with her to protect her. She was alone. And she was meeting a man who may or may not be an enemy. This was not like the practical and logical Serena her brother had known and complained about; this was a frivolous Serena trying to play the politics game and possibly failing to hold her own.

Oh, she was out of her depth, she knew that. She had tried to convince herself otherwise, but she knew it. What was she thinking coming here? Why had she not thrown Lord Zimin’s note away and gone back to playing the dutiful sister? Her heart began to beat rapidly as she approached the last flight of stairs. Gods! How did her father make this journey, especially when he was older? Did he come here before he died? Was there a reason why he threw himself from that balcony? Serena did not like to think of her father’s death. He had always been too strong to do such a thing. She could not think of that weakness in her father. It was not him. It never could be.

As Serena reached the door to the chamber at the very top of the tower, she sucked in a long, deep breath. This was the moment of truth. This was the risk. It was now or never. I climbed the steps, Matias. It is what you would do.

She opened the door.

“You came. I was worried you would not.” Lord Zimin smiled at her, but in the dark room she could not see his eyes. There was a tall man standing next to him.

“I did,” said Serena. “And I trust that my safety is guaranteed, seeing as I showed good faith.”

“Of course,” said Lord Zimin. “That is not my reason for asking you here, my dear girl.”

Serena could not relax. He appeared to mean his words, but trusting a man in Nesra’s Keep was as foolish as meeting one alone in dark room.

“Who is that with you?” She raised her chin to the shadow next to Lord Zimin.

The man stepped forward and the moonlight caught his features. General Arenza, the man in charge of the city guard. Stefan’s second-in-command after Brother Mikkel.

“I did not recognise you, General,” Serena noted.

Arenza gestured to his robes. “I decided that my armour might be too conspicuous for such a conference. I am grateful that you decided to meet us. I understand that it could not have been an easy decision to make.”

“It was not,” Serena said. “I am still not sure whether it was the right decision. I do not know where your loyalties lie.”

“They lie with you, dear princess,” Lord Zimin answered.

“As opposed to?” Serena needed to hear the words.

“Your brother, of course,” Zimin said.

Serena was silent. Her eyes trailed the walls of the room searching every shadow and every nook for any prying eyes and ears.

“No one can see or hear us here,” General Arenza said. “You may not know this but your father kept a witch in this chamber for many years. You can still see some of her paraphernalia on the walls.”

Serena searched through the dark and, sure enough, there were bones and twigs resting against the stones. The place had a dank smell mixed with an undertone of death, like stale blood had seeped into the stones and could never be washed away. She fought against a wave of nausea as she tried to concentrate on what was happening before her.

“Why did you ask me here?” she said.

“I need to get to the point, Your Highness. Please believe me when I say that I am putting just as much on the line as you are. It is dangerous for me to admit this to you, but it needs to be said. Princess Serena, I am proposing that you are the rightful heir to Estala. You are the one who is fit to lead the realm, not your brother. He is sick, and he does not listen to counsel. He is too involved in the Order of Insight and we are concerned about his spending.” Lord Zimin crossed his arms over his protruding stomach.

“But you sat there in that meeting and you agreed with everything he said,” Serena said.

“Yes, but only out of necessity,” General Arenza replied. “Your brother has already sent many of your father’s advisors away from the Keep. We are aware that if we provide a dissenting voice, your brother would send us away and replace us with men who truly would agree with him.”

“More Brothers, most likely,” Serena said. “It seems that Stefan has a never-ending supply of zealots from the Order of Insight.”

“The Order grows in strength,” Lord Zimin admitted. “Brother Mikkel continues to turn good and pure religious men into violent thugs. It is spreading throughout the city, and even farther out into the rural areas. The plague does not help. Fear makes the ordinary man behave in extraordinary ways, especially when religion is involved. Your great-great-great-grandfather discovered that when worshippers of the water element drowned thousands of young children as a sacrifice to their God.”

“I read about that,” Serena said. “The Sea Tragedy, it was called. Two hundred young girls were rounded up from the poorest villages and pushed off a cliff into the Sea of Kings. It was during the worst draught Estala has ever seen. The people were desperate for water.”

“Yes, and now they are desperate for absolution. They punish themselves in the name of Anios in the hope that they may not get the plague. But what you said in the council meeting is correct. These people need medicine, not twenty lashings.” Lord Zimin’s face flushed red with passion. “I know more than anyone in this room. My daughter, Maria, is dying.”

“My deepest condolences to you, my lord. I did not know she was so ill.” Serena did not know her sister-in-law particularly well, but she was saddened to hear of her condition. She had known that the queen was ill, but she had no idea how the illness had progressed.

“Your brother should be dying, too, but Mikkel appears to be keeping him alive somehow,” Lord Zimin said.

“He has the plague,” Serena agreed. “Surely that means we only have to wait him out. He cannot last more than a few more weeks.” Wishing her brother’s death felt wrong to her core, but Lord Zimin was right about Stefan’s rule of Estala. There was no reasoning with Stefan while Mikkel was around. Stefan had never been part of the family; he had always been separate from the others. She was not sure how it had happened, but it had, and now she knew that Stefan would never trust her, nor would he listen to her.

“Ah, there is a problem with that plan,” General Arenza said. “King Stefan has placed Brother Mikkel in charge of the king’s army. I have the city guard under my control, which gives us two thousand men. Brother Mikkel has over ten thousand.”

“But surely, as Stefan’s heir, I would have a right to the king’s army,” Serena replied.

“You do,” General Arenza said. “But we cannot rule out loyalty to the Brother. That ten thousand is a complicated number. Over a thousand men from the army have died of the plague since its outbreak, but over two thousand have joined since the first death. We are losing men to the plague, but they are joining in droves. And of the new recruits, many are young men. Those young men are now being fed lies about how the Menti have caused this sickness by rejecting the Enlightened God. They are being turned into loyal worshippers of the Order.”

“And the Order is Brother Mikkel. He is its figurehead. He is growing in power,” Serena said. “He is our true enemy.”

“If we kill him, we make him a martyr. If we leave him alive, he is free to control as many people as he wishes.”

Serena longed for a chair, but there was nothing except the dirty stone floor of the room. Instead she turned away from the two men and paced up and down, trying to think. What were the options? There was only one.

“You want to go to war,” Serena said.

“If we can find your brother and the rest of the Menti rebels, we stand a chance,” General Arenza said. “We do not know if he is alive or if he is fit to rule, but we know you are. You are here and you can gather support from the lords of the realm. They each have men who can fight for the cause. Then, if we can find Luca, we can gather his men to join us.”

“But my father fought against the Menti. What would the common folk of Estala think?” Serena could barely comprehend the idea of fighting with the Menti. It was strange to her. They were the enemy. They had always been the enemy.

“The common folk need a steady, fair king or queen. Allowing the Menti back into Estala might be the only way to achieve that,” said Lord Zimin. “And we will need aid from Xantos, too.”

“The people will not like that,” Serena said with a laugh. “They think of Xantos with utter disdain. Xantos is our rich neighbour, easily turned into an enemy by the poor. Estala has hated Xantos for many years.”

“We have,” said General Arenza. “But it might be our best way to help the people.”

Serena ran her fingers through her hair. “I cannot… I cannot allow this to happen. War in the midst of sickness? Too many will die. I cannot allow this. We have no choice but to allow Stefan to die and deal with the fallout afterwards. If war begins then, so be it.”

“Princess, I think you are making a mistake. There will be many deaths, that is certain, but at least this way you are securing the lives and freedom of many for generations to come. Brother Mikkel is for one thing only, and that is power. His rule would be one of pure misery for the people of Estala.”

“Do we know this for sure?” Serena began to pace again. “Can we do this because we oppose the religion that is sweeping through the land as quickly as the plague? Can we justify this?”

“People are being enslaved, princess! People are being executed! People are punishing themselves,” Lord Zimin exploded. “We have a duty to intervene.”

“I need to think about this,” Serena said. “I… I have to go away and I have to think through all of this. We must be careful. This meeting was treasonous as it is, but beginning to gather support from the Lords of the Realm is definite treason.”

“I will not stop,” Lord Zimin said. “I will continue to go to the Lords in Irrinthia, because I believe this is the right thing to do. Listen to me, princess. My daughter is queen. Why would I say these things unless I believed in them? This is not about politics. This is not about power. I have little to gain in any of this. It is about right and wrong. Now, which side do you want to be on, princess? Right? Or wrong?”

“Princess Serena, if I may, I would like to offer one more question,” General Arenza said. “How did your father die? Did he take his own life, and if he did, why did he do it? Or was he pushed out of that balcony window? And if he was, who stood to gain the most with your father dead?”


STEFAN

No one had ever told him that being king was so boring. There were days when he actually enjoying the lancing of his boils better than signing documents and listening to the woes of his court members. And everyone wanted coin. The Healers’ Guild alone demanded fifty thousand sofias. Instead he sent many of the Brothers to aid the Healers as they fought against the all-consuming plague. Despite the warnings and the many voices of doom, Stefan had not expected the plague to spread so quickly. He had not anticipated this many people dying already.

He hated this plague. He hated that he was still ill and that no matter how many times Brother Mikkel shoved a hot needle into his boils, and how many times he drank the blood of those executed by the Menti, he still went to his bed coughing and shivering and feverish. The fever was messing with his mind. At night he dreamt of more dragons, flying across Estala and blowing fire into the clouds. It was preposterous. He was the only dragon. He was a king—he deserved to be a dragon. Anyone else would be an imposter, he was sure of it.

But in those feverish dreams the evidence to the contrary was overwhelming. He did not feel alone anymore. Nor did he feel unique and powerful. The sickness prevented him from changing into his dragon form, condemning him as a mere man. A mere man who was king and could not relax for one solitary second.

The vultures were circling, that much he knew. They thought he was dying. Stefan could not rest for one single moment. In fact, he had to attend everything to stop his trusted ‘advisers’ from believing him easily usurped. He went to every council meeting. He held court. He appeared at the balcony of Nesra’s Keep to give important speeches about how the crown was managing the current crisis. He did it all, and he did it whilst propped up by Brother Mikkel and his many tonics. At night, Stefan’s vision was blurred and he sweated into his sheets, but come the morning he would get up and force himself to stay awake, alert, and capable of performing his kingly duties.

He had to.

When Stefan took the crown he made a few very important decisions. One of those decisions was to allow Brother Mikkel to employ several Brothers to keep a close watch on every one of his council. Those brothers had informed him that his older sister Serena and his father-in-law, Lord Zimin, had recently met. He did not know how many times, but once was enough to make him suspicious.

They were conspiring against him, he knew it. They all were. They saw a weak king and they intended to overthrow him for someone else. Serena would be the most likely candidate. Carolina was too young; none of Davead’s wives would want such a task. The only other alternative would be his brother Luca, who had not been seen since the battle. Anyone but Luca. He could fight Serena. She was no match for him. But Luca… Well, in this state, Luca could kill him in an instant. Luca, with his disgusting Menti powers. He touched the scars on his face and they burned.

Stefan was de-robing before bed when one of the servant boys rushed into his chamber. Stefan was about to give the lad a tongue-lashing for impertinence, but the boy’s expression gave him pause. He was pale, with a sheen of sweat along the top of his upper lip.

“What is it?” Stefan asked.

“It is Lady Maria,” the boy replied. “You had better come at once.”

“Fetch Brother Mikkel,” Stefan informed the boy.

Lady Zimin had slept in her own chambers since she had taken to her bed as the plague worsened. Brother Mikkel’s tonics had not worked as well on her. Stefan did not know why, but he presumed it was because she was a frail woman, rather than a dragon king.

His wife seemed smaller when he entered the room. She was sunken in the middle of a large four-poster bed, with furs piled on top of her tiny frame. Even though a brazier was lit and the room was almost uncomfortably warm, Maria still shivered so badly that her teeth chattered. There was blood on her lower lip. Stefan moved around her to dab the blood away with his sleeve, ignoring when she flinched away from him.

“My love,” he said. “My poor, sweet wife. You suffer greatly.”

“Y-you did this t-to me,” she said.

Stefan frowned. “What is it that you mean?”

“Y-you gave me this s-sickness. Y-you were the first. It is all b-because of you.”

Stefan’s expression hardened. He could not believe she was saying these things to him. “The Menti started this plague. I know the fever is addling your brain, but still.”

“N-no. You brought t-this plague from Xantos. Y-you were the f-first. Y-you sh-should be d-d-dying, not me.” Maria turned her head away from him.

Brother Mikkel entered the room as Stefan stood reeling from his wife’s words. How could she be so cruel? What had he done to make her hate him so? He clenched and unclenched his fists, mulling over what she had said. He had not come back to Estala with the plague; he had caught the plague from some idiot court member. It had only been a cold he had come back with, some sort of allergic reaction to that damned snake that had bitten him on the thumb. He had almost lost that thumb. He looked at it now, still swollen, still red, beneath the glove he wore at all times. His wife was unfortunately talking such craziness because of the fever.

He stood back as Mikkel began administering medicine. Poor Maria became a pincushion for Mikkel’s large needle. Then she was given more tonics and propped up with pillows. Her head lolled to one side and her breathing began to rasp.

Brother Mikkel frowned and Stefan began to worry. Surely his oldest confidant was not going to let his wife die?

Maria’s breathing rasped in and out of her hollow chest, the air scraping her from the inside out. Stefan placed his hands over his ears to block the sound out. He could not bear it. He even lingered by the pillow with his fingers itching to end her suffering. Instead he let go of his ears and held her hand. She was long gone from her body. Her eyes were closed, and despite the fact that she was still breathing, Stefan knew that there was little left of the woman he married.

She took her last breath a few moments after Lord Zimin hurried into the room. Stefan did not even raise his head to greet the man. He stared down at the lifeless hand in his own, and then he dropped that dead hand onto the bed.

“Oh, my sweet, sweet daughter.”

Stefan turned away as Lord Zimin began to weep over the body of his child. It was an uncomfortable, intimate moment of weakness that Stefan did not want to see. He walked to the other end of the room and sat by Maria’s dressing table. His fingers traced the pointed edges of her comb, and trailed along the ribbons tied on an ornamental jewellery rack shaped like a tree. They fluttered like flags in the wind.

“We will need to find you a new wife, Your Majesty,” Brother Mikkel said.

“You do not care about me or Maria,” Stefan said. “All you care about is an heir. It is safer, is it not? If I have a son? That way it is harder for my sister to claim the throne when I die. You still have Luca to worry about, Brother. Do not forget him.”

“You are not going to die, my king. I will make sure of that.”

“Like you ensured that my wife did not die?” Stefan let out a laugh as hollow as Maria’s last breath. “That did not turn out so well.”

Stefan was tired and sick. His head felt as though it were made of lead, pushing down on his neck, forever longing to loll forward until he hit the ground and never got up. He sighed, wanting nothing more than to take to his bed and sleep for a very long time.

“You are the king,” Brother Mikkel said, raising his eyebrows. “You will not die.”

Stefan glanced across at Lord Zimin, who was still leaning over and crying on his daughter’s body. Stefan had at first believed that Lord Zimin would be loyal. In truth, Stefan believed the man too stupid not to be loyal, especially as King Davead had made the match between Stefan and Maria. Surely his father would not have made the match if he thought the Irrinthian lord would turn against his son? But perhaps Stefan’s father had not realised that he would die so soon. Perhaps he thought he had time to ensure Zimin’s loyalty.

Whatever the reason, Stefan knew he had to be careful. Zimin, his sister Serena, and Anios knew who else were circling like vultures because of his sickness. Stefan had not pushed his father out of the balcony window for nothing. He had fought for the crown and he intended to keep it.

“Find me a wife,” Stefan said. “But first, find me two husbands, one for each of my sisters.”

Brother Mikkel smiled.


REVA

The twigs of the bushes scratched against Reva’s skin as she was dragged backwards through the woods, being pulled so fast that her feet scrabbled along the forest floor, trying desperately to keep up with her attacker’s pace. She screamed and cried out but her cries were drowned by the fighting on the Market Road, and soon they were too far away from the road for her friends to hear her anyway.

Reva was afraid. She was more afraid that she had ever been before. What did this person intend to do with her? Her whole body was cold with fear; it even seeped into her bones and her lungs. Every part of her was cold, apart from her waist where the man’s arms were clamped around her, squeezing down her arms. There would be bruises, she was sure of it.

As her feet tripped up on the muddied ground, she decided to stop trying to fight against him and instead let herself hang loose in his arms. It was clear she was not able to wrench herself from his grip, and at least now she could conserve her energy for an opportune moment to escape.

And then she felt lips at her ear. “Do not worry. I am not going to hurt you.”

The voice was softer and younger than she had expected. Could it be that her kidnapper was a boy? Reva knew she was light as a feather after weeks of surviving on little food. She knew that without her powers as a dragon she was as weak as a child. Some of the lads from the villages were tall and broad from manual work on the farms. They could pick her up and toss her around if they wished. She was no match for them.

But she had not seen a boy amongst the thieves. Did that mean that this boy was someone else entirely? Or had he been standing behind her, waiting to steal her away so he could join up with the rest of his party later?

“Who are you?” she breathed.

There was no answer, but his pace slowed. Either he was fatiguing, or he was close to his intended destination.

“I am sorry I had to do this,” he said, avoiding her question.

He stopped, and Reva’s head snapped up, taking in their surroundings. They were still in the woods, nestled among a dense copse of trees. She knew they had come quite far from the road because there was barely any light from the fading sun creeping in through the tress. Her kidnapper pushed her onto the forest floor—not forcefully, but firmly. Finally, she looked up at her attacker, and she drew in a sharp breath.

It was the boy from the village, the one who had been staring at her as they had left. He was tall and broad as she suspected, but there was youth in his brown eyes, and his face was slightly rounded. He was her age, she could see that, no more than seventeen years old.

“What do you want from me?” Reva glared up at the boy as he stood over her.

“I want to feed you for a start,” he said. The corners of his lips turned up in amusement, but Reva did not think any of it was in any way humorous. She had been kidnapped.

He reached into his leather pack and pulled out an apple, which he then extended to Reva as an offering. Her stomach growled and her mouth filled with saliva, but she turned her head away. The boy shrugged and bit into the apple, juice running down his chin. When Reva saw it she reached up and grasped the apple, snatching it from his hands before devouring it in five bites. The boy’s grin widened and she hated him with every part of her.

When she was done, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and sat sullenly on the ground, thinking about how she might escape. She needed a moment to compose herself before she could muster the strength to get away from the boy. He was bigger, stronger, and probably faster, too. But there was one weapon at her disposal and she needed to be sure she could use it. Right now, she doubted her body could handle the transition into a dragon. She just needed a moment.

“Have you any more?” she asked.

The boy tossed her a second apple, and afterwards, a waterskin. She drank thirstily from the skin before holding her hand out for more.

The boy just smiled. “That is your lot, I am afraid.”

“Then you will have to answer my questions,” Reva said. “Who are you and why have you taken me away from my friends?”

“Some might say that I saved you from the bandits on the road there.”

Reva frowned. “We were about to fight. You deprived my friends of a—” She stopped, aware of the fact that she had been close to blurting out her secret.

“A what?” he asked, his brown eyes twinkling.

“Nothing.”

She noticed that he wore a leather jerkin over his tunic and that his boots, while well-worn, were also well-crafted. Whoever this boy was, he was not poor.

“Are you the one who left me the note?” she asked.

That gave the boy pause. He lowered himself to the ground to sit next to her and rested one arm on his raised knee.

“It is you,” Reva said. “You have been following me, have you not? How long have you been following me, and what do you want from me?” She moved closer to him, rising onto her knees with her arms raised. “Tell me!”

He pushed her away from him, forcing her back into a sitting position. “I cannot tell you yet. I need to take you somewhere but you cannot fight me the entire way. Please, just do what I say and you will not be hurt. My name is Sam. There. Now you know my name. I have answered one of your questions.”

“I asked who you are, not what your name is,” Reva said. “I could not give a honeyed fig about your name, but I would like to know why you are in the habit of dragging young women into the woods. Are you a thief? A rapist?”

“I am not a rapist!” he said, his mouth open wide.

Reva acted quickly while he was surprised. She leapt to her feet and began sprinting through the woods, paying no attention to where she was heading. She fought her way through the trees, looking for an open space. She needed room if she was to transform into a dragon.

Finally, the trees opened and her arms were no longer attacked by low branches and bushes. She opened herself up and felt her clothes tear. There was a shout from behind her but she paid little attention, she concentrated on feeling the scales ripple up and down her arms, she focused on the fire building in her belly. And last of all, she felt the way her wings lifted her feet off the ground. By the time she was in the air, she was a fully formed dragon with talons and teeth, soaring up into the darkening sky, with the moon shimmering above. She was free.

At least, she was until she heard a roar behind her. Reva forced herself to look back, even though she was certain she was imagining the sound. But when she did glance behind her, she almost dropped from the sky in shock. There he was: a larger, brighter, more formidable dragon than she, flying with ease through the sky, swooping down below her and then pulling up in front of her and forcing her to hover. He was green-skinned with scales that shone blue when the light of the setting sun hit them. He was beautiful, but though she was in awe of him, he had tried to kidnap her and she needed to flee.

“Do not do this,” shouted the dragon. Though he spoke in a language she had never heard before, she realised that she could understand him. “I am stronger than you. You will not get away from me and you will not beat me in a battle.”

Reva attempted to dip to the left and fly away, but Sam the dragon was quicker, cutting her off. Reva rose above him, but her wings were not as strong and he followed her with ease. She slashed at him with her talons but he swatted her clawed feet away from him, never losing his balance. Finally, she breathed a great jet of flame in his direction, but Sam rolled away from the flame with ease.

While Sam was rolling away from the flames, Reva flapped her wings as hard as she could and flew away from him as quickly as possible. It was not long before Sam was behind her. She felt a jerk from behind, and roared when Sam’s teeth clasped onto her tail. She fought against him, but he was strong, and he pulled her back. Reva tried to wrestle herself free from the dragon’s grasp, ignoring the pain as his teeth dug in deeper and deeper. Eventually Sam let go and she burst forth.

He flew up beside her. “Stop this! I do not want to hurt you. Let me talk to you.”

“You never told me you were a dragon,” she yelled back. “You are a kidnapper and a dragon. Get away from me!”

“Please, Reva,” he begged.

“How do you know my name?” she demanded.

“I heard one of your friends call you by name,” he said.

Reva shook her head and flapped her wings as fast as she could. This time, when Sam tried to grasp her with his teeth, she flicked her tail and landed a blow on his nose. Sam let out a jet of orange flame in anger, before he caught up with her. Reva flew to the right, bashing into him. The collision cost her as much as it did him. She roared in pain, and tried to rebalance herself, but she had hurt her wing. She panicked as she realised that she no longer had enough energy to keep herself in the sky. Soon she was hurtling back down to the ground, her feet clawing at nothing but air. Her wings flapped uselessly, and nowhere near as quickly as she needed to move. Reva had run out of energy and her body began to change. She felt the scales ebbing away and her wings shrinking. NO, she thought, trying to force herself to stay in her dragon form. At least the hardened scales would cushion the fall better than her soft human flesh.

Sam dived down, flying furiously after her. As Reva saw the dark forms of trees with the midnight-blue grass stretched out before her, Sam caught her tail again. She felt him try to yank her back up into the sky, but her body convulsed, trying to change back into a girl. Sam’s jaws loosened and she headed back for the ground. He only managed to break her fall as she smashed into the field, half-dragon, half-girl, her body smarting all over. She tried to speak, but she could not, she could only try to suck in a breath as Sam landed on the ground next to her, still in his dragon form, looking over her as she changed into a mere girl.

“You… liar,” she whispered.

The dragon began to change back into a boy, and then the world went dark for Reva Avalon.


LUCA

The dragon’s wings stretched out behind the bald man’s head, with a bony claw on the hinge of its wing. The sight of it made Luca shudder, but he knew it was not real. It was a colourful mosaic tiled onto the wall of the Gold Council’s cabinet room, with two bright sapphires for the dragon’s eyes. Those eyes were staring at Luca almost as a challenge, making it difficult to concentrate on the council and the words they were uttering.

“Prince Luca, you have already met me,” Lord Tinian said. “Not let me introduce you to the rest of the Gold Council. Lord Riziq, second councillor of Xantos and Lord of Finance.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty.” Lord Riziq was the bald man directly underneath the dragon. He was a short man, with skin as brown as his eyes and a lithe physique. Luca could see the shape of his biceps beneath his rose-pink robes.

“And you, Lord Riziq,” Luca said with what he hoped was a genuine smile.

“Lord Ozda, Lord of the Gold Coast and third councillor of Xantos.” Lord Tinian gestured to a tall man with eyes that almost took over his narrow face.

“Your Majesty,” said Lord Ozda, bowing his head slightly.

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Lord Ozda,” Luca said, returning the slight bow.

“Lord Nirro, fourth councillor of Xantos and Lord of the rural land.”

“Your Majesty.” Lord Nirro was as wide as Ozda was tall, with sweaty dark hair that hung down to the nape of his neck. He fidgeted often in his seat and every time the chair groaned as though it was about to give way.

“Lord Nirro, it is my pleasure,” Luca said, feeling doubtful that he would remember any of these names.”

“And, finally, Lord Ramsiran, fifth councillor of Xantos and Lord of Travel and Trade.”

The final man was shorter than the others by a hand’s width, was as bald as Lord Riziq, and had dry, cracked lips that made Luca long for a cup of water. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty. I met your brother Prince Stefan recently. I am afraid it was part of some rather poor circumstances.”

“Oh?” Luca was at last interested. “How so?”

“Your brother was rather fervently looking for you, Your Majesty. I was the one who approved his request, though I am ashamed to admit it.”

So that was how Stefan had managed to find safe passage through Xantos. He went to the Gold Council, or perhaps his father did. This was a worrying turn of events. Luca glanced down at the irons on his wrist. As if they were not reminder enough that he could not trust the Gold Council, now he had heard from them that they had worked with his brother already.

“What did my brother offer in return?” Luca asked. Relations between Xantos and Estala were tense, always verging on war every decade or so. Luca was no expert in diplomatic relations but he knew that a prince of Estala would need to offer a bargain in order to be allowed free rein across the country.

“We forged a deal that would benefit Xantos greatly in trade between our two countries. However, it is becoming clear that your brother is not going to hold his side of the bargain. Many of our merchants are being turned back at the Port of Kings and told that they cannot sell their wares. Some were arrested and sent to Nesra’s Keep. Our ships are searched for Menti and set on fire with all the goods burned. Your Majesty, these are acts of war.” Lord Ramsiran held out his hands in an imploring fashion.

“There is a plague,” Luca reminded the lord. “Perhaps now is not the time to be pushing travel and trade between Xantos and Estala.”

The lord leaned back in his chair. “So you agree with Stefan the Snake? Tinian, you told me this one was different.”

“I do not agree with my brother,” Luca said. “But you must see that it is folly to be pushing trade between two countries in the middle of a plague. Now is not the time to be selling spices in Reyalon.”

“We are not selling spices!” erupted the Lord. “We are sending medicines for the plague. Though we are yet to find a cure, we have managed to create various tonics that control the symptoms and alleviate suffering. And yet your brother is sending these ships to us on fire.”

“You are sending medicine?” Luca was dumbfounded. Surely not even his brother was idiotic enough to burn medicines that could aid his people.

“I am afraid so, Your Majesty,” Lord Tinian responded.

“Why would Stefan do that? To the disadvantage of his own people?” Luca shook his head.

“Our sources tell us that King Stefan is investing money in new temples for the Order of Insight,” Lord Tinian announced.

“What?” Luca’s stomach dropped to his knees. His brother was more unhinged than he had first thought. Brother Mikkel had clearly influenced his brother in this decision, but surely any grown man could see that it was foolish to reject tried and tested medicine in favour of expensive temples. Brother Axil would be furious at this change in the Enlightened way. “I fear that my brother is under the evil influence of an Order member. Stefan is weak and easily led. This is worse than I could have imagined.” Luca shook his head. “None of this should have happened. My father should be alive. Matias should be the heir. If I had never…” Luca looked up, sharply, realising that he had allowed his tongue to wag.

“It is quite all right, Your Majesty,” said Lord Tinian. “We have heard the rumours about your older brother Matias. We favoured him greatly. He was always willing to work with us and always kept his promises. Was there a reason why you killed him?”

“It was accidental,” Luca said. “I came into my Menti powers very suddenly and he got in the way.”

“I had a Menti cousin,” said Lord Tinian. “A water wielder. He drowned his mother when he came into his powers.” Lord Tinian leaned towards Luca. “There is a reason why the outlawing of the Menti was a mistake across Estala and Xantos. Those who are not taught the way by their parents or their grandparents do not transition well. I have always thought it, though my opinion has not been particularly popular over the years.”

Lord Nirro grunted and his chair squeaked. Lord Tinian rolled his eyes dramatically.

“All this aside,” Luca said. “I do not understand what it is you want me to do about my brother. I am in Xantos, in irons set by you. My brother is the King of Estala with armies at his command. He will not give up the throne easily.”

“There is more that you need to know,” said Lord Tinian. “Our sources tell us that King Stefan is sick. He has been displaying symptoms of the plague since he returned to your kingdom. In fact, he even sneezed during his coronation.”

“You are sure?” Luca asked.

“That is what our sources tell us.”

“But the plague is incurable.” Luca paused for a moment. His heart felt heavy for the fate of his brother, but there was relief in him too. “Then we need to wait until he dies.”

“Not unless we want the Order of Insight to usurp the throne. Brother Mikkel is the most powerful man in Estala. But we are not without power. Xantos has many men who are good fighters. You have seen them in action. I propose that we offer you these men in order to rid Estala of your brother’s reign and eradicate the Order of Insight at the same time.” Lord Tinian stopped talking abruptly and glanced to Lord Ozda.

There was something he was not saying, Luca was sure of it. What was the Gold Council keeping from him? He narrowed his eyes and examined each of the Lords. He could not trust them, that much he knew, but they were offering him everything he had wanted for the Menti rebels. He had wanted financing and he had wanted more fighters. If he chose to work with them, he would have all of those things.

“Where are Geraldo and the others?” Luca asked.

“They are comfortable and safe,” answered Lord Tinian. “We have ensured that they have been fed, watered, and clothed. You can rest assured that we will look after them well.”

Luca looked up at the dragon. “It is strange that you have a depiction of a dragon on the wall of your palace. As far as I am aware, the dragon kings only ever ruled in Estala.”

“You are quite right, Your Majesty, they never ruled here. But that does not mean that we never had any dragons in Xantos. The dragon kings were not the only dragon-shifting Mentis,” said Lord Tinian.

“Is that so?” Luca asked.

“It is.”

“Have you tested the effects of the plague on the Menti suffers?” Luca asked. “For instance, how do Menti with the ability to shift into large beasts fare?”

“We have not tested the plague on Menti sufferers. But I am aware that those who are Menti tend to be stronger and more resistant to illness. They will not be immune, but there is a good chance that they will continue on with the symptoms for a longer period of time,” answered Lord Tinian.

“If the Menti have a stronger resistance to the plague and can live for longer, does that mean that there is more chance of a cure for them than for a regular person?” Luca asked.

“Yes, I would say so.” Lord Tinian exchanged a look with the other Gold Council members. “Why are you asking these questions, Your Majesty?”

“The mosaic of the dragon behind you. I have seen one for myself. It was not on a wall or depicted in the floor tiles of a palace, but it was a real dragon rearing up against the ashen backdrop of the Shadow Valley. When my brother attacked with his men, we fought long and hard against good soldiers. We used every power we had and it exhausted us. And then, at the very end I confronted my brother to end the battle. That was when he changed into his true self.”

Lord Tinian leaned forward. “What are you saying?”

“I am saying that my brother is the last of the dragon kings. He is a dragon shifting Menti and he is King of Estala. This fight is not going to be easy. There are going to be losses on both sides. My brother may be suffering from the plague, but we cannot ignore the fact that he is a dragon. Now, if there is something you are not telling me, now is the time to reveal it.”

Lord Tinian looked to his council once more. He shrugged and finally answered. “Your older sister Serena has been somewhat communicative with the council.”

“What does that mean?” Luca asked.

“It means that she is a friend to the council.”

Luca let out a soft laugh. “So you have my sister and you have me in your pockets. If one fails perhaps you can put the other on the throne. Either way you win—you have an Estalan king or queen who will do your bidding. Well, that is quite clever.”

“We have the purse and the men for this fight,” Lord Tinian answered in a cold voice. “We have earned the right to a Xanti-friendly monarch.”

Luca rubbed his chin and thought over the Gold Council’s offer. Then he lifted his wrists to the men. “I want these irons removed from my wrists. I want my friends to be out of irons and to be able to roam the castle and leave if they wish to. Then I will work with you to dethrone my brother and release Estala from the grip of the Order of Insight.”


SERENA

In the days that followed her meeting with Lord Zimin and General Arenza, Serena spent most of her time in her chambers, thinking over their conversation. No matter how long she thought about Lord Zimin’s words, she still came back to the same problem—if she agreed to help overthrow Stefan and the Order of Insight, many people in Estala would die. All those soldiers desperately signing up to the army to earn money for their sick family members would be put in danger. Many would be slaughtered like pigs at a farm. Could she live with the weight of their deaths on her shoulders? But no matter how many history books she read, she could not find an alternative solution to war. Everything always seemed to lead to war.

No king had been overthrown since the dragon kings. There had been wars, but they had always been against the Menti. Now, she was considering joining forces with the Menti and even allowing them privileges if they fought with her. Was she mad? She stared at her tapestry and thought of those times when she had considered entering the Sisterhood to be one of the Enlightened. Could she turn her back on her religion? Or was it possible for the Menti to live alongside them in peace? How much could she sacrifice and yet still sleep peacefully at night?

Her father had abhorred the sorcery of the Mentis, and as a child, Serena had thought his word to be truer than anyone’s. She had hung on every one of those words, believing her father to be the greatest man who ever lived. The greatest king. But as she had grown up, she had realised that he was not. It had been a startling realisation for her, as it is for everyone, that her parents did not hold all the answers and that they could be wrong.

And now she believed with her whole heart that her brother had killed her father. Stefan was a murderer who had committed patricide and regicide in one heinous crime. Of course he pushed their father out of that balcony window. Why had she not realised this before? How had he got away with it? Fear. Stefan had the Order of Insight around him like a protective cloak of fire that burns anyone who approaches.

Father, forgive me, she thought. She could not bear that she had thought of him as so weak. He was not a great man, but he had been her father and he had deserved her trust until the very end.

Her chamber door burst open and Aprila entered carrying a long paper parcel.

“What is it?” Serena asked, getting up from her desk.

Aprila moved behind the screen that divided Serena’s chambers into her bedroom and her solar. She placed the package on the end of the bed and pulled on the string to open it.

“It is a gift from King Stefan, Your Highness,” she said. “I do not know what it might be, but it does feel like clothing.”

Serena moved closer as the parcel opened to reveal the deep maroon dress inside. It was made of fine silks, most probably imported from Xantos, with gold thread and pearls embroidered along the bodice and the skirt. Serena lifted the dress to get a better look.

“Oh, my, it is beautiful, Your Highness. They look like stars, do they not?”

Serena traced the little bumps of the pearls with her finger. They did look like stars, in the same way her tapestry was of the stars. The colouring would be perfect against her tan skin and brown hair. It was a fine dress indeed, but what did it mean?

As Serena was admiring the dress, she heard her door burst open and moved around the screen to face the intruder. A bundle of green silk came flying at her.

“What is this?” demanded a small but fierce voice. “Does he mean to flaunt me like a thoroughbred filly? Did you get one too?”

“Carolina, would you calm down one moment? Let me think.” Serena picked the green silk dress off the floor and examined it. The dress was shorter and smaller at the waist, a perfect fit for Carolina, and it was embroidered with stags and wolves, two animals that Carolina loved to hunt.

But her thirteen-year-old sister was not enamoured with the dress at all. She paced Serena’s chambers with her cheeks growing a deeper shade of red at every step.

“Did you read the note?” Carolina asked.

Aprila hurried forth with the folded parchment. Serena opened it and read the message. She was to wear the dress and join Stefan at a dinner. He wanted to spend time with his sisters and thought this gift would help to mend some of the bridges they had burned in the past.

She placed the letter on her desk and frowned. This was not like Stefan. He did not give gifts and offer dinners to his sisters. He spent most of his time avoiding them.

“Do you understand now?” Carolina demanded. “Do you know what he is doing?”

“Yes, I believe I do,” Serena said.

“And what are we going to do about it?” Carolina asked.

Serena took a piece of parchment from her desk, dabbed her quill into a pot of ink and began to write a letter. It was not her first letter since she had met Lord Zimin. Though she had not made any decisions regarding Stefan and the Order of Insight, she had begun to reach out to some of the Lords of the Realm, testing their loyalty to her father and King Stefan, hoping one would indicate loyalty to her and her father rather than her brother. But this letter was different. This was to someone else, and might possibly be her last resort.

But when Serena heard her guard outside the room exclaim, and heard a heavy knock on her door, she knew she did not have time. She shoved the letter into the draw of her desk and stood away. The door opened and her guard entered first.

“King Stefan’s man, Brother Damolo,” Cato announced.

“Welcome, Brother,” Serena said. “What is it that I can do for you this fine afternoon?”

“Your Highness, you are looking radiant today. And Princess Carolina, you are also radiant.”

“Shut your pie hole,” Carolina responded.

The Brother took a step back, clearly shocked at Carolina’s insult. His mouth hung open, reminding Serena of the fishes in the pond in the castle grounds.

“Can we help you with something, Brother?” Serena asked, attempting to keep the laughter from her voice.

“King Stefan would like you to accompany him to a dinner this afternoon. He has asked me to fetch you as a courtesy. He felt that you might appreciate some company on the walk there.”

“He sent a guard as a courtesy?” Serena said. “That does not sound much like a courtesy, and I already have my own guard.”

“I am no guard, Your Highness,” Brother Damolo answered.

“Very well, we will come with you now.” Serena stepped towards the door but Brother Damolo blocked the way. Cato reached for the hilt of his sword. Serena raised a hand for him to stand at ease.

“Ah, King Stefan would very much like to see you both in the dresses he had made especially. They are of very fine fabric and cost a great deal of coin,” said the Brother.

“I will not wear that ridiculous frock. I will wear my tunic and breeches.” Carolina fixed Brother Damolo with the kind of hateful glare that would freeze the blood had she been any bigger.

“I am afraid I must insist.” Brother Damolo managed to make his voice sound strong, but he did take a step away from Carolina.

Serena placed a hand on Carolina’s shoulder. “We will wear the dresses. If you will excuse us while we dress?”

Brother Damolo did not move from the doorway.

“You heard the princess,” growled Cato. “Leave her chambers immediately.”

Brother Damolo paled and swallowed, but he stood his ground. “I am afraid I am under orders to remain in the chambers until the two princesses are ready for their special dinner.”

Serena had to hold Carolina back as Brother Damolo cowered into his robes.

“It is quite all right. We will get changed now.” Serena dragged Carolina around the screen towards the bed.

“What are you doing?” Carolina demanded.

“I am making sure we, and our guards—our friends—live. Now put on that stupid dress.”

Carolina pouted as she removed her trousers and jerkin in favour of the green silk dress with long sleeves. Serena teased Carolina’s hair out of plaits and let it fall down her shoulders. Her little sister appeared quite lovely following the transformation, though it was also somewhat absurd to see her in skirts rather than muddied trousers.

“He wants us married,” Carolina said, uttering the words that filled Serena with dread. “He wants us married and away from here. I will not do it, sister. I will not. If I am married I will have to give birth and I do not want to.”

Serena brushed tears away from her sister’s cheeks. “It is only one dinner. He cannot marry us today without notice and without permission from the court. Nothing will happen to us today. We will go to the dinner, we will smile and exchange pleasantries, and then we will figure out how to get ourselves out of this mess.”

“Do you promise, Serena?” Carolina asked.

“I promise,” Serena replied. And then she did something she had not done for a very long time. She pulled her sister into her arms and hugged her tightly.

But as they were marched along the cool corridors of Nesra’s Keep, Serena was not sure that her resolve was as strong as she would like. Her main worry was for her little sister. For all of Carolina’s fierceness, she was still a thirteen-year-old girl, and Serena did not consider her fit for marriage. In Estala it was custom for a woman to be considered of marriageable age from thirteen upwards, but it was a custom to which Serena had never agreed. Of course, her father had wanted her to be married fairly quickly after her thirteenth birthday. He had even picked out several candidates, and that was why Serena had been so keen to join the Sisterhood. But after a lengthy conversation with her father it was agreed that Serena would wait until she was comfortable to take a husband. Her father agreed to not use her as a diplomatic pawn as most princesses are.

And today that was about to change.

Perhaps she could convince Stefan to marry her away to some foolish northern lord while Carolina could remain in Nesra’s Keep and continue sneaking into hunting parties with a bow and arrow.

Or perhaps it was time to agree to Lord Zimin’s plan.

They entered Stefan’s own chambers where a long table had been dressed in the finest linens. Heaped piles of fruit in fine bowls, a leg of lamb, jugs of sweet wine, and roasted vegetables were piled along the table. As they had suspected, there were additional guests at the dining party, as well as guards lining the rooms.

“Ah, my sweet sisters.” Stefan stood and opened his arms to greet them. Serena noted that his skin was waxy and pale. There was a dullness to his eyes that betrayed his sickness. Stefan could fake health all he wanted, but everyone knew he was dying of the plague. She felt nauseated just being in his presence. She was surprised that anyone had even agreed to dine with him. The candidates must be desperate for wives. “The dresses are perfect, as I knew they would be. You both look beautiful today.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Serena said. She shot Carolina a look.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Carolina said between gritted teeth.

As Stefan gestured for them to sit, Serena allowed herself to examine the other men around the table. The one next to Serena was older, though not as old as her mind had conjured in fear. He had some grey at the temples and in his beard, some lines around his eyes, but his blue eyes were still twinkling. Serena estimated that he was in his mid-forties.

“I would like to introduce you to Lord Luez, one of my finest generals, and currently the Lord of Avalon Towers on the Fiuryn Coast. A beautiful spot, is it not, Luez?” Stefan said.

“The beaches are warm and secluded,” Luez said. “With azure seas and dolphins off the coast.”

“Sounds lovely,” Serena admitted. She smiled at the man but found herself unable to meet his gaze.

“And Carolina, I would like you to meet Anton Silvor, son of Lord Silvor on Banitha. Anton comes from a long line of lords who have always been loyal to the throne. Your great uncle was part of the king’s guard, was he not?”

“Yes, for many years,” Anton said. “It is my great pleasure to meet you, princess.”

Serena saw—with some relief—that the boy Stefan had chosen for Carolina was young—no more than twenty—and extremely nervous. He was a skinny thing with long fingers and pleasant green eyes. At least he was not a hulking great general. Serena was at least relieved that Stefan had not been extremely cruel to them both with his choice of husbands. But they were both from families supposedly loyal to Stefan. Luez was a general in Stefan’s army and Serena knew enough about him to know that he had worked with the Order of Insight. The Silvors she knew less about. Perhaps offering Carolina to them was a way to gain their trust. Either way, Stefan was again ensuring his support in court with two powerful lords who would have men at their service. Besides, if Serena was married, her claim to the throne would be weakened by the husband at her side.

She forced down a mouthful of the delicious lamb, noticing that her hands trembled when she manoeuvred the cutlery. She needed to focus and keep her wits about her. No matter what Stefan said, it was not just dinner where he was concerned, especially with these two men who he was clearly thinking of marrying them to.

The evening continued on, with many pleasantries spoken but an atmosphere of unease. Serena could see that at first Carolina tried to smile and answer questions politely, but she also saw the scowls her sister threw at Stefan, and the way that every now and then she screwed up her eyes as she bent down to eat her lamb. It was the first time that Serena had seen her sister so close to tears, and it made her both uneasy and angry at their brother for forcing this situation upon them. Her father would never have done this to her and the realm knew that he was no hero.

“May I say that your dress is very pretty,” Anton Silvor said to Carolina. He had been sipping nervously on his wine and had finally stopped tripping over his words. “The colour suits your exquisite complexion.”

It was an innocuous observation, but Serena could see that it irked Carolina. Her little sister hated to be reminded that she was a girl, let alone pretty. Compliment her on her skill with a bow or her fierce nature and she would light up, but mention her looks and she would sulk for days.

“That’s very kind of you,” Serena said, filling the uncomfortable silence that had stretched on for too many moments. “Is it not, Carolina?”

The young girl pushed a roasted potato around her plate and shrugged.

“I think my sister is tired. Perhaps we should retire and—”

“I am not tired,” Carolina snapped.

“Yes, you are,” Serena insisted.

“My sweet sisters, you have not even finished your food. There is dessert still to come. Stay, and enjoy the rest of the meal,” Stefan said, smiling generously.

“Stop telling me what to do,” Carolina said, in a voice more animal than human. Her fork scraped across her plate as she continued to angrily chase the potato.

“I am your king,” Stefan said. “I will command you to do what I please.”

Anton Silvor stood. “No disrespect to you, You Majesty, but I believe the good Princess Serena might be correct. I have outstayed my welcome—”

“Sit DOWN!”

There was a horrifying scream, as high-pitched as a flute and three times as loud. Anton Silvor screeched as Carolina drove her fork into the back of his hand. The poor boy lifted the hand in horror and the red blood dripped onto the table. Serena hurried around the table and quickly wrapped a napkin around the hand to soak up the blood.

“Send for a healer,” she commanded the nearest servant.

“Send for Brother Mikkel,” Stefan corrected.

Carolina backed away from the table, tears falling thick and fast. “I did not… I did not mean to do it.”

“You idiotic girl.” Stefan took one step forward and struck Carolina across the face with the back of his hand.

Serena let go of Anton and hurried to her sister’s side. For once, Carolina did not fight back, which Serena knew was a blessing. Instead, she buried her head in her sister’s dress and sobbed so hard that Serena felt the rise and fall of her chest.

“Are you happy now?” Serena felt her face turn red hot as she chastised her brother. “Is this what you wanted from us, Your Majesty? We will make good wives, will we not? The two princesses to be sold to the highest bidder.”

“I think perhaps your sister is strained by the events…” began Lord Luez.

“No, my lord,” Serena retorted. “I am not strained. I am angry and I am betrayed by my brother the king, who did not tell us that we would be meeting our future husbands, nor did he consult us about the match.”

“Is this true, Your Majesty?” Lord Luez looked upon the king with dark, narrowed eyes.

“My sister is mistaken,” Stefan said in a cold voice that sent a shiver down Serena’s spine. He needed only to nod at the guards around the room for them to step forward towards Serena and her sister. “I think the excitement of this evening has strained them indeed. Perhaps you should both retire early. My sincerest apologies to you, Lord Luez, and to you, my good friend Anton. Brother Mikkel will be here very soon to tend to your wound. He is the best healer in the realm.”

The guards marched Serena and her sister out of the room so that Stefan’s voice faded away. Serena held onto Carolina’s shoulders as they made their way through the keep.

“My sister is upset. I think she should stay in my chambers for the night,” Serena said to the guards.

There was no answer.

As they came closer to Carolina’s chambers, the guard prised the girl from Serena’s arms and led her into her private chambers. Serena could hear her sister’s sobs as she was escorted back to her own rooms.

Serena did everything she could not to cry. She bit onto her bottom lip to stop it from wobbling. She would not let them see her at her weakest. She would not allow them that.

When she was delivered to her own rooms, Serena heard the lock on her door. Cato had been dismissed. She was alone, and she did not have any allies. Serena hurried to her desk and retrieved the parchment she had scribbled on before the dinner. She knew that she was a captive now. Those guards would not move from her door. But she had one trick left up her sleeve.

Serena finished the note and rolled the small piece of parchment as tightly as she could. Then she opened her balcony doors and whistled. The crow swooped down almost immediately and landed on the balcony rail. She stroked the feathers on its back before gently tying the letter to its leg. Then she lifted up the crow and its black wings beat into the night.


KARINE

Lottie’s small body contorted and kicked in her sleep, preventing Karine from sleeping. It was a cold night in the woods, even though they had kept the fire burning and huddled together for warmth. She shivered in her thin dress, and pulled the threadbare blanket tighter. She had thought that the farther south they travelled the warmer it would be, but in the middle of the night, in the middle of the woods, and with a wind coming down from the north, the chill crept into her bones.

The sun seemed to rise moments after Karine’s eyes finally closed. She woke from her slumber with a knot in her stomach and aches in all of her limbs. She did not feel rested at all, and Reva was still missing. She had been gone all night.

“I’m so hungry,” Lottie said. “Have we got any of the meat from the last village left?”

Karine shook her head. “We ate the last of it last night.”

“Berries?” Lottie asked.

“We will have to scavenge some more,” Karine answered. She felt hollow inside. She watched as Rohesa winced when she woke, carrying an injury from their fight with the thieves. “Is it bad, Rohesa?”

The large woman shook her head, but Karine did not like the way her features were set. She was in pain.

Once Emilia was awake, Rohesa changed into a panther and attempted to track Reva. The rest of them followed closely, hauling their packs and staggering through the twisted branches of the woods. Karine had still not warmed from the cold night. Her dress was damp with dew and there was a fresh hole in her boots, chilling her toes.

Deeper into the woods they went, bending back thin branches and the thorny fingers of bushes, following the soft pads of the panther as Rohesa moved swiftly through the trees. As Karine’s blood slowly warmed, she began to gain hope that they could find Reva. Rohesa was certainly following a trail. Whoever Reva was with would surely have stopped during the night, no one could see in the pitch black of the woods at night. They could not be so far ahead. Karine found an energy she did not know she had, almost skipping over the exposed roots of trees.

But then, as they came to a clearing, the rain began to fall. It started as a mild shower, progressed into a heavy downpour, and within minutes it was torrential. Rohesa changed back into a human and dressed in her breeches and jerkin.

“The scent is gone,” she said. “I cannot catch it with the rain coming down. There are no more tracks. Look. They stop here. It is almost as if they vanished into thin air. I cannot understand it.”

Karine examined the trail quickly before it was all washed away by the rain.

“Perhaps we missed the rest of their tracks because of the rain,” Emilia said. “They must have continued on north. Are we still heading north?” Her head whipped forwards and back with a frown.

“It is hard to say in these woods,” Karine said loudly. The rain was falling so heavily that she had to raise her voice. “I think we might be lost.”

“We need to keep moving,” Lottie shouted. “The mud is beginning to slide.” She pointed to the forest floor, which was moving with the flow of the water.

As the women continued through the woods, Karine linked arms with Lottie to stay upright. Her dress was sodden, clinging to her body like a shroud. The rain came so thick and fast that she could barely keep her eyes open. The water ran in rivulets down her face, wetting her eyelashes, splashing from her nose and dribbling into her mouth. They all linked arms when they faced a slope, their feet struggling against the moving mud. Karine was tense all over, worried that the ground would move too fast and wash them away. But Lottie was able to direct some of the water away from them to create a safer path.

The torrential rain brought up the smells of the forest. Soil and mildew and salt and sweat coated her dress, coated her skin. Her feet tripped as she walked, and the recently found energy slowly ebbed away. When they finally came to the edge of the forest, all of them collapsed into the mud as they caught their breath. Karine was sick of feeling cold and wet. For the first time she almost longed to be back in the barn in the Gardens. Almost. But then she thought of the nights she had spent in wet roughspun tunics, shivering next to dozens of bodies. No, she would never think of that place. Instead she would think of her village, her mother, and the bed she had once slept in. Her old straw mattress was hardly a luxury, but it was opulent compared to their recent sleeping locations.

“We’re not far from the Market Road,” Rohesa said, squinting through the rain. “We’re starving and wet. The best thing we can do is head towards the nearest village. At least then we use some of the coins we’ve saved for food and a hot bath. Besides, whoever has taken Reva might need to find shelter, too.”

Karine shook her head. “No, they would never risk taking her to a village. But Rohesa is right, we need to eat and we need to dry our clothes.”

Karine felt sick as they carried on up the Market Road. If they were to come upon any more bandits now they would be easy prey. Not only that, they were allowing whoever had taken Reva even more time to get ahead of them. They had to find shelter and they desperately needed a hot meal inside them, but she could not shake the feeling that she was failing Reva. What if we never find her?

And then she remembered that Reva was a dragon. Reva could do anything she wanted. She was strong, and powerful, and she was even highborn. She had the world at her feet while Karine had nothing.

The next settlement they found was not even a village, but it had a tavern and that was what mattered. They had been walking for hours in the rain, and they spread puddles of water over the tavern floor as they walked to the keeper. The keeper’s wife tutted as she mopped up the water, catching their ankles with the mop as they walked.

Rohesa placed a few silver sofias on the bar surface. “A room. As much hot food as you can make. As much hot water as you can fetch us.”

The keeper counted the coins and then nodded. He showed them the way to a small room without saying as much as a word. But Karine did not care, and she suspected that none of the other women cared either. They were out of the rain and they had food coming. The keeper even made them a fire and lit a brazier for them. The women could hardly wait for him to leave before they began stripping off their clothes.

A little while later the wife brought clean blankets, and a tray of stew and bread. The stew was thin and the bread was stale, but Karine decided it was the most delicious meal she had ever tasted. Every drop was mopped up by the bread, and when they ran out of bread they used their fingers.

Despite Reva’s absence, Karine could not deny that the day spent warming themselves in that tavern room was one of the best she had ever spent. The blanket was made from a wool so coarse it itched her skin, but it was glorious to sit by the fire wrapped in warmth. Then, one by one, they bathed in the hot water. But as the day wore on, they could not ignore the pressing matter of Reva’s disappearance.

“Someone took her away when we were fighting the thieves,” Karine said, thinking aloud. “But why? If it was one of the thieves, surely he would have taken her pack with them.”

“Perhaps he thought the rest of the group would steal from us, and he wanted Reva for her body,” answered Rohesa.

Karine felt bile in her throat but she tried to refocus and continue thinking carefully about what might have happened. “Could it have been an opportunist? What about the Sisters? We know they are looking for us.”

“Wouldn’t they want to capture us all?” Emilia noted.

“Reva was the one who killed Sister Valeria. Reva will be their priority, not us,” Lottie answered.

“She’s right,” Karine said. “They want her more than they want us. Especially if we were in the midst of defending ourselves from a group of bandits. No doubt they thought the thieves would kill us anyway. It has to be the Sisters. Think about the note in Reva’s pack. It has to be the Sisters. They have been biding their time as we’ve gone around every village singing like idiots.”

“We needed the money,” Rohesa reminded her. “We had to eat.”

“We should get dressed and go,” Karine said. “We will have to use the rest of the money we saved for Xantos and buy supplies. We head north along the Market Road. Perhaps we can gain on the Sisters. I would place a bet on them taking Reva back to the Gardens.”

The fire crackled away as the women gathered their things and dressed. It was afternoon when they emerged from the tavern. Rohesa went to the keeper to ask him where they could buy supplies for their travels, while Karine stepped out into the small settlement to fill her lungs with fresh air. The rain had stopped and a warm sun had come out to dry the mud. Her boots still stuck in the soft soil, but they did not slip and slide as they had done coming out of the woods. She was about to speak to the woman carrying two dead rabbits through the clearing between the farm and the tavern, when a sound stopped her dead.

Singing.

She knew those voices. She knew what the sound of the light jangling was.

She turned back and hurried into the tavern. Lottie was the closest to her, so she grabbed her and whispered in her ear, “The Sisters are close.”

Lottie grasped Rohesa’s arm as Rohesa was stuffing salt beef into her pack. “We have to leave.”

Karine grabbed Emilia by the elbow and led the way, hurrying through the settlement towards the hum of the singers. It sounded like they were heading out of the village, but Karine was only guessing—it was hard to tell from picking up on the noises that floated to them on the wind. Perhaps the Sister had stopped in this small village for supplies as Karine and the others had. She could only hope that Reva was with them and that they could get her out of the Sisters’ clutches. But it was almost impossible to see what was happening without getting too close to the Sisters and risking their own exposure.

“Hang back,” Lottie said. “We will follow them but stay out of sight.”

“We need to see if they have Reva,” Karine insisted.

“Listen,” Lottie said. “You can hear them sing. There are half a dozen, maybe more. Do you hear the sound of the chains? There are too many of them for us to get too close. We need to make sure we are away from them. We need to stay hidden.”

Even though she knew she was right, Karine could not help but grind her teeth together in frustration. She needed to know for sure whether Reva was with them. But even if she managed to get the merest glimpse of the Sisters and their captives, there was no guarantee she would see Reva in amongst the others. It was not worth the risk.

She slowed down and walked at a more leisurely pace. She allowed the song of the Sisters to be her guide.


REVA

The beating of wings filled her ears like the sounds of crashing waves. She could see the sea from high above in the sky, and she knew where it was heading. The warmth of Xantos called to her like a beacon, but there was a barrier. She was fighting against the wind as it pushed her back towards Estala.

Reva woke with a start and sat straight up. Her back ached. Her legs were stiff, and her body was so cold she was shivering.

And she was naked.

She pulled the furs around her body as she examined her surroundings. She sat on a small pile of furs on top of hard, stone ground. Above her head was a high ceiling, also made of stone, and next to her was a small plate with bread and cheese laid out, along with a cup of water. Reva drank the water, ate the food, and slowly got to her feet. She winced as she placed weight on her right ankle. She tested it a second time. It was not broken, but it was painful. She must have twisted it when she… when… What had happened? She had fallen from the sky. That was right. She had been in her dragon form and she had fallen from the sky because she was weak.

But worse—there had been a second dragon with her. Reva stumbled forward, desperate to know what was going on. She was not the last dragon after all—there was another, and his name was Sam. Where had he gone?

Reva walked to the far rocky wall where she could see sunlight. There was a natural gap in the rock, letting the light into the dim room. She had to stand on her tiptoes to see out of the window, but when she did, she immediately understood where she was. She was high up on a cliff in a cave. It was pouring with rain outside the cave, blocking out the sounds of the world, and obscuring much of her view with dark clouds, but she could see the tops of trees poking out through the murky sky.

He had brought her to a cave, but why? She limped back to the centre of the enclosure and found a pile of clean clothing folded neatly next to her makeshift bed. She dropped the furs and dressed quickly, disliking the feel of the cold air against her skin. The dress was plain, warm, and covered her body all the way to the floor. The sleeves were long, to her wrists, hugging her and keeping her warm. It fit surprisingly well, though it was loose at the bust and waist.

Reva limped around her cave, exploring every wall. She was surprised to find a door built into the stone at the back of the cave. She tested the handle, and sure enough it opened wide, moving with ease on its hinges. But the door opened to darkness. She attempted to limp forward, guiding herself with her hands, but when she tripped and landed on her bad ankle, she decided to make her way back to the cave, where she stood awkwardly at the window and watched the rain fall over the forest laid out below.

Where was she? Sam could have taken her far and wide if he had flown here as a dragon in the dark. There was no snow or ice, so she was not up in the most northern parts of Banitha and Irrinthia. It was hard to tell if they were south where it was warm, the rain chilled the air.

When the door opened, Reva turned quickly and winced again at her hurt ankle. She stood with her back to the damp cave wall, her chest rising and falling as she breathed heavily. Her heart was beating so fast she thought she could hear it above the sound of the rain beyond the cave.

“Are you still hungry?” Sam asked. “I brought some fruit. I was not sure if the bread and cheese would be enough, you were so light when…” He blushed and looked away.

Reva was not interested in his embarrassment. “Where am I? Why have you brought me here?”

“There is no reason to be afraid,” he said. “I promise I will not hurt you.”

“I am not afraid,” Reva said. “But I would like some answers. I seem to remember you were bad at answering my questions last night.”

Sam approached her, sat down on the ground, placed the bowl down and gestured for Reva to join him. She was reluctant at first but she was determined to find out why she was here. So she sat.

“You saw who I am last night,” he said. “I am a dragon, just like you are. I have known that you are a dragon for some time and I have wanted to talk to you, but it has been difficult. There have been complications and I was not sure if you would want to talk to me. I decided… We decided… that I would need to bring you here in order for you to understand what is going on. I am sorry that I had to take you in such a manner. It was…”

“Stupid?” Reva offered.

“Perhaps,” Sam said with a smile. “Come with me. I want to show you something.” Sam stood and helped Reva to her feet. “You landed badly on that ankle last night. I tried to break your fall as much as I could.”

“How do you fly so well?” Reva asked—though she regretted asking it, because Sam’s eyes lit up and he appeared to take her question as some form of validation. She did not want him to think she was happy about being here. No matter now nice he was to her, he had still kidnapped her from her friends. Reva thought of Karine and her heart ached.

“It takes quite a bit of practice. And it helps if you’re not starving and exhausted. Here, lean on me to take the weight off your ankle.”

Reva folded her arms across her chest and looked away from him. There was no way she was going to lean her body against the boy who had stolen her away from her friends. The thought of how close she had come to getting to Xantos hurt her more than the ankle sprain.

“Fine. It is your ankle.” Sam shrugged and walked through the door into the dark corridor. He retrieved a lit candle from next to the door and led Reva into the corridor. “I know it is a little strange to live in a cave, but once I show you everything, I think you will understand.”

Reva limped behind Sam wondering whether she should have taken up his offer to aid her through the twisting and shadowy tunnels of the caves. What cliff was this cave system built into? Where they as far north as the Tasme Mountains? Surely there would be snow and ice if they were that far north. Or perhaps they were inland from the Fiuryn Coast. She knew there was some high ground between Avalon Towers and Unna Castle. That would be better than the Banithan mountains, at least.

The candle flame flickered as they passed connecting tunnels that must lead to more caves. Sam negotiated the twists and turns as only someone who had spent many years in one place could. Reva decided she would easily get lost in this labyrinth of stone.

Finally they came to a larger cavern with a lit brazier by the entrance. It bathed Reva in warmth as she limped into what she supposed was a living room. There were people here, people who looked like Sam. A woman sat with her back against the stone wall staring out at the open mouth of the cave where rain hammered down outside, a relentless rushing of water that blocked out the usual sounds of a still room. She had long dark hair, the same shade as Sam’s. Standing in the middle of the room, where a fire had been lit, was another man. He stirred a pot of something that smelled sweet and delicious to Reva’s nose. He was taller and broader, but shared Sam’s deep brown eyes and bronzed skin. His face was not quite as rounded as Sam’s, but more chiselled and worn with age. And then there was a tall, slender girl reclining on her furs reading from a large book with a stiff, leather cover. Her long dark hair covered her face until she looked up, and Reva saw Sam’s eyes.

The man and the girl stared at Reva as she walked in, but the woman continued to watch the rain.

“Reva, this is my family. This is my father, Aron, my mother, Diana, and my sister, Carlia.”

“Welcome to our home, Reva. Would you like something to eat? There is warm honeyed porridge,” said Aron, as he continued to stir the pot. Reva noted how unusual it was to see a man cooking in a household with two women.

“Yes,” Reva answered. “I am cold, tired, hurt, and hungry thanks to your son.”

“You were hungry anyway,” Sam pointed out.

Reva flashed him a hard glare. “But at least I was free. Now I appear to be the captive of a cave-dwelling dragon family. I have no idea why I am here, but at least if I eat I will get strong enough to escape.”

“A young woman with spirit and intelligence,” Aron said as he passed Reva a bowl of porridge. “I think we will get on just fine.”

Reva spooned in porridge from the crude wooden spoon and bowl. It was only after her third mouthful that she spoke. “I am not in the habit of making my captors my friends, and you should know that I escape every trap I am caught in.”

“You will not be kept here forever,” Aron said. “But it was necessary for us to bring you here. Please, sit down, Reva.” Aron gestured to a small wooden stool.

Reva sat down to rest her injured ankle.

Aron set down the spoon and pulled an identical stool closer to Reva so that they were face to face. Part of his body blocked out some of the natural light filtering in from the mouth of the cave, but the fire made his face glow orange. His brown skin indicated southern heritage. He was even more bronzed than she was.

“There is a reason why we live in isolation, Reva. But that does not mean that we do not go out into the settlements. When we do, we listen to what the people are saying. Do you know what people have been saying for weeks now?”

Reva shook her head. His slow, deep voice brought goosebumps out along her arms.

“They are saying that a dragon killed a Sister of the Enlightened. They say the dragon reared up, sprayed the sister with fire and then ate her whole. Then the dragon blew fire at the people in Monte Point. They say that ships were burned and the sound of screaming sailors could be heard in Xantos. They say this dragon roams all of Lantha searching for Sisters of the Enlightened to kill. That is what they say.”

“I did not burn any ships or kill any innocent people,” Reva said. Despite the chill from the damp air, Reva found herself sweating.

“We thought we were the last dragons, Reva,” Aron said. “We used to know the dragons all throughout Estala, not that there were many. They are now all gone, apart from the people you see in this room, and… you.”

“That does not mean you can steal me and keep me as a prisoner.”

“We had to stop you. We had to bring you here and show you that you cannot reveal your dragon form to anyone you feel like. There is a reason why we remain in these caves. We are hunted by dragon killers, and there are not enough of us still alive to fight back. You are endangering us as much as you are endangering yourself. We went to great lengths to ensure that we were thought dead. As far as the murderers out there are concerned, there are no dragons left in Estala. That is how we survive.”

Reva was quiet for a moment. She had not considered the fact that there might be more dragons out there, or that there were people who hunted dragons.

“Your son stole me as I was protecting my friends. He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me through the woods until my arms were scratched raw. He abducted me instead of coming to talk to me. Why should I believe anything you saw, or trust any of you?”

“Would you have come with me willingly?” Sam demanded. “I followed you and I saw you sing. I saw the way you linked arms with your group and I saw the passion in your faces. I knew you would not listen to me. I had to do something, Father.”

“Sam, you did not give this young woman a choice as you were supposed to do,” Aron said.

“Father!”

Reva had to bite her lip to stop herself from smiling. Watching Sam be reprimanded by his father was at least somewhat satisfying after a terrible night.

“But you did what was right for the family. Reva, you must understand how difficult this is for us. We were hunted by those murderers and they…” he paused to close his eyes for a moment. “They killed my child. We are still in grieving. That is why Diana… Well, it is why Diana has some difficulty with concentrating on too many things at once. You have to understand that we were desperate. We cannot have you travelling around Estala revealing yourself as a dragon in the middle of the day and in front of people. If the dragon hunters discover you they will begin hunting again, and if they do that, they might find us.”

Reva turned to look at Diana sitting by the mouth of the cave watching the rain fall. That was when she realised that they would not let her leave.


LUCA

The light shimmered up and down the surface of the gold keep, reflecting off the plate armour and shields of the men standing before Luca. He swallowed deeply as he stared at the hundreds of soldiers all facing him with their visors down, with swords and shields in their hands. Luca’s eyes trailed along to a second troop of men. This time they were dressed in the same loose black clothing as the guards who had taken Luca, Geraldo, and the others from outside the mansion of Geraldo’s benefactor. Luca regarded them with a lump in his throat.

“There are five thousand more ready for your command,” Lord Tinian said. “Which should match any army King Stefan has at his disposal. Plus you have your Menti rebels with their powers. I believe it is enough to overthrow your brother and establish a new king.”

Or queen, Luca thought, depending on which mood you are in. He walked up and down the first row of soldiers, hoping that if he stretched himself upright and placed his hands behind his back he might look in some way regal. He wished that Brother Axil was with him. He felt very alone in dealing with the Gold Council and their deals. What was he supposed to do? What was he supposed to say? He felt like a ship on land. This life was not meant for him, he had fallen into it somehow, and now he had to be a man and step up to the challenge. He wanted to very badly, but at the same time he gripped one hand in the other to stop them both from trembling.

“Are you pleased, Your Majesty?” Lord Tinian asked.

“You have a large army of good fighters here,” Luca replied, hoping that his response was appropriate and ‘kingly’. He glanced back at the men, frowned, and then led Lord Tinian away from them. “I am honoured that you wish me to command this most ferocious army, my Lord.”

“I am pleased that you are honoured.” Lord Tinian gave a little bow. When he straightened, he said, “But I fear there is more left unsaid than said. I appreciate honesty, Your Majesty. Tell me your concerns.”

“My father spent a lot of time with my older brother Matias, teaching him about battle tactics. I am afraid I am not my brother. I was believed to be sick for most of my life. No one believed I would live to adulthood. I was never considered as a king.” Luca let out a sigh. “I am not a commander. If I lead your men into battle, I will make mistakes and I will get many killed, possibly fail. I do not want the blood of innocent young men on my hands.”

Lord Tinian was silent for what felt like an age to Luca. Finally, he said, “Only a good leader and a wise man can admit his weaknesses. Prince Luca, you do yourself a great disservice, as well insulting my own intelligence. I know that you are not a commander like your brother Matias was. I know that you are inexperienced in the art of war. But you have already fought bravely and won against your brother. I never expected you to command the battle. I have many men who can advise you quite well. You are the figurehead of this war. You are the man who will rally them, who will give them a cause to fight for. You are the king to unite your divided country when you defeat your brother and claim the throne that is rightfully yours.”

“My people think I committed fratricide,” Luca said.

“Your people are dying of the plague. They will forget all about Matias if you can bring them aid. We have the aid, but King Stefan will not use it. You are the one who will bring them aid in their darkest hour. You are the one they will rally behind.”

As Luca walked back to the golden keep, he could not help but replay Lord Tinian’s words over and over in his mind. Could he be the man to unite his people? Despite being the son of a king, Luca had never considered himself a special person. He had never been the heir to the throne and he had never been well, until the moment he came into his Menti powers and everything changed. At least Stefan had managed to find even a small number of followers. There was Mikkel and the other strange Brothers of the Order who regarded Stefan as someone special and worth following. Even the Menti rebels followed Geraldo’s lead, not his.

He dragged his feet as he walked into the keep, his boots scuffing against the exquisite marble tiles. The keep was always busy with servants and members of court. The Gold Council ran the castle more like a place of business than a castle. His father had many advisors and ambassadors at Nesra’s Keep to write documents and legislation, but not on the same level as the Gold Council. There were many men carrying scrolls and scurrying through the spacious halls. He found himself dodging and weaving so as not to bump into them.

Watching the workings of the castle made him feel suddenly exhausted, and he wondered what it was they were writing about. It was just another mystery he was not privy to. Another part of running a realm that he did not understand.

He wandered aimlessly through the castle, losing himself in corridors and dining halls and ballrooms and solars. He finally came to a stop when he heard the sound of steel ringing through the halls, sounding suspiciously like a swordfight. He hurried towards the noise, afraid that his promise of safety to all the Menti rebels had been ignored, and that one of his friends was being murdered as he moped through the castle. But when he rushed into the room, there was only one person there. Tania. She stood staring at him, with her chest rising and falling rapidly from exertion. There was a dagger in each of her hands, and she stood with her body tensed, ready for a fight. Her skin was shiny with a light sheen of sweat. When she saw Luca, she lowered the weapons and nodded.

“You Majesty,” she said with a mocking little bow.

Luca ignored the slight. “What are you doing?” He regarded the room. Without realising, he had wandered into the servant’s quarters. The beds here were smaller, with threadbare blankets and a small basin instead of a large bath. “They sent you here? But I was clear with the lords, they were to treat you the same.”

Tania rolled her eyes. “Don’t be foolish, prince. Isn’t it obvious? I asked to be here. I don’t want to sleep in those ridiculous beds. This is where I belong, down here with the rats.”

“That is not a nice way to talk about the hardworking servants of the Gold Castle.”

“No, actual rats. I helped the cook chase one out of the kitchens earlier. Do not eat the soup.”

Luca wrinkled his nose. “Thanks for the warning.” He strode over to the bed and sat down. “So what are you doing?”

“What does it look like? I’m training. If there’s going to be a war, I’m not going to get myself killed. I want to be ready.”

Luca nodded, but already his mind had wandered. His friends were going to be part of this war. What if he lost Tania or Nico? Or Brother Axil?

“Why the long face?” Tania asked.

Luca shrugged. “The Gold Council showed me the men they want me to command today. There are over five thousand of them. The ones I saw today were young. Not much older than you or I. Many of them are going to die.”

“Many people are going to die anyway, if the stories about your brother are true. Some people say he killed your father.”

“That would not surprise me,” Luca admitted. “But then nothing about Stefan surprises me.”

Tania went back to fighting her invisible enemies, slashing with her daggers at an alarming speed. “There is going to be a war whether you command or not. So you’d better get your arse together, Prince. If you fail, you let us all down.”

“That is what I am afraid of.”

“What’s the point of being afraid? It’s not going to change anything.” She stopped training, sighed, placed her daggers down on a small side table, and moved towards Luca. “What I mean is, everyone is afraid, but they do it anyway. Fear is good, in a way. It means that you care enough to do a good job. But there’s no point letting fear control you or you won’t do anything right. Use your fear to be better, to learn more, to achieve more. You are not going to be the first cowardly prince in a battle. You won’t be the first commander who is afraid of what will happen, and who will die, and even afraid for your own life and whether you’ll get hurt. You’re not so special, Prince Luca.” She flashed him a crooked grin.

Even though she had highlighted every weakness he had about himself, he felt better. She was right, he was not special, but that meant nothing, only that he had work to do. All of a sudden, what had once seemed murky and unreachable to him was now perfectly clear. He knew exactly what to do.

“Tania,” he asked, emboldened by his newfound clarity. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Yes,” she said, but with a warning in her voice that hinted to Luca that she might choose not to answer him.

“Do you think you will ever forgive me for lying to you about who I am?”

Tania placed her hands on her hips and frowned down at him. “Silly prince. I already have.”


KARINE

After the rain came days of grey fog, and it only got worse as they followed the Sisters farther north, away from the southern ports Reva had long to reach. Karine tried climbing up the trees in the forest to try and get a glimpse of the party the Sisters led along the Market Road. She strained her eyes to catch a glimpse of her friend walking along behind the Sisters. The women jangled as they traversed the harsh terrain with the shackles on their ankles and cuffs around their wrists. No matter how high Karine climbed, she could not see Reva among them, only a mix of brown and blonde heads that could belong to anyone.

But they continued to follow the Sisters, who were easy to follow with their constant singing. The Sisters never worried about bandits. They carried no money and relied on the kindness of those in the villages to provide food and drink for their journey. Since the plague, people were more generous than ever to the Sisters, despite having little for themselves. They gave their food away in hope of redemption from the Enlightened God. Why is it always the poorest who give away the most? Karine thought.

When the Sisters stopped to make camp, Karine and the others did to, but they could not light a fire, so they huddled for warmth as the grey fog turned into the darkness of night, living on the rest of their food from the last village. They rationed the food down into tiny portions, but by then, Karine was used to eating little, and she had almost become accustomed to the gnawing in her stomach. She used it as motivation to carry on.

After a night of sleeping in shifts under a starless sky, worrying about the wolves looking for their next meal, Karine and the others continued to follow the Sisters. But on this day they were tired, and they had lost hope. They walked silently. Emilia tripped on her skirt, fell into the mud and did not move for a few seconds. Karine stepped forward to help her, but Emilia seemed to come to her senses and pulled herself up to her feet.

She wiped mud from her chin. “This cannot go on.”

“Give it some more time,” Karine begged. “We need to know.”

“Reva saved us all,” Lottie agreed.

But it was on this day that their luck finally began to change. The Sisters turned off the Market Road and headed down a narrow path between lush fields of long green grass. There was no shelter along the path, only fields, so Karine and the others hung far back, watching the Sisters head down the gentle slope towards what appeared to be another walled settlement.

“It is a prison,” Rohesa said.

“Another Gardens,” said Lottie.

“Like the prison you escaped from?” Emilia asked.

Karine nodded. “Yes, but I think this one is smaller. There are not as many fields to farm. There are not as many outbuildings.”

“That means there might not be as many Sisters,” Lottie said. “Or as many slaves.”

“We need to go in there,” Karine said. “We need to find Reva and get her out.”

“That’s if she’s even in the prison,” Rohesa pointed out. “We don’t know for certain. We haven’t seen her in amongst the prisoners while we’ve been following them.”

“She must be.” Karine stared at the prison until her eyes stung from the wind. When a small hand warmed her shoulder, she blinked and a few tears fell.

“Karine,” Lottie said gently, squeezing Karine’s shoulder. “You must prepare yourself for the worst. We all hope that Reva is there, and if she is, that we can get her out. But we do not know for certain. The note in Reva’s pack could have been from anyone. We don’t know who was following her or why, because she kept it from us. You must face up to the fact that Reva had secrets. She might not even want to be found.”

Karine brushed Lottie’s hand from her shoulder. “No. She would not leave us like that. Not when the bandits were fighting us. She is a good person and a good friend.” Karine balled her hands into fists. She could not contemplate the idea of Reva abandoning them like that. Reva was her only true friend. She would not…

“I can go inside the prison, if you like,” Emilia said, breaking some of the tension following Karine’s outburst. “I can change into a crow and fly over the prison. From there I can get a good look at everything that’s going on.”

“That is a brilliant idea,” Rohesa agreed. “You can tell us if Reva is there and all the possible exits.”

“We’re breaking the slaves out even if Reva isn’t there,” Karine said. “I won’t leave any of those women to rot inside that prison.”

There was a long silence. Karine did not care what the others thought. She could not bear the thought of those women locked inside that barn. She could not just turn her back and walk away from them all.

“Do we have the strength to do it?” Lottie said. “I… I’m not sure, Karine. We are exhausted from the travelling. None of us have had a decent meal in days.”

“I can shift into one of the Sisters,” Karine said. “Then all I need to do is give the prisoners the key, create a distraction, and let them out. We can do it exactly the way we did it at the Gardens.”

“That took weeks of planning,” Lottie warned. “Let’s not rush anything. Emilia, will you shift into your crow form and examine the prison?”

Karine had never seen a girl change into a bird before. It happened within a blink of an eye, one moment Emilia stood there, slightly stooped over as she always was. Then she was a squawking black bird hovering before Karine’s eyes, with her wings stretched out wide, flapping against the wind. Karine bent down and retrieved Emilia’s clothes from the muddy path and folded them into her pack.

“Be our eyes, Emilia,” Karine said with a nod.

The bird let out a caw before flapping her long wings and flying into the distance. Lottie’s hand slipped into Karine’s, making Karine think of the night when they broke out of the Gardens of Anios. Karine had never been so afraid in her life before that moment. Could she go through all that again? Yes. She would lay down her life for Reva, the sister she had never had. She would do the same for all of them and she hoped they felt the same way about her. That is what families do, they fight for each other.

But Karine was afraid, and she needed to ease the terror creeping through her veins like ice-cold water. “Have I ever told you about the dragon kings?” Karine asked.

Lottie and Rohesa gathered around her as she told them about the four dragon kings of Estala and the hag who brought them all to their doom. She whispered it quietly as they huddled behind a rock in case more of the Sisters came up the path, relaying the warning tale of listening to the wrong counsel, of putting your faith in the wrong person. All the time, Karine felt the chill of the north wind along her arms.

What if Reva does not want to be found?

She had not allowed herself to say it, but she felt that everyone else was thinking it. What if the note in Reva’s bag was a communication between Reva and someone else? What if, instead of being snatched by that person, Reva went to them? No. She would not believe it. She would not think it. But all the same, after Karine stopped telling the story, she found herself sitting in silence, staring up at the grey sky above, wondering if they were doing the right thing.

Her thoughts were halted by the cawing of a crow. Emilia swooped down behind the rock and changed into her human form, huddling for warmth from the cold air on her skin. Karine passed Emilia her clothes and waited for her to speak.

“There are at least two dozen slaves,” Emilia said. “Ten guards, some keep watch at the gate. Others are placed along the walls. They all have longswords, some have bows. There are eight Sisters.”

“And Reva?” Karine prompted.

“I did not see her. But I did not see all of the new slaves. They were put into an outbuilding. I waited and watched for as long as I could, but one of the guards was eyeing me up with his bow.”

“Did you get a good look at the layout?” Lottie asked.

Emilia nodded. “Yes. I can draw it for you.”

“Are we doing this?” Rohesa asked. “Are we breaking into the holding to free the slaves?”

“We should vote,” Lottie said. “I know I emphasised caution, but I believe we should help these women if we can. I vote aye.”

“I vote aye,” Emilia said. “I saw the way they are living. That is no life.”

Rohesa nodded. “And I vote aye. We cannot leave them to the tyranny of the Sisters.”

“I vote aye,” Karine said. She nodded and smiled at the others, but inside her stomach was squirming.


REVA

As Reva gained some strength and her ankle healed, she was moved into a different cave without an opening overlooking the woods. Perhaps Aron feared she could squeeze through the small window and would shift into her dragon form. She could not deny she had dreamed of such a moment, when she might be able to stretch her wings and soar over the forest below. But instead she found herself trapped in a dingy hole. Reva hated the dark room without windows. Her only light was from a brazier that Sam kept lit day and night, and the dim light from the tunnels of the caves in the hillside.

Apart from the narrow room with little light, Reva found that her captors were gentle. They allowed her to walk supervised through the tunnels. They brought her food and water. Sam would sit and chat to her to while the time, rambling on about his many journeys into the towns. Reva listened keenly, hoping to catch a place name that might indicate whereabouts in Estala they were. But Sam was too careful for that. Instead, he spoke of spotty farmer’s sons, bawdy women with red faces that worked in the taverns, and how he outwitted them all.

“You were a great help,” Sam said. “I saw you and your friends performing in the towns. There’s nothing better than a crowd with a distraction.”

Reva clucked her tongue. “You stole from them. You stole from people who have so little.”

“I do what is needed for my family to survive. You don’t understand what it is like to walk amongst the shadows. No one can know we exist. We can’t trade. We can’t be part of this world.”

“Who is it chasing you?” Reva asked. They were in her room with the brazier pumping heat between them. She leaned forward towards Sam. “Who are they? Were my parents dragons? Did these dragon hunters kill them, too?” Her body burned with questions that needed answers. “Who were you before you moved into these caves? I see your breeches and your doublet. They have been mended many times but they used to be fine clothes. You were a family with riches at one time. Who were you?”

Sam sighed. “You like asking questions, don’t you?” He pulled an apple out of his pocket and cut into it with a small, sharp knife. “Ulezi.” He tossed Reva a piece of apple.

“What is Ulezi?”

“The answer to your question.” He cut away some of the peel from his apple and popped it in his mouth. “They are the dragon hunters, though that only goes some way to describing what they are. The Ulezi are not dragons and they are not humans; they are something in between. They live only to track and kill dragon shifters. It is in their blood and bones. They hate us with every part of themselves, body and soul.”

“But, what are they? They are between dragons and humans? I don’t understand.”

“Instead of skin they have scales, and instead of fingers, they have claws. Long ago, when the dragon kings ruled Estala, there were many dragon shifters living throughout the realm. Some mated with humans, and instead of creating more dragons, they created the Ulezi.”

Reva leaned forward farther still. “Does this always happen when dragons mate with humans?”

Sam shook his head. “It is rare. Most of the time the babe will take on the characteristics of one or the other. They will be either dragon or man. But there are times when some interference occurs—whether it is from iron or blood, I don’t know—and the babe is born Ulezi. After many generations there are only a handful of Ulezi left, but they are fierce warriors and they hate their dragon-kin. They want us dead. They live as a cult lives, with one purpose—to eradicate us from the world.”

“So, as well as the Order of Insight enslaving and killing the Menti, there is the Ulezi hunting down and killing the last of the dragons?”

Sam gave Reva a half-smile as he cut into his apple. “Yes. Now do you understand why we live in these caves?”

Reva considered that for a moment. Her mind was filled with thoughts of her parents’ deaths. All these years she had thought that the Menti were to blame for her parents’ deaths, and then she had discovered that she was a Menti herself. A great dragon shifter, like the Dragon Kings of old. Then she had not known who or what to blame. Now that she knew all of this new information, it did not seem plausible that the Menti had killed her parents. Why would they want to kill fellow Menti? Reva had grown up not knowing about her parents’ Menti powers, but had her parents revealed themselves to other allies? And now she had found out about the Ulezi. If her parents were known to be dragons, had the Ulezi hunted them down and killed them?

But then she thought of her dead husband, General Unna. He had fought in the Menti rebellion against the Menti. And yet he had turned out to be Menti too. The world was so complicated that it made her head spin.

“My parents,” Reva said. “They died in the Menti rebellion. But what if it was not the Menti who killed them, but these Ulezi? They must have killed them. It is the most logical reason for their murder. Someone must have known that my parents were dragons and the Ulezi must have hunted them and killed them.”

Sam stabbed the apple with his knife. “Come. I want to show you something.” Sam got to his feet with a little hop that almost made Reva smile, despite her dark thoughts.

She followed him through the twists and the turns of the caves until they came out into a great arched opening in the stone. They stepped under the arch and Reva let out a gasp. The space beyond the arch was as vast as the great hall of a king’s keep. The natural stone ceiling rose high above her head to an opening in the rocks letting in sunlight in long beams of white-gold. There was green moss growing up along the stone walls, and a few weeds pushing out of the ground. Reva let her fingers trail over the moss, enjoying the feel of it against her skin. Though it had only been days since she had been taken by the dragons, it felt as though it had been a long time since she had touched anything but stone. She hurried forward and lifted her face to the sky. She closed her eyes and basked in the sunlight.

“Why have you not brought me here before?” Reva asked.

But Sam did not answer. Reva felt a ripple of change in the air and spun on her heel. There stood Sam as his dragon form, resplendent in green scales that shimmered with the deepest blue when he moved his body under the warm glow of the light streaming into the cave.

“Change,” Sam instructed, steam coming from his nostrils.

The dragon burst from her with a will of its own. She did not realise how much she had missed being in her dragon form. Now that she was stronger, her change was swift and effortless. She felt the unfurling of her wings and the scrape of her talons against stone. There was warmth in her belly as the fire kindled. She opened her jaws and let out a roar.

“Good,” Sam said. “Now, keep up with me.”

He pushed off from the ground, flapping his wings, and the air moved with him. Reva laughed as she followed him, moving her great wings and bending her knees to rise up from the ground. Sam was already high up towards the crack in the ceiling where the sun leaked in. Reva had to hurry if she was to catch him. She beat her wings and stretched her neck, but Sam was far quicker than her, despite his larger size. He turned back and laughed as she struggled to keep up, blowing a little fire in her direction. But Reva was not one to give up easily, and she was not someone who liked to lose. She thought of those many races against Luca as they had chased each other through the corridors of Nesra’s Keep. She had not lost a single one.

As they flew around the great cavern, Reva knew she could not win. Sam was faster and stronger, and he did not seem to tire, whereas Reva longed to put her feet back on the ground. She was relieved when Sam slowed and lowered himself to the stony floor of the cavern. Reva’s chest was heaving with long, heavy breaths.

“I have never known a dragon so bad at flying,” he taunted.

“There are few dragons left,” Reva pointed out.

“Even if there were a hundred, you would still be the worst,” Sam said. “Now, breathe fire at me.”

Reva sucked in a deep breath, summoned her fire, and spat it in Sam’s direction. He merely took a step back and allowed the fire to blow past him. Then he laughed.

“Did no one teach you how to breathe fire?”

“No,” Reva snapped. “My parents were murdered before they could teach me.”

Sam lowered his head. “I am a dolt. I’m sorry. I… I forgot for a moment. I will teach you how. First, you need to know how to hold the fire. You need to breathe in and feel the fire inside you, warming you, heating your blood. Then you hold it in your belly, letting it grow and grow.” Sam breathed in slowly, then he gently moved his head from side to side and closed his eyes, relishing the warmth of the flames inside him. A deep growl rumbled up from inside his chest before a great flame burst from him, so bright that Reva almost had to turn away. The fire intoxicated her, drew her in. It was more beautiful than the purest diamonds, and hotter than the largest brazier.

In that moment she forgot about Karine, she forgot about the Sisters, she even forgot about the Menti rebels in Xantos whom she so badly wanted to join. Instead, she focused on the dragon fire inside her, drawing it in, letting it heat her blood and swirl inside her belly. She let the fire build and build until she could hardly take it anymore.

“That’s it,” Sam encouraged. “You are Scalda, the ancient God of fire. Your blaze is brighter than the sun. Now let it burst from you.”

Reva opened her jaws and roared as loudly as she dared. The fire was hotter and brighter than any flame she had produced before. It almost filled the cavern, dancing and pulsing like a living thing. Afterwards, her jaws snapped shut and she found herself short of breath. She wheezed, struggling to get oxygen in her lungs. Reva felt her dragon form ebbing away, until she was a naked girl on the ground. Sam changed and hurried to her, bending down to help her sit up. Reva’s chest was raw and aching, her lungs burning.

“Breathe,” he said softly, his arms wrapping around her shoulders. “Breathe slowly. I’m sorry, Reva. I let you do too much.” His voice sounded sad, and for a brief moment Reva wanted to reassure him that she did not blame him and that she was recovering quickly from her momentary show of weakness.

Then she realised that they were both naked and clinging to each other. Reva could feel his chest against her breasts. His muscles were firmer than she thought they would be. Sam’s slightly rounded face belied the hard muscle of his body. He was fairly lean, with roped arms and legs. She backed away, got to her feet, and turned away from him, hurrying into her torn dress. Though the seams were mostly ripped, she was still able to tie it around her waist to cover her body. When she turned back to Sam, he was in a tunic that covered him almost to the knees.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to…”

His face was red with embarrassment, but Reva had birthed children and shared a hall with dozens of other women. She was not as shy about her body as many other women of just seventeen would be. But she was embarrassed, and her cheeks were red with shame. She had enjoyed the feeling of his arms around her. Sam was the boy who had snatched her away from her friends, and yet she had leaned into his embrace and enjoyed the warmth of his skin against hers.

“How is your chest?” Sam asked.

Reva’s hand flew up to her throat and rested just below against the hardness of her upper chest. “I have caught my breath. Thank you.”

“I forgot that it is possible to exert too much effort when breathing fire. It has been second nature to me for so long.” Same shrugged before running and hand through his hair. He picked up his breeches and pulled them on. “And I will have to show you how to shift without tearing your clothes. How have you managed thus far?”

Reva looked down at her dress. “I usually remove it first. I suppose I forgot, with everything going on.”

“I’ll walk you back to your room,” Sam said, moving stiffly away from her, still awkward and shy since he had embraced Reva with his body.

Him leading her back through the tunnels was only a reminder that she was not a guest here, but a captive. No matter how nice he was to her, how much food he brought, how many times he taught her how to be a dragon, he would always be her captor. She felt hot tears forming behind her eyes. Tears of shame. Tears of frustration. For that brief moment she had forgotten her life outside being a dragon, and that was something that she could never allow herself to do again.

On the way back to the dark room where she was treated as a prisoner, Reva heard one solitary voice. It was a voice filled with grief that made her heart want to break. Sam let out a long sigh.

“It’s Mother singing again. She sits at the mouth of the cave and she sings.”

Reva stepped into her dark room as she heard the last line of the song… We are to blame for the blood on our hands.


SERENA

She had begun her captivity with listlessness, staring out of her balcony window to the city below. Her eyes barely strayed from the window, and she never closed it, not once. She waited. She waited and she waited. But there was no bird and she felt utterly alone.

And poor Carolina, who had been taken away from her. What had become of Carolina? Serena knew that her sister did not deal with being trapped particularly well. Serena had not known Carolina to stay in one place for more than a few minutes. The girl was always a whirlwind inside the castle, moving from one corner to the next while Serena—who had always been in charge of watching her little sister—would sit with a book on her knee and a pot of tea next to her, working through the works of the great library.

But now it was Serena who paced her room like a caged animal. She felt wildly desperate with hot blood and itching skin. It had been three days since she had sent her bird with such an important message and she longed, she needed, to know the answer.

When Serena’s door answered, she spun so quickly on her heel that she tripped on her long skirt and lost her balance. It was her guard, Cato, who caught her.

Serena’s eyes widened. She had not seen Cato since the disastrous supper with Lord Silvor and Lord Luez. Since that moment she had been guarded by Stefan’s Brothers, not by any of her usual guards, and her handmaids had been replaced by Sisters.

“How did you—?”

“King Stefan has been taken abed, Your Highness. Many of the Brothers have been sent to tend to him, so guards were asked to watch your room. They were mostly King Stefan’s men, but I am friendly with one or two, so I managed to come.” Cato was breathless and pink-cheeked, like he had rushed to her chambers as quickly as he could.

Serena had never been so pleased to see a friendly face, nor as touched by his efforts to see her. “Am I being watched now?”

Cato swallowed. “Yes, by many of King Stefan’s men. But they are not the same as the Brothers.”

“Will they let me leave?” Serena asked.

“I do not believe they will, Your Highness,” Cato said. “They are Stefan’s men. But I had to come and check on you. And I had to tell you about your brother.”

“And of my brother… Is he dying?” Serena leaned towards her guard. She had never believed that she would wish death upon her younger brother, but here she was, hopeful that his cruel reign was soon to be over.

“They say so,” Cato admitted.

“And what of Lord Zimin and General Arenza? Where are they?”

“They have not been seen in Nesra’s Keep since Queen Maria’s funeral, Your Highness. Some say they have fled Reyalon because they are traitors to the crown.”

Serena straightened her back and balled the skirt of her gown in her fists. So they had abandoned her at her hour of need. They were supposed to be her allies, but they were cowards. Serena shook her head. The realm was led by cowards, each and every one of them. But she would not be a coward.

“Take me to the king,” Serena commanded.

Cato’s mouth fell open. “But, Your Highness, I do not think—”

“I must go to my dying brother.” Serena strode across the room to the open door. “You must all take me to my brother. I wish to pay my respects.”

Two thick-jawed soldiers stared back at her with vacant eyes. “Our orders are to keep you here, Your Highness.”

“My brother, the king, is dying. Do you not think he would wish to see his sister one last time?”

The two soldiers looked at each other and then back to Serena. The one on the right with the thickest jaw said, “But that isn’t what the king ordered—”

“The king is on his deathbed,” Serena said, lifting her chin. “Do you know who is next in line to the throne?”

“Umm, you, Your Highness?” said the one on the left, whose helm seemed too small for his fat head.

“Well, you are a clever one. That is correct. It is me. So, if you would be so good as to escort me to my brother’s chambers, I would be very, very grateful.” Serena smiled broadly, adding in a little hint of teeth for good measure.

“This way, Your Highness.”

The two soldiers hurried off up the corridor with their armour jingling. Serena heard a quiet chuckle from Cato behind her. None of them knew how her heart was pounding against her ribs, and how her stomach churned with fear. They did not see the slight sheen of sweat along her upper lip or the clammy coating on her palms. She continued to walk through Nesra’s Keep with her head held high, and then… then she felt a tug on her arm. Serena’s heart skipped a beat as she reached back to Cato, who was gently pulling her arm. She felt the smooth coolness of metal placed into her hand. It was a knife, it had to be; Cato had given her a knife.

Serena quickly pushed the small dagger up her forearm and tucked it away up the billowing sleeve of her dress. She had worn one of her biggest gowns, picked out by her new handmaid. She was grateful for it.

The two guards stopped at the entrance to the king’s chambers, which was guarded by four Brothers with dirks and iron batons at their belts.

“Princess Serena requests to see King Stefan,” said the guard with the fat head and small helm.

“The king is not accepting visitors,” replied the brother.

The guard turned back to Serena, so she stepped forward to meet the Brother. “I have heard that my dear King Stefan is gravely ill and I wish to pay my respects to him,” she said, using her sweetest voice and opening her eyes wide. She did not like to use such tools, but she had seen the way her mother had used her beauty to get her own way, and she saw the way men reacted to the trick. It was effective. “I am sure you understand, being a Brother of the Order. You have many brothers, all dear to you. Well, sadly, unless the Enlightened God intervenes, I will have only one brother left. I wish desperately to see King Stefan on his sickbed. I would never be able to live with myself if I did not get the opportunity to say goodbye.”

The Brothers hesitated, but Serena stood patiently with her hands folded neatly in front of her skirt. While they were deliberating, she was thumbing the knife up her sleeve. What was she going to do with it? She had no idea. She had not been thinking clearly when she took the dagger from Cato, and now she was going into the king’s chambers with a weapon up her sleeve. Was she a fool? Or was she brave?

The doors opened and Serena stepped in. The smell of the room hit her first. She smelled her brother’s infection. Two brothers stood with their eyes closed and their heads bent next to Stefan’s desk. They did not even notice her as she walked past them towards Stefan’s bed. With Cato behind her she walked beneath the archway that separated Stefan’s bed chambers from his solar. It was there that she saw him and she let out a little gasp.

Her younger brother was a pale, thin, shrunken shell of a man surrounded by a multitude of things and people. The Brothers leaned over him, whispering in prayer. The bed was littered with bloodstained rags and bowls filled with a yellow-green fluid that stank so bad it made Serena retch. The sheets were tangled up in medical instruments—long thin pieces of metal with sharp points, and blood-stained needles. For a moment, Serena felt herself long to turn around and run from the room, but then Brother Mikkel saw her, and he pointed.

“Seize the princess!” Brother Mikkel demanded. The Brother was sweating through his robes. His bruised eyes were bloodshot and popping out of his head. The man appeared wild, almost deranged. Serena took a step back.

“No,” Stefan croaked. “I wish to know why my sister has visited me.” Stefan’s breathing was laboured. He was naked to the waist, and Serena could see the many scars across his skin. They have been bleeding him.

“I have come to see how you are,” Serena said. “I was worried about you, Your Majesty.”

Stefan let out a gravelly, hollow laugh. “You mean, you want to see how sick I am, so you can start warming my throne. That is why you are here, is it not, dear sister?”

Serena lifted her chin and shook her head. “Why do you make it so hard to love you?” Perhaps there was a little of Carolina’s hot temper in her, because Serena did not wish to watch her words any longer. She noticed Cato move closer to her. “You have had me held captive in my chambers for three whole days, Your Majesty. I am here to tell you that I will not be held captive any longer. You are not fit to rule any longer. You are dying, Stefan. You have the plague and you are dying. It is time for all of this to end. Let me rule as steward of the realm. Do one good thing as king. Call off these ridiculous marriages and let me rule as steward. I am the best choice for the realm and deep down I know that you understand that.”

“You are not fit to rule Estala!” Brother Mikkel exploded. “Your father would never have allowed a woman to rule.”

“My father listened to his counsel and he listened to his wives and daughters. He understood our worth.” It was not strictly true, but Serena was sick of being talked down to. She was sick of men telling her what she could and could not do. She was sick of her home being run by men who meant to do it harm. “Stefan, heed my words. I do not wish you harm, but I do love the realm and I will not see it crumble before my very eyes because you could not or would not do your kingly duty.” She moved towards the bed and knelt by her brother, ignoring the sound of ringing metal behind her as the men unsheathed their swords and daggers. “You do not want to do this. Call off the marriages. Make me steward, here and now.”

“Do not do this, Your Majesty,” said Brother Mikkel. “Your sister is not who she appears to be. She has seduced her guard and half the court. She is a slut, and she is not to be trusted.”

Serena lifted her face to the brother. “Those are lies! I have not taken any man to my bedchamber. Retract your words!”

“I will not,” Brother Mikkel said. “I speak the truth and I will not be silenced.”

“Enough!” Stefan interjected. The force of his words sent him into a fit of coughing. He leaned forward and coughed vile smelling mucus from his throat then he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as a Brother quickly cleaned up the mess. “Brothers, escort my sister back to her bedchambers. She is to stay there until her marriage to Lord Luez. I am not on my deathbed, sister. As inconvenient as that might be for you, I am here to stay. Now, seize her!”

Serena got to her feet and staggered back, away from the bed. “No! You cannot… Stefan, please!” Before she knew what she was doing, she had the dagger out of her sleeve and she dragged the blade across the cheek of a Brother. She struck out again, catching another on the upper arm, causing blood to spurt from the wound, dropping onto the stone floor of Nesra’s Keep.

And then everything became a blur. Cato unsheathed his longsword and cut down the Brother with blood on his cheek. Her guard turned on his heel, lifted his sword, and drove it through the chest of another Brother. Serena screamed as the Brothers ran at her guard, the man who was little more than a boy, who had risked his life to come to her chambers just to see that she was well. She screamed and the cry echoed through the chambers, cutting through the stench-filled air as Cato’s sword cut through the chest of his foe. Her brave guard fought well and bravely, but he was one against many.

Serena tried to run to him but her arms were caught and she was dragged back, away from the fray. The dagger was twisted from her fingers and she was pushed down onto her knees. Her hair came loose from its braid, falling across her eyes, but when she lifted her chin the lock of hair fell away, allowing her to see the end of the fight. The Brother plunged his dirk into Cato’s chest. She was still screaming as they beat him with the iron batons until he fell face forwards onto the cold, hard stone.

The blood slowly filled the cracks between the stone slabs, seeping along the ground towards her knees, and Cato died.


LUCA

Luca ran his fingers over the fine leather, which was smooth to touch and smelled rich and earthy. He lifted the breeches from the table and worked them with his hands. They were supple but strong, well-oiled with a lot of give.

“This armour is…” He could not find the words.

“It is not plate,” Tania said. “But it will fit over mail. I supervised the stitching myself. Who would have thought that the Gold Palace itself had such a good tanner? I thought they all wore solid gold into battle, but I was wrong.” She grinned.

“This is a fine gift.” Luca was overwhelmed by emotions, so he lifted the leather body armour and allowed his fingers to explore the buckles.

“It was not paid for by me, but by Lord Tinian, but I made sure that they made it right. Look, the gauntlets cover the backs of your hands but leave your palms bare. That way you can wield fire with ease. I know the Menti gift comes easier from skin than cloth.”

“I do not know what to say.” Luca shook his head as he finally lifted his eyes from the fine leather armour to meet Tania’s gaze.

She promptly looked away, shrugging her shoulders. “It’s only leather. I’m sorry it could not be more, though there are boiled leather pieces to fit over the top, and Lord Tinian did provide a fine piece of mail to wear beneath it.”

“The stitching is beautiful,” Luca mused. “Who is this figure on the breast?”

“Ahh, that is Scalda, the Fire God. He wears a crown of flame. Some say that the Menti powers come from the Old Gods, the Elemental Gods.”

“If that is true, which God did you get your powers from?” Luca asked.

“Raynia, the Water Goddess. She rules the seas, part woman and part serpent, and lures men to their deaths with her song. Sailors still worship Raynia. That is why there are so many serpent women on the bow of the boats in the Gold Port.”

“They would not be allowed in Estala,” Luca said. “My father never allowed the people of Estala to worship the Menti Gods. There was only one God, the Enlightened God, and his son, Prince Anios. At one time the Enlightened faith helped us progress with healing and thinking, but now I hear that my brother Stefan is halting that progression. My realm has turned into a place of fear. The people are afraid of everyone and everything around them.”

Tania placed a hand on his arm. “You will show them how to be brave. You are the real king and your people will recognise that.”

“They will be as afraid of me as they are Stefan, the plague, and the Mentis. I am not sure I can change that when I remove my brother from the throne.” Luca placed the leather back down on the bench in the armoury.

“Come, let us stop talking about such heavy subjects. It is time to test your armour, King Luca.” When Tania grinned at him a small dimple appeared in her right cheek. He had not noticed it before, but it was quite enchanting.

He had to distract himself from Tania’s dimple for long enough to take his new armour back to his chambers and change, with the help of a squire on loan from Lord Tinian. Out in the courtyard, Luca picked out a training sword and jogged to meet Tania and Nico, who were already training with a wooden sword and shield. Nico parried a blow by Tania and dodged another before feinting and catching Tania in the ribs before she could lift her shield.

“You are much better when your father is not watching,” Luca noted.

“Do you think so?” Nico stopped, out of breath and red in the face. Tania conked him on the head with her sword and he frowned while she burst into laughter. “That was not an honourable hit.”

“I am not an honourable lady,” Tania retorted.

“My turn,” Luca said, turning the sword over in his hand.

Tania stretched her arms and moved her head from side to side. “As you wish, Your Majesty.” She curtsied sarcastically and Nico chuckled.

Luca knew that he had not trained since they had arrived at the Gold Palace, and he feared that he would be stiff, but the new armour moved with him, moulding to his body. He parried Tania’s first blow with ease, before dropping to one knee and thrusting up. His sword met hers, pushing him back. Luca rolled backwards, regained his balance and leapt to his feet in time to raise his shield. Tania was not holding back, which he liked very much.

She danced away from him as he sliced the air with his sword, coming from the right to deliver a blow, but Tania was as quick as a cat, moving away from him, keeping him moving and using all his energy. He knew that she fought this way, making use of her light frame, tiring out her enemy, so he changed tactic, trying to work out where she would move next. He watched her feet and the way she moved her body, trying to predict the placement of her next move and how to counter it. He pushed her backwards, forcing her towards the wall of the castle.

Finally Tania began to fight offensively, delivering a blow crashing down onto Luca’s shield. He found himself being forced backwards as he parried her blows, but he had strength on his side, and he pushed back. But as he was in the midst of delivering a slice from the left, she ducked and rolled between his legs. Luca took a stumble forwards, righted himself and spun on his heel.

“Too slow,” she said with a grin.

Her sword moved almost whip-like, forcing Luca to bring his shield up. But this time, he was not taking any chances. He met her blow, but forced his shield up and pushed back against her sword. The sudden push caught Tania off balance and she fell back on her arse, swearing as she went.

Luca lifted his sword to point at her neck when her foot kicked out, sweeping his legs from underneath him. It was all he could do to throw the sword away to stop himself hitting her in the throat with it. His eyes widened as he fell on her, shield and all. For a brief instance he lay there, dazed, with his face inches from hers, smelling her honey scent. But then he pushed himself up from the ground.

“I could have killed you!” Luca threw his shield onto the dusty ground in anger.

“It was a training sword.” Tania got to her feet and dusted herself down.

“I had my sword aimed at your throat. If I had not thrown it in time—”

“I would have moved out of the way,” she said with a shrug of her shoulders.

“You two are as bad as each other,” Nico said. “You were both at it like you were on the battlefield. My father would be making soup with your guts about now.” He leaned against a wooden target mannequin grinning from ear to ear.

“Well, then it is a good job he is not here,” Luca said. He angrily dusted his new armour down and caught Tania smiling at him. Luca knew he would smile too, if he looked at her, so he concentrated on getting every bit of dust off of his armour.

“Your Majesty.”

Luca would never get used to hearing those words in reference to him. He lifted his head to see Lord Tinian hurrying through the courtyard with a piece of parchment flapping between his fingers.

“Your Majesty, you must come quickly. We have word from Reyalon.”

All thought of Tania and her dishonourable fighting techniques disappeared from his mind. He hurried after Lord Tinian back into the keep. Though the lord was older and larger, he walked with quick, long strides, with his long robes brushing the marble floor. Lord Tinian moved which such urgency it made his heart flutter. What could be so pressing? Had the war begun? Was he about to fight? He had only met with two of Tinian’s battle commanders so far and he still needed to work on tactics with them. He did not feel prepared.

He glanced behind him, wondering if Tania and Nico were following. They were, but they were hanging back, allowing Luca to go ahead with Lord Tinian. It made Luca feel strange to see him ahead of his friends with a member of the Gold Council. Though he knew he had a responsibility to Estala, he also felt like he was still a young lad who ought to be spending his days messing around with training swords and shield. Matias would not feel that way. He had to be more like his older brother. He had to step up and claim his destiny. As they walked into the Cabinet Room, the rest of the Gold Council were waiting.

Lord Tinian slapped the parchment down onto the table in front of the other lords. “This is an urgent note from Princess Serena. King Stefan is marrying her to a lord against her will. He has also found a match for Carolina, your younger sister. She believes that Stefan is fearful that Serena will take the crown from him. He is still sick and he is paranoid.”

“May I read the letter?”

Lord Tinian nodded.

The letter contained all the information Lord Tinian had relayed. Serena sounded frightened; her hand was smudged, though he recognised her handwriting. This had been written hastily, which did not bode well. If Serena was rushed into communication that meant she feared for her life, or for Carolina’s life, or both. Perhaps she was being watched by Stefan’s spies.

“She sounds afraid. My sister is not often afraid. But she is of marrying age. Why is she so frightened by the idea of marriage?” Luca asked.

“We should all be concerned,” Lord Tinian answered. “A husband complicates her claim to the throne. It weakens her position and brings the Order of Insight one step closer to taking over should your brother die. It seems to me that King Stefan is beginning to take measures to ensure his sister will not be able to claim the throne should he die, and he is acting quickly because he believes that time might be near. All the while, you are in Xantos, exiled from Estala. We need to change that. If you are her when your brother dies, and if your sister is married at that time, then it gives the Order an opportunity to seize power.”

“You wish to act? Now?”

“Yes,” Lord Tinian said.

There were nods and affirmations from the rest of the council. Luca almost dropped the parchment, but instead he placed it down properly. The lords were right. He had to help his sister. Serena had always been good to him, and Carolina was just a child. It was wrong that they should be forced to marry someone they did not want to marry. An image flashed into his mind of General Unna dragging Reva out of Nesra’s Keep, and Luca felt blood rush to his cheeks. He would not allow that to happen again.

“How soon can we sail to Xantos?” Luca asked.

Lord Tinian smiled. “Tomorrow.”


KARINE

Karine’s memory of the Sisters from the Gardens of Anios was as pure as ever. She did not think she would ever forget the faces of Sister Valeria, Sister Laurie, or Sister Mellie. It was Sister Laurie she chose, as at least Laurie had on occasion moved through Estala helping to steal Menti girls to enslave.

They had two sets of robes. One they had stolen from a Sister after freeing two Menti girls on the Market Road while they had been travelling with Reva. Rohesa and Lottie had tied the Sister up and left her there because they could not face killing the woman. Karine could use her identity but she had never learned the Sister’s name and she was concerned that she would trip up and reveal her true identity. At least here she could invent some sort of plausible story.

The other set of robes they had made by stealing clothes drying in the garden of a farm south of the Lanti river. They had dyed it with vegetable dye to achieve the correct blue colour.

There had been some discussion about how to get the Sisters to open the gates. Karine was concerned with the idea of them all entering at the same time, and had thought up the idea to pretend to be hurt in order for them to open the gates to her alone. But that was only plausible if Karine really was hurt, and she would need all of her energy to help the women in the camp. In the end they had decided that Karine would play Sister Laurie, while Rohesa dressed as another Sister they could pass off with a different name. Lottie and Emilia were the two Menti women they had captured. Their story would be that Sister Laurie was supposed to take the two women to the Gardens below the Tasme Mountains, but that they had been set upon by bandits who stole their weapons and supplies. Rohesa was still bruised from her fight with the thieves, which at least added some plausibility to their story.

They bound Lottie and Emilia’s hands with rope—they had no iron, so had to hope that the Sisters did not question it—and began their slow walk down to the gates, trudging through the muddy path. Karine had never been so anxious, not even when they escaped from the Gardens of Anios. But when they had been the prisoners, they had nothing to lose, and now, they could lose their freedom. Or their lives. But she could not turn her back on the slaves captured inside those walls. Reva would not, and that was how Karine knew she was doing the right thing.

She began the song of Anios, singing high and clear under the cloudy sky. Rohesa joined in, her voice tremulous with fear. Karine tried not to look up at the guards on the towers staring down at them. What were they thinking? Would they loose arrows down on top of them?

Heal me Anios.

The song went on and on as they came closer until a guard shouted down.

“Halt!”

They stopped.

“We are not expecting any Sisters today,” yelled the guard. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

“I am Sister Laurie,” Karine said. “I was travelling to the Gardens of Anios in the Tasme mountains with Sister Ana and these two law-breakers, when we were set upon by bandits on the Market Road. They took our food and possessions. We have only the robes we walk in. Would you provide shelter in the name of Anios?”

It was too far to see the guard’s expression, but Karine sensed his hesitation. Her heart beat so fast she could feel it in her fingers, and she knew that she was trembling all over with fear.

“Hold on,” shouted the guard, before he disappeared from the tower.

Karine’s gaze roamed across the high wall. Though one guard had left, there were several others all standing with arrows notched into their longbows. They did not trust her one tiny bit, and well they should not. She shifted from one foot to the other waiting for the guard, until Rohesa gently placed a hand on the crook of her elbow to calm her. Karine sucked in a deep breath and hoped that the sweat on her forehead could pass for the dewy mist descending from the cloudy sky.

When the gates opened, the scraping sounds of the locks made Karine start. But she lifted her chin and stretched her fingers out from the tight fists she had formed while waiting for the guard. She forced herself to relax her shoulders and at least try to emulate Sister Laurie’s laid-back mannerisms.

A Sister whom Karine had never seen before walked out of the gates, followed by two guards with their hands on the hilts of their swords. Karine smiled at the Sister, hoping that she conveyed the same expression Laurie always wore when walking around the Gardens of Anios.

“Sister, what a pleasure it is,” said the woman as she lifted her robes out of the mud. “How long is it since we last saw each other?”

“Oh, too long no doubt,” Karine said, hoping that she had the same twinkle in her eyes that Laurie did when she made a joke.

The Sister giggled. She was too old to giggle in such a girlish manner, with eyes that were more than a little bloodshot, and ruddy cheeks beneath her wrinkles. “You always did make me laugh. Now, what kind of trouble have you found yourself in, and who is Sister Ana? I do not believe we have met.”

“Sister Ana joined us a fortnight ago from Reyalon. She was handpicked by good King Stefan herself,” Karine said, almost alarmed at how easily the lies rolled from her tongue. Maybe her mother was right about her all along. Maybe she really was a demon in girl-skin. “Sister, it is wonderful to see you. Poor Sister Ana suffered at the hands of the fearsome bandits who stole from us on the Market Road. We are hungry and bruised. We are at your mercy.”

“I see that,” said the Sister, regarding them carefully. Karine wished she knew the Sister’s name so that she could call her by it. “May Anios strike them down. Stealing from the holy Sisters is a terrible crime indeed. And, what have you here?” The Sister gestured towards Lottie and Emilia.

Karine pushed Emilia forward roughly. “These are two pickpockets we captured outside Avalon Towers. They are no Menti, but they would no doubt have lost their hands had they remained out in the realm. At least in the Gardens they will serve a purpose.”

“No irons?” the Sister enquired.

Karine shook her head. “We were saving the irons for true Menti. When the bandits attacked they took everything. No doubt they will sell the chains to a smith for a pretty penny.”

The Sister nodded. “Well, you must come in and rest your bones. I will have Sister Alina butcher a chicken in your honour.”

“That is most kind,” Karine said. Still she wished she knew the woman’s name. How long could she go on avoiding calling the sister by name? It would no doubt become suspicious soon, especially as she had not introduced the woman to Rohesa. Karine felt sweat snake down her spine but she tried to ignore her gripping fear, and instead she examined the prison as much as she could.

The gate closed behind them, leaving them in a small courtyard similar to the courtyard in the Gardens of Anios. The layout was slightly different, but there was a small keep, presumably where the Sisters slept, a guard tower and a scattering of outbuildings. Karine saw the dead eyes of the girls washing laundry, sweeping dirty straw out of the animal enclosures, and carrying baskets of eggs, all the time their chains rattling. As they made their way towards the keep, Karine saw the edge of the green paddock stretching out behind the buildings. Beyond the wall she imagined there were crops to be tended to. There was no outer wall like the Gardens she had escaped from. At least that would make escaping a simpler task, though they had less time to organise the escape. She could not pretend to be Sister Laurie forever.

Before they reached the keep, the sister stopped and gestured to one of the guards. “Escort the prisoners to the barn and make sure they are put in irons.”

Karine’s stomach fell. She had been expecting this to happen, but the reality of it made her stomach flip with dread. What if they failed? Lottie and Emilia would be in chains. She found Lottie’s gaze and tried not to hold it for too long, but there was a glimmer of fear in Lottie’s eyes.

“The girls will need to be fed if they are to be strong enough for work tomorrow.”

The Sister’s eyes lit up. “Yes, Sister Laurie, you are correct. There is no point wasting capable workers for even a minute. We will set them to work here until you are well enough to return to the Gardens in the Tasme Mountains. Now, let us break bread so that you can tell me all about your journey. And I do hope to get to know you more, Sister Ana.” The woman turned to Rohesa.

Karine found herself shaking as Lottie and Emilia were led away and the rest of them made their way into the small keep. Karine had never seen how the Sisters lived before, but the keep appeared to be cosy, with furs piled over seats, a fire roaring in the common room, and tapestries of Anios hanging from the walls. There was a guard on the main door, as well as guards walking up and down the corridors. She wondered how much the king paid for all these guards. Was it worth it? How much money did the slaves earn for the crown? How much food did they make here? How many normal people of Estala went about their days without knowing that the bread they ate came from the hands of a slave? How many lords and ladies wore the clothes they sewed?

“Sit by the fire, Sister Laurie,” said the woman. “I will have bread and milk brought to you.”

She nodded and left the room. Karine breathed a long sigh of relief.

“What are we going to do?” Rohesa whispered. “There are guards everywhere. Even if we can get the key, the guards will attack as soon as they see the girls escaping.”

“We have to do it at night,” Karine said. “And we have to incapacitate the guards in our way.”

Rohesa chewed on a thumbnail, staring at the hot logs in the fire. “And what about the Sister? Can you last the rest of the day without even knowing her name? She is going to know that something is wrong.”

“We must be all eyes and ears,” Karine replied. “Listen for her name. Listen to the Sisters around us.”

But all Karine could hear was the crackling of the fire and the swish of robes as Sisters walked by. There were no women gathering around them revealing the secrets of the prison. The guards did not gossip as they walked by. The place was quiet. Too quiet.

What if they already suspect us? Karine thought.

It felt like an age before the Sister returned with two steaming bowls of stew. By that time Karine had counted five other Sisters in the keep—none of whom stopped to talk to them, but who did regard them with narrowed, suspicious eyes.

“Tell me, Sister Laurie, have you seen a girl with bronzed skin and dark hair? She has brown eyes. She will be travelling with a blonde girl with honey coloured skin, and a slim girl.”

Karine almost choked on her stew when the question came out of nowhere. “We have not seen these girls.”

“Nor have we,” replied the Sister.

The stew that Karine held in her hands no longer smelled enticing. It could very well have been a bowl of worms. If they were looking for Reva that meant they had not captured her. There were tears burning behind her eyes but Karine was aware of how the Sister watched her and knew that she could not show any kind of emotion.

“You are describing Sister Valeria’s murderers,” Karine said. “You forget that I was close to Sister Valeria. We worked together at the Gardens in the Tasme Mountains. Those murderers took a great woman from us and left the Gardens in tatters. That is why I am with Sister Ana, looking for new recruits.”

The Sister nodded slowly. “You must be hungry, Sister. Do not let your stew go cold.”

Was that a test? She found it hard to focus. Reva was not here. They had come all this way for nothing. Karine reluctantly dug into her stew with her spoon and forced a mouthful down. “This is delicious.” She smiled as she thought about Reva out there in the world, not in this prison. What had they done? She had to think about the girls they were going to release. If they could. Karine forced the stew down. They had made an error coming here. There was no real plan. They did not have Reva to frighten the Sisters into releasing the prisoners. She was a fool, an utter fool to think she could do this without Reva.

“They say that the girl who killed Sister Valeria is a foul beast with scales on her skin and flames for a tongue. They say she is some sort of dragon and that she burned half of Monte Port.”

“May Anios take her,” Karine muttered. She stared down at her stew, trying to force herself not to let her hands shake. “May Anios judge them all.”

“Indeed,” said the Sister. To Karine’s relief, she changed the subject and began to ask Rohesa about her background. “I have heard that you were chosen by King Stefan. What an honour.”

“Yes, Sister. I was working at a temple outside Reyalon when I was handpicked to join court at Nesra’s Keep. It was while I was there that it was decided I would join the Gardens of Anios, spreading the word of the Enlightened and capturing those who desecrate them.”

“I worked in Reyalon myself,” the Sister said. She was relaxed in her seat by the fire, with her legs stretched towards the heat. But Karine felt that she was still testing them with every word. “What was the name of the temple?”

“Oh, it was a very small temple in a small village, I am quite sure that you will never have heard of it,” Rohesa answered. “The Salzis Temple—well, I say ‘temple;’ it was really more of a mud hut. But we were devout in our worship.” Rohesa’s bright smile was tense at the corners, stretched just a little too tightly.”

“You are correct, I have never heard of the Salzis Temples,” said the Sister. “How strange it is for a young woman like yourself to be picked from a small village temple.”

Karine heard the gulp from Rohesa’s throat. But Rohesa soon composed herself and continued. “King Stefan is always looking for devout followers of Anios. He spreads a large net when looking for the right candidate.”

“King Stefan is to be praised,” said the Sister.

Karine forced herself to scrape the last of the stew out of the bowl. She smiled and said, “This has been delicious, Sister. I thank you for your hospitality but we have had a very long day. I think it is time for us to retire if you have beds for us.”

The Sister stood and stretched her back. “Of course. Would you follow me? You can leave your bowls on the table, we will have them cleared away later.”

Karine did as she was told, tucking the chair under the table and smoothing her skirts. All the time, she felt the Sister’s eyes on her, watching every movement.

“I can imagine that you are tired,” said the Sister as she began to stride through the keep. The woman had long legs and long strides that ate up the floor. “You have been through an arduous and traumatic journey. But it is over and now you can rest.”

“Once again, we thank you for your hospitality,” Karine said.

The Sister took a corner and continued on through the keep. “Did you know that the foul girl who murdered Sister Valeria had a friend with her who apparently can shift into any shape at all? They say she can imitate anyone she wishes.”

Cold creeped all over Karine’s skin. “I did not know that.” Her throat was so raw she barely croaked the words out of her mouth.

“Did you know that, Sister Ana?” the Sister asked.

“No,” Rohesa said, her upper lip trembling. “I did not.”

The Sister stopped walking and turned around in the narrow corridor to face them both. “There have been reports filtering into us that a filthy Menti has been impersonating a Sister. This false Sister attempts to release prisoners before a great beast blows fire at our most holy Sisters.”

“That… th-that is not something I… I knew about.” Karine took a step back, reaching out to the stone wall with her trembling fingers.

But the Sister took another step to close the gap. “Well that is a shame, Sister Laurie, because it is a fascinating story. Now, here we are at your chambers. We are happy to have you here, Sister Laurie, but I am afraid there is a stipulation to me giving your beds. We have met many times, Sister Laurie, so it will not be a difficult question you are required to answer.”

Karine licked her dry lips. “What is the question?”

The Sister leaned forward. “What is my name?”

It happened in the blink of an eye. The Sister’s hands reached out and grasped Karine as Rohesa shifted into the panther. Rohesa flung herself at the Sister but there was a terrible howl and the whoosh of an arrow, followed by a yelp and a thud. Karine shouted for Rohesa as irons were forced onto her wrists. The arrow had hit her friend on the shoulder, bringing her down, but Karine could not tell if the wound was fatal. She struggled against the guards as they pulled her away from Rohesa, who was immobile on the corridor floor. Karine screamed and her mask fell. She was no longer Sister Laurie, she was Karine, and she was a slave again.


REVA

In the days that followed, Reva found solace in the cavernous hall where Sam had taught her to breathe fire. It was the only place she could feel the sun on her face and let the breeze lift the hair on the nape of her neck. It was the only place where she could stretch her wings and fly, but despite the freedom she felt as a dragon, it was still like being a bird in a cage. At least she had learned more about flying in her cage with her captors than she had outside of it.

Reva would have loved to have known Sam in other circumstances. She would have loved to have known that there were other dragons in the world besides herself. Dragons with whom she could learn, grow, and share her life with. But Sam and his family had ruined that opportunity for friendship by stealing her away and locking her up in the tiny caves.

When the rains began, Reva still went to the great cavern and looked up at the natural window in the stone roof. It was too small for her to fit through as a dragon, but she wondered whether she might be able to crawl through it as a person. The rain washed over her skin, wetting through her clothes.

“Thinking about escaping again?”

The voice yanked her from her thoughts abruptly, giving Reva little time to compose herself as she faced one of her captors. Carlia stood in the entrance of the cave, leaning against the rock. She was frowning, which she did a lot.

“I’m surprised you haven’t escaped already,” Carlia said, raising her eyebrows. “I’m beginning to believe you want to stay here.”

Reva opened her mouth to argue, but something stopped her. Was Carlia right? Reva looked up at the opening in the rock above her head and wondered whether she might already have escaped if she had truly tried. She had not. And yet when she had been a prisoner in the Gardens of Anios she had thought through every possible way to escape before she had settled on one that would work. Why had she not done that here? Why had she spent her time learning to fly with Sam?

Because I like it, she realised. The thought shocked her.

“Why have you not escaped?” Reva said eventually. “You do not seem to want to be here.”

The girl smirked. “I don’t want to be here but I’m better than abandoning my family.”

“Your family of cowards, you mean. Hiding here in these caves. What kind of life is that?” Reva demanded.

“You know nothing about us,” Carlia said. “You are nothing but an idiotic little girl who thinks she knows things about the world but is wrong, completely wrong. You’re a fool. You don’t know anything about the Ulezi and what they are capable of.”

Reva rushed towards the girl, splattering rain water all over the ground. “Did they kill my parents? At least tell me that. Did they murder them while I hid from the intruders? Did they?”

“I don’t know anything about your precious parents,” Carlia spat, before turning away.

Reva hesitated. There was something in the girl’s eyes that had given her pause. Was it a flash of anger? A flash of fear? She had seen the way Carlia’s eyes glittered, and the way she had turned her head away from her. Could Carlia be hiding information about the death of Reva’s parents? Perhaps Carlia knew more about the Ulezi than she was letting on. Perhaps the entire family knew more.

When Carlia began walking out of the cave, Reva reached out and grasped her shoulder, but then she saw the unmistakeable bulk of Aron walking towards them and her hand dropped. Carlia backed up, allowing Aron space to entire the cave.

“And what are you girls chatting about?” Aron asked, folding his arms around his chest and smiling broadly. Reva got the impression that in Aron’s mind, all young women talked about were hairstyles and dolls, even young women in captivity.

“I believe that Carlia knows more about my parents’ deaths than she is willing to admit. Which means that you know more as well. And you, Sam.” Reva saw the boy out of the corner of her eye, hanging back in the corridor outside the great cave. “You all know more than you are telling me. If the Ulezi killed my parents, why do you not just tell me? Surely you want me to understand why you are so afraid of the Ulezi. Surely you want me to be cautious and afraid enough to keep away from them and stay out of sight. If they did murder my parents, do you not think that knowing that would finally get the message across?”

Aron regarded her with a slight smirk playing across his lips. Even though the great cave was as large as a keep’s banquet hall, Aron seemed to make the room smaller. His arm muscles tensed as he stepped towards Reva, causing her to take a step away. Reva had faced men more fearsome than Aron, but she was still wary of his size and aware of the fact that he could shift into a dragon at any moment.

“Reva Avalon, are you the same girl who stood before me and told me, with steely determination in your eyes, that you would one day escape from these caves? Are you the same girl who looked at me in defiance before knowing for certain that we would not hurt you?”

Reva nodded. “Yes. That was me.”

“Then you are the same girl who will be determined enough to chase the murderers who killed your family to the very ends of the known world. Do you not think that I understand that more than anyone? The Ulezi killed my child. I want revenge, but I have the rest of my family to protect. You have no family left and nothing to lose. That makes you dangerous.” Aron leaned down to her height so that his face felt mere inches from her own.

As Reva processed Aron’s words Sam ran his hands through his hair and shook his head. He appeared to disagree with his father. Or at least, he was angry about something.

“Am I wrong, Reva?” Aron said.

Reva remained silent. Of course she would want to avenge her family, but there was nothing she could do to bring them back. What she wanted more than anything was the truth.

“You took me from my friends and held me captive in this damp hole you call a home. You owe me the truth and you owe me the right to make a choice about my own path. I have heard your concerns and I have heard your story, now it is time for you to tell me what you know about my story.”

Aron exhaled loudly. “You think you have heard our story, do you? You have not.” He leaned towards her, his hot breath inches from her face. “I had another son, and his name was Livo. He was six years old when the Ulezi stole him from us. We had already fled our homes and we were running from them, but the Ulezi were relentless. They were on our heels like hunting dogs. I could feel their teeth. Have you ever been chased, Reva?”

She thought of the king’s men in the tavern at Ilkta markets and how the men had brawled with her own guards. She thought of the Sisters following her around Estala, determined to make her pay for her crimes. “Yes.”

“We were chased, relentlessly chased, for a year or more, with them nipping at our heels the whole time. And then, one night, we were camping in Southern Irrinthia, when they came for us. The snows had begun. It was a cold night and there was a dusting of white powder all along the half-frozen paths of the forest. We were huddled around a fire for warmth when the lizard men attacked. We changed into our dragon forms but in the heat of the attack we all forgot that Livo was too young to shift. They snatched him and ran. I chased them as dragon and as man but the Ulezi covered their tracks and scent. They move faster than men and blend into the shadows with their scales of a thousand colours. They melted into the forest, though we searched for days. For weeks.”

“What happened to Livo?” Reva asked.

“They sent us his heart wrapped in the blanket he was wearing the night he was taken.” Aron’s voice betrayed little emotion, but Reva saw the fire in his eyes.

She felt as though she had been slapped in the face with cold water. Her fingers were trembling and tears burned at her eyes, but she would not let them fall even though she longed to let them go. I collect tears, Reva thought. I store them like possessions.

“Then it had to be the Ulezi who killed my parents,” Reva whispered. “If they would do that to a child, then…”

“The Ulezi are capable of anything,” Aron replied, still in the same monotone voice. “They want us dead. It is in their blood to avenge those who condemned them to their existence. Now you see why we are in hiding. Now you see that you cannot live as a dragon out there. Now you see, Reva. Either you remain with us and you live as the Gods intended you to live, as a dragon, or you live out there and you forget you ever were a dragon. It would not be so bad. After the first year you will forget how to even change into your dragon form. I am told that it fades away and never comes back.”

Despite her best efforts, a hot tear escaped her eye and rolled down the length of her nose. She had never experienced so much freedom as she had when she opened her wings and lifted her feet from the ground. It was part of her, like the scars on her belly and the heart beating in her chest. Could she suppress that part of her? She lifted her head and looked at Sam. Despite everything, she had come to care for him, and she could not think of anything bad happening to him.

“I need time,” Reva said. “I will stay here until I make my decision.”

Aron nodded. “I think that is best.”

“It was the Ulezi who killed my parents, was it not?” Reva asked.

“Yes,” Aron said. “It was.”

Sam was the first to turn away and walk out of the cavern. Reva could tell from his tensed shoulders that he was in some distress, probably from the talk of his younger brother. Reva had always felt heartbroken that she had not been strong or brave enough to save her parents from their murderers, but Reva had been the child, not the adult. She had never had a younger sibling, but she imagined that if she had, she would have felt a responsibility to look after him or her. Sam must carry a heavy burden on those tensed shoulders, she thought.

As the rest of the dragons left the cave, Reva considered following Sam to talk to him, but instead, she found herself wandering into the living quarters used by the others. She was still wet from the rain and longed to sit by the cookfire that smouldered all throughout the day, warming the cave. It was also the place where Aron’s wife Diana would sit and stare out at the forest below. She always sat close to the narrow slit in the cave wall, rocking back and forth as she sang quiet songs.

Reva thought about Aron’s story and the violent way it ended. If any of her children had lived, and Reva had received one of their hearts wrapped in a delicate blanket, she could not imagine the grief that she would feel. She could not imagine the mental toll.

Reva took a fur from the cave floor and moved towards Diana. She wrapped the fur around her shoulders and sat next to the woman. Diana sat with her legs tucked under her body, and her back hunched over as she sang her song very quietly. She reminded Reva of a child trying to withdraw from the world.

“I am sorry about what happened to Livo,” Reva said. “I know the word ‘sorry’ can sound hollow when you are in pain. God knows I heard it enough times after my parents died.”

Reva did not recognise Diana’s soft song as the woman continued to sing. There was no way of telling if Diana was listening to her, but Reva hoped that some of her words had reached Diana through the woman’s fugue. Reva watched as Diana continued to rock back and forth, and as she watched Diana, she noticed that the woman fumbled with a small object in her fingers. Reva saw that she was stroking this object, but she could not see what the object was.

“I have lost children, too,” Reva said. “They all had names in my heart even if they did not live long enough to be given names before God. They are buried beneath rubble and dirt.” Reva balled the material of her damp dress into her fist. “Perhaps one day I can go back and tend to their graves. Give them the resting place that they deserve.”

Reva looked at Diana once more to see if there was any recognition in her eyes to suggest that the woman was listening to her. There was none. Reva sighed and stood to leave.

“We should never have killed them.” Diana’s voice was low and quiet, like her singing voice. It sounded far away, almost like she was talking to no one. Reva sat back down next to her. “It was wrong. I did not want to, but Aron said we had to. It was best, he said. They refused to come with us. Wouldn’t hide. They were selfish. We lost our boy. They had to go.” She turned to Reva and grasped her with both hands. “We lost our boy and they knew that but still they wouldn’t leave. Livo’s killers would never stop. The Ulezi never stop. They were jeopardising it all. They would get us caught. They knew too much. They had to… they had to believe we were all gone. All gone.” She released Reva’s hands and turned away. “All gone.”

Finally, Reva opened her palm and stared down at the object Diana had pressed into her hands. She dropped it to the floor and backed away in horror. The object tinkled as it fell, and then rolled slowly towards the mouth of the cave. Reva bent low and snatched it back up. She brought it close to her face, examining every detail, every facet. Her hand wrapped so tightly around it that she felt the sharp edges dig into her skin.

There was no mistaking it. The object that Diana had been playing with was her mother’s brooch.


LUCA

Lord Tinian’s fleet filled the entirety of the Gold Port. Men flooded onto the galley ships like swarms of flies, and Luca imagined that same swarm flooding his home city. His palms itched as he paced up and down in agitation. There had been no time for much in the way of a debriefing. Lord Tinian’s army commander had told him what they were going to do, which was little short of breaking down gates with rams, flinging fire at his city, and storming Nesra’s Keep. Luca’s part in all that was to stand back and give the men something to fight for. But why would they fight for him? It was not their fight and he was not their king. He was some Estalan that the Gold Council wanted on the throne to rule. They would not even care if he died, so long as Serena was not married yet.

“Your Majesty.”

The familiar voice jolted him from his thoughts. Luca spun on his heel and faced his old friend, his chest filling with air. Brother Axil had been sent for and Luca was more relieved to see him than he had ever been before.

“It is good to see you,” Brother Axil said, his bright blue eyes shining.

“It is good to see you too,” Luca replied. “The rest of the rebels?”

“They are on the ships you see before you,” Brother Axil said. “Some are working as oarsmen, some will be fighting with you. Others are seeking refuge.”

The thought made Luca’s blood hot. “They are too weak to come.”

Brother Axil shrugged. “They were given a choice. They could stay here and be given provisions or they could watch you be crowned King of Estala. None of them wanted to miss the chance to see one of their own crowned king.”

Luca shook his head. “I do not feel like a king.” Part of him wanted to hand the job to Serena, but was that as selfish as taking it? He knew his sister and he doubted she wanted the burden any more than he did.

“Good,” said Brother Axil. “It is time for you to board, Your Majesty.” Brother Axil gestured towards the warship waiting for him. Lord Tinian and Commander Ingran were already aboard.

“Are you going to be by my side?” Luca asked. His throat was dry as he croaked the words, and he was glad there was no one around him to hear him speak such weakness. Though he still felt like a boy, he knew he was really a man and he should be acting like one. But all he could think about was the time Matias had picked him off the ground when he was tossed from his horse. He wanted Matias now, but Brother Axil was the next best thing.

“I will always be at your side, Your Majesty,” Brother Axil said. “And not because you are my king, but because you are the son I never had.”

It was what Luca needed to hear. He still had family, no matter what happened in Reyalon after the ships set sail. He was finally able to take that first step and climb aboard the galley, appropriately named Queen of Stars. He thought of Serena as he boarded and the tapestry of stars she had on her chamber walls. Do you still like to look at the stars, Serena? Was she safe? Was she alive?

But Luca turned back as he took his first step onto the Queen of Stars. “But you cannot be by my side.”

Axil frowned. “What do you mean, Your Majesty?”

“Not when the battle starts. Axil, you are not a fighter. You are…”

“Old,” Axil said with a smile.

Luca shrugged. “That was not how I was going to phrase it.”

“How were you going to phrase it?” Axil asked.

“Seasoned?”

The man laughed. “Perhaps you are right.”

“You should travel on one of the ships remaining at the back of the fleet,” Luca said. “When the fighting begins, you will stay on the ship until it is no longer safe. Then I will have guards take you to safety until we have taken Nesra’s Keep. If the battle looks like it will not end in our favour, you are to take the fastest ship back to Xantos. I will have Commander Ingran arrange it.”

Axil nodded slowly. “The battle will not fail. I believe in you, Luca.”

Luca shook Axil’s hand before his old Governor went back to the port. There was a load lightened from his shoulders at the thought of keeping his advisor safe. He would need him again but he could not command the battle while worrying about Axil.

“It looks good on you.” Tania greeted him with a lopsided grin, an attractive dimple forming on the left side of her mouth.

Luca stared down at the supple leather armour he was wearing. “It feels good.”

“Are you ready to be a king?” Tania asked, putting one hand on her hip.

“No, I am not.”

Tania laughed and shook her head.

As the galley ship set off from the Xanti harbour, Luca felt his stomach flip, and not just from the motion of the sea. Good men and women were fighting for him once they landed in Estala. He knew that soldiers signed up to the army for a steady wage to feed their families. They were almost always desperate men who needed the money, not heroes seeking the glory of battle. They were ordinary men, not the subject of songs. Many of them would be cast aside in the battle, left to die where they were struck. But he knew that if he did not agree to remove his brother from the throne, even more would die at his hand, and when he died himself, that evil creature Mikkel would claim it as his own. He had to fight. He had to, in order to rid his home of the cruel creatures that had claimed it.

He was taken below decks to the captain’s office for more military training. Commander Ingran’s words were delivered to him in a haze. The city gates could be breached, so said the man, because Stefan would not be expecting an attack from Xantos. They were too ignorant to contemplate the anger of Xantos following Stefan’s failure to honour an agreement, and Stefan’s failure to handle the plague. He was too arrogant and stupid. So, according to Commander Ingran, they would breach the city gates with ease.

Luca forced himself to focus. “And the people of Reyalon?”

“My men are honourable soldiers,” answered Commander Ingran. “There will be no sacking of the city. They are instructed to fight only the city guards on the way to Nesra’s Keep.”

Luca was not sure that the soldiers would stick to those rules, but there was little he could do to stop them. “If we hear of any civilians hurt without cause, we will punish those soldiers.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” said Commander Ingran, though he did not meet Luca’s gaze.

The Queen of Stars cut through the calm waters with ease, flanked by her fleet. Luca’s stomach remained twisted up in knots forcing him to turn food away. He could not eat, knowing that they would arrive at the Port of Kings on the morrow. Had Stefan found out about the fleet? Surely he would have spies in Xantos, but the decision to act was so swift that they may have managed to begin the journey without word going back to Estala. Even if Stefan knew at this very moment, it would take time for Stefan to gather enough men to put up a real fight. There were city guards and the Brothers from the Order of Insight, but the rest of the army was spread thinly throughout Estala, no doubt rounding up and executing Menti for no real reason.

As the sky darkened, Luca went to his chambers to rest. His hands trembled as he pulled off his boots, but he was hopeful that his mind was tired enough to let him sleep. But as he was about to undress, there was a soft knock at the door of his cabin. With one hand on his dagger, Luca opened the door.

It was Tania who slipped by him. She was glistening in the moonlight, with a slight sheen of sweat over her dark skin. Her eyes were wide and bright with energy.

“Is there something the matter?” Luca asked, concerned.

She shook her head. “I don’t think I will sleep tonight. I… I wanted to see you.”

Luca sat down on his bed as Tania stood awkwardly in front of him. He thought about asking her to sit next to him, but the thought made his stomach flutter with nerves. She looked pretty, standing over him like that. He glanced away, embarrassed by his own thoughts.

“Is there something on your mind?” Luca asked.

Tania crossed the space between them and sat down on the bed next to him. Her knee grazed his own, and Luca swallowed dryly. What had she come here for? Did she like him? He should be thinking about the battle tomorrow, not about Tania, a girl he would likely never be able to be with, not like that. Not like man and wife. If Luca was to truly take on his role as king, he would need to forge an alliance, not marry a Menti rebel because he liked her.

But he did like her.

“I have been thinking…” Tania paused to pull on a loose thread on her tunic. “I… Well, I have to tell you that I have truly forgiven you for the lies you told the rebels when you first came to the camp. I understand now that you did it because of the circumstances you were in. But when I first found out I was angry with you. I was very angry.”

Luca remembered the silence he had been treated with and the harsh stares he had been greeted with when he raised his head at meal times. “I know.”

“It was all because I like you, Luca.” She clucked her tongue. “Prince Luca. Soon to be King Luca.”

Luca sucked in a short breath. He felt as though his chest had been gripped by an iron fist, but at the same time the blood was moving hot and fast around his body. The last time he had felt this alive was when he was fighting his brother. “I like you too. I like you a lot, Tania.” The iron fist let go of his chest and he was finally relieved to have spoken the words that had been on his mind for weeks.

“Which is why I need to tell you.” Tania leaned forward and dropped her head into her hands. “I made a stupid mistake. A very stupid mistake.”

“What is wrong?” Luca placed a hand on her shoulder, frowning with concern. He had never seen Tania look so forlorn.

When he heard her sob, he was afraid. What could possibly be so bad that it made Tania, one of the strongest people he knew, begin to cry?

“It was me. I was the spy.”

Luca was confused. “What are you talking about? What spy?”

“I was the one who told the Gold Council which lord we would be visiting in Gold Port. I got us captured by Lord Tinian.” She sat up and wiped her eyes with her fingers.

“What are you talking about? How could you even inform the Gold Council?” Luca removed his hand and clenched both of them on his knees.

“I am the daughter of a lord, Luca,” she confessed. “I ran away from home when they discovered I was Menti because I could not control my powers. But I have always had the option of returning to them. I lied. I’m sorry.”

Luca stood, suddenly full of angry energy. He began to pace the tiny space in his cabin.

“I knew exactly which lord Geraldo would visit because I had heard him talking about this lord to Nico before you even came to the camp. I knew where this lord lived and I knew that I could get word to the Gold Council by sneaking into Gold Port and paying a messenger. I waited until the camp was quiet and stole away. I just wanted you gone, Luca. I’m sorry, I was hurting and I blamed you for everything, for the attack, everything. That was before I learned about how evil your brother truly is. I never… I never considered how you could replace him on the throne. I never thought about any of that. I was just angry and stupid and I’m sorry, so sorry.”

“Get out,” Luca said. He angled his chin away from her so that he did not have to see the tears in her eyes. He would not look at her. He would not pity her.

She ran from the room with her head lowered and Luca slammed the door behind her. His hands were trembling as he tore the armour from his body piece by piece.


SERENA

There was chanting coming from the streets of Reyalon below her window. Serena sat on her window seat and watched as another procession moved through the streets, self-flagellating their already torn flesh. Serena had always loved the fact that her chambers overlooked the city, but now she longed for a different view. Anything but the pain and suffering she saw before her eyes.

And those eyes burned with unshed tears. Every time she lay her head down on her pillow at night she saw Cato’s blood seeping into the stone floor of Nesra’s Keep. Cato was dead while her brother still clung to life in his sweat-soaked sheets and she could do nothing about it. She had heard nothing from her contact in Xantos, and her new guards were all Mikkel’s men, whom she could not trust and who would not tell her anything about the court. Where were Lord Zimin and General Arenza? As far as she knew, the men had fled Reyalon, leaving her alone and trapped in her chambers. The only people Serena saw were the guards appointed by Brother Mikkel, and the new handmaiden who was another member of the Order of Insight, a Sister in blue robes with a constant frown on her face.

But still Serena did not cry and she did not understand why the tears refused to fall. Perhaps she was too tired to fight any longer and crying felt like fighting. Instead she was a shell waiting to be crushed by her brother’s boot.

Her door opened and a squalling Carolina was thrust into the room with Brother Mikkel following behind. Serena was on her feet and by her sister’s side in an instant, protectively pulling the child close to her hip. She glared at Mikkel as she stroked Carolina’s curls, trying, but failing, to calm her down. Sister Leda—the new handmaiden—carried through two pale pink dresses and Serena’s stomach dropped to her knees.

“It is time,” Serena whispered.

“I don’t want to.” Carolina’s voice was softer than it had ever been and it broke Serena’s heart. She held her sister close to her breast, cradling her head with her hands.

“The brides will be beautiful,” Brother Mikkel said with his hands open, mimicking a holy man in the midst of a sermon. “The most beautiful brides in Estala. King Stefan will be most pleased.”

“Will King Stefan be attending the ceremony?” Serena vibrated with anger as she held her sobbing sister. It took all of her willpower to stop herself from flying at the man and scratching his face into ribbons. She hated him even more than she hated her brother, because Mikkel was the true malevolence in Estala. It was Mikkel who worked Stefan’s strings. Her brother was not innocent in all of this, not at all, but it was Mikkel who schemed and manipulated. Mikkel was the man with the brains while Stefan was the bitter little boy with ambitions above his intelligence.

And she had allowed herself to be beaten by this man.

Brother Mikkel turned to Sister Leda. “Make sure the youngest girl washes her face before the ceremony. They are to look befitting of princesses by the time you are done with them. I will be back to collect them and take them to the chapel.” He directed his gaze back to Serena. “The Enlightened God is waiting to witness their vows to be wives.”

“The Enlightened God will judge you for what you have done,” Serena said. “You are Godless!”

But Mikkel was already walking out of the chamber as nonchalantly as he had walked in. Carolina finally raised her head, leaving a large wet patch on Serena’s bodice. The door closed and two guards waited by the exit, their faces straight ahead. Serena stood in the centre of her chambers with her fists clenched at her side, unsure of what to do next. Carolina had moved over to the bed where Sister Leda was setting out the two dresses, while all the time humming incessantly. Her little sister stared blankly at the tapestry on the opposite wall.

What would Matias do? Serena squeezed her eyes shut and tried to block out all the people around her. Guards at the door. Stefan still in his sickbed. Mikkel coming back for us, no doubt with more guards. Carolina sobbing. If I was a man I could fight my way out of the castle, but I cannot. Wits are one thing, but when you have been outwitted, what do you do next?

Her message to Xantos had been her last hope, she knew that now, and there was no way of knowing if the message had even made its way to the Gold Council. The only thing she could do now was try and delay the wedding for as long as possible in the hope that help was on its way from Xantos.

“Sister Leda, are we to have no wine on our special day?” Serena asked. “A little taste might put us in a far better mood for the ceremony. Perhaps one of the round-headed fellows by the door could send for a servant.”

“I do not see why not,” replied the Sister. She was no doubt relieved to see Serena was not planning to fight her throughout the dressing.

“And I would like my hair to be braided,” Serena said. “There was a specific style that I saw the late queen wear a few months ago. It was very intricate with braids running along the top of her head, like a crown.” Serena demonstrated with her fingers. “I think Carolina and I would very much like that same style. Lord Luez would greatly appreciate it too.”

“Very well, Your Highness,” said the Sister.

“And perhaps I could take a bath? Round-headed guard on the left, send for hot water, wine, honeyed figs, pistachio cake, and olives.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” replied the guard.

“Your Highness, is it wise to order so much—”

“You would deny us on our wedding day?” Serena asked Sister Leda.

The woman smiled thinly. “Of course not, Your Highness.”

“Good.”

Serena smiled to herself. It might not be much, but it at least helped a little. Brother Mikkel would not drag her naked and wet to the chapel, he would at least have to wait until she had been dried and dressed.

Still, it was disheartening how quickly the servants returned with a copper bath and hot water. Serena stripped off behind the curtains separating her chamber and fussed over the temperature of the water. When she decided she could not fuss any longer she sank into the water and tilted her head back, all the time trying not to meet Carolina’s eye. She knew that her little sister did not understand why she was taking a bath at such a stressful time, and she could not explain that it was to stall time for as long as she could without raising suspicion. Carolina sat and continued to stare vacantly as the Sister braided her hair.

Serena directed the Sister’s attempt to braid Carolina’s hair as she intentionally stayed in the bath until it was cold. Sister Leda sighed and protested as Serena forced her to undo Carolina’s hair and start again for the third time. It was the fourth attempt when there was a knock on the chamber door. Serena heard the guard open the door followed by Brother Mikkel’s loud protestations.

Calmly, Serena removed herself from the bath, wrapped herself in linens, and walked around the curtain to where the guards stood, red-faced, with Brother Mikkel.

“The ceremony is about to begin,” Mikkel said. “Why are you not dressed?”

Serena deliberately slurred her words as she answered. “We are making ourselves the most beautiful brides Reyalon has ever seen.” She tripped and slipped on the wet floor, giggling as she fell.

“You have been making yourself drunk. Sister Leda!”

Serena had to hold back a smile as the flustered Sister emerged from her bed chamber with a sheen of sweat along her forehead. “The princess, she wanted—”

“To stall the ceremony, you idiot! Splash her with cold water until she is sober and dress her. I do not care what she looks like as long as she can walk and say her vows.”

Serena let her body go limp as the Sister attempted to lift her from the floor. Eventually the guards had to help her onto her feet and carry her behind the curtain. When she deliberately pretended to fall asleep on the bed, there was a short sharp slap around her face which forced her to open her eyes and see the cold expression of Brother Mikkel staring down at her.

“I know what you are doing, you little slut.” He spoke with his teeth clenched so that his voice came out as a hiss, spraying Serena with spittle. “Get dressed. Now.”

The Brother backed away and straightened his robes as Serena’s throat went dry with fear. Her heart was racing but she could not let it show. She had to try to keep the charade going for as long as she could. Carolina moved closer and took her hand, giving it a squeeze.

“I will get dressed now,” Carolina said. “I can do this as long as you do not get hurt, sister.”

Serena smiled up at her little sister and finally the tears came to her eyes, but she swallowed them back before they could come thick and fast as they wanted to.

And then she heard the door to her chambers open. Serena hurried to the curtain and peeked out. There was another Brother of Insight speaking to Mikkel. The two men were close to each other, and Mikkel’s complexion seemed to have paled. He has received bad news. The hair stood up on the back of her neck. Could it be reinforcements from Xantos? Had they come to help rid Prince Stefan from the crown? She could only hope that she was right. She knew the Gold Council were not pleased with Estala for going back on the trade agreement that had been arranged before the Council allowed Stefan safe passage to the rebel camp, and she knew that Stefan had further insulted them by refusing their aid during the plague crisis.

Had her plan worked?

When she saw Brother Mikkel coming back towards the curtain, she sat back on the bed and pretended to be brushing her hair. She knew that her cheeks were flushed from the hot bath and the wine, so she still passed for inebriated. Now it was even more important to hold up the ceremony.

Brother Mikkel pulled her roughly from the bed, snatched the brush from her hand and threw it to the floor. Her linens fell from her body but he did not seem concerned about that.

“Sister Leda, dress her now,” he ordered.

As the Sister forced the dress onto her body, the curtain was opened and both Carolina and Sister Leda shrieked. The embarrassed guard lowered his eyes when he saw Serena half-dressed. But Serena was not concerned. She had bigger things to worry about.

“My lord… My uh… Brother Mikkel, you are needed at once,” said the man.

“Can you not see that I am busy?”

“It… It’s important. They are—”

Brother Mikkel let go of her wrist and turned quickly enough to slap the guard before he said any more. “Very well.” Serena watched the Brother return back through the curtain to her solar. “Make sure they get to the chapel,” he ordered the guards on the door.

Serena did not take her eyes from Carolina as Sister Leda continued tightening her bodice. She wanted desperately to convey unspoken words to her, but she did not know how to do it without arousing suspicion.

“You have ruined your plan for beautiful hair,” said Leda. “Now all I can do is comb it for you.” She clucked her tongue. “If you were my daughter I would take you over my knee for bad behaviour. You should be grateful King Stefan has made such a fine match for you. Not many girls your age are so lucky.”

“I know,” Serena said quietly. There was a reason why Brother Mikkel left the room so abruptly. Serena knew that Mikkel was a controlling man who would not leave her in the hands of the guards if he did not have a good reason.

‘They are’… They are what? Who are they?

Could it be the Gold Council? Could it be ships from Xantos? She longed to look out of her window and find out, but her window did not overlook the Port of Kings anyway.

When Serena was dressed, Leda and the guards led Serena and Carolina out of her chambers. As Serena put one foot in front of the other, her heart beat a fast tattoo against her ribs. She reached out and took Carolina’s hand in hers.

I need more time, she thought. She slowed down her steps, trying to think clearly. As they were walking, two Brothers hurried in the opposite direction with pale skin and pinched expressions. Serena wished she knew for certain that Xantos had responded to her cry for help.

She took a deep breath and made a choice.

She ran, pulling Carolina along with her. Carolina responded quickly, with her feet picking up the pace.

“What are you doing?” Carolina whispered as they hurried away from the guards.

Serena looked behind her. The two round-headed guards were running after them, their cheeks puffed out in exertion. “Stalling.” She pulled them around the corner and down a set of steep steps towards the dungeons.

“We cannot escape,” Carolina said. “Not this way.”

“I do not intend to escape.” They hurried down the steps as fast as they could. “I sent a crow to Xantos and told them that we are being held by the king. I think Xantos has sent ships. Hurry. Do not let them catch us so quickly.”

When the two girls reached the dungeon they sprinted away. A shocked guard watched as they ran past him towards the prison cells. Serena had not thought far ahead, she had only taken the route most available to her at the time. There was nowhere else to go once they had reached the cells. Is it enough? She wondered. They hurried around two more turns and finally reached a dead end.

She spun around her and saw a prisoner watching her through the bars of his prison cell. “You. Have ships landed in the Port of Kings?”

The man reeked with a pungent odour and Serena did not wish to imagine what it could be. Months and months of improper cleanliness, no doubt. “They talk down ’ere,” he replied unhelpfully. “Them guards, they flap their mouths off a lot. You’re a pretty thing. Are you going to let an innocent man out of ’ere then?”

“I am sure you are innocent. And I am sure you are a good man. Which is why you are going to tell me the truth, is it not, sir?” Serena said carefully. “Have any of the guards mentioned ships to you? Have any mentioned Xantos? Today, sir.”

“Mebbes they ’ave,” he replied.

“Then tell a princess, good fellow, and it could be that you are rewarded one day,” she said.

The man licked his lips before he smiled, revealing his yellowing teeth. Serena could hear the sound of boots hurrying along stone.

“Quickly now,” she prompted.

“They say ships came from across the Sea of Kings and they ain’t happy about some wedding. They say the king is dying and no one knows who’ll take over. The little prince is a boy barely off the breast and the other ’un killed the proper heir—Matias, was it?”

“Yes, Matias,” Serena replied. “Is there anything else?” Carolina pressed her body into Serena’s as she heard guards’ voices coming nearer.

“They’re coming for you, aren’t they?” The man pressed his face against the bars. “Which ones are coming for you? Them guards? Or them ships?”

Serena’s blood ran cold. The ships were here and the Gold Council had come to her call, but what happened after that? There would be a battle, perhaps a siege, and Stefan would be removed from the throne. But what happened after that? Could she trust… anyone?

The round-headed guards finally turned the corner. The one on the right swore as he approached her before he grabbed her wrist and pulled her roughly away from the dungeon wall.

“Come on, Your Highness. It’s time to get married.”


REVA

The wind and rain howled outside the cave as Reva stared at the brooch in her hand. She looked at Diana in disbelief.

“Where did you get this? Why have you given me my mother’s brooch?”

But Diana only stared at her.

Reva bent low and took the woman by the collar of her tunic. “Where did you get this? Tell me!”

Diana went back to singing her song, seemingly unconcerned by Reva’s show of aggression. The way the woman flipped from lucidity to insanity frustrated Reva. All she wanted, after years of uncertainty, was the truth. She had never really known who had killed her parents—they had been faceless Menti fighters amidst the Menti uprising. She had never seen them or known their names. And then she had been told about the Ulezi and led to believe that she had finally been given the truth about her parents’ deaths.

Until Diana had clutched her hands and pressed the small, metal object into her fingers.

Diana giving her the brooch meant only one thing: Aron, Diana, Carlia, and… and Sam… They—one of them, maybe all of them—were there when her parents died. One of them, all of them, some of them—it made no difference. Someone in this cave had killed her family.

She struck the woman across the face, blinded with fury. “You killed them! You killed them!”

Diana wailed as Reva hit her, and the cave was filled with desperate cries of fury and pain from both women. It was only when Reva heard the sound of Aron and the others hurrying into the cave that she stopped. She pulled Diana to her feet and pressed the pin of the brooch against Diana’s neck.

“I cannot kill her with this,” Reva said. “But I can hurt her.”

Aron stopped moving and remained by the cookfire in the centre of the room, while Sam and Carlia hung back. “Reva, put down the brooch so I can explain.”

“You killed my parents,” Reva said. “And then you spun a lie that the Ulezi did it.”

“I did not lie,” Aron said. “I told you what the Ulezi did to us. I did not tell you anything relating to your parents.”

Reva dug the pin into Diane’s neck, drawing blood. Her skin was hot with anger. She had been a fool to begin trusting Sam after he had kidnapped her and wrenched her away from her friends. All this time she had been living with murderers. Her parents’ murderers. “Tell me what happened. Tell me why.” Her voice trembled with emotion and her eyes burned with unshed tears. She had been so happy when her parents had been alive, and these people had torn that happiness away from her.

“We had lost a child, Reva,” Aron said. He took a small step forwards, with his hands raised. “The Ulezi were still hunting us. The only thing we could do was make the Ulezi believe that there were no more dragons in the world. During the chaos of the Menti uprising, it was easier than ever to fake our own deaths. All we needed was for a witness to believe I had died on the battlefield, and for our own castle to be sacked. We set fire to the castle, dressing bodies from casualties of the war in our own clothes. I was injured enough on the battlefield for anyone to suspect I was dead in a ditch somewhere between here and Reyalon.

“But there was one loose end: your parents. We went to them, which meant us risking everything, but we went to them because we knew they were the last dragons aside from ourselves. We begged them to do the same, to fake their deaths and come into hiding with us. But your father was too proud, Reva. He refused to come with us. He still believed that one day the Menti would live in peace with the rest of Estala. He was an idiot, Reva, and he was about to ruin our own plan to escape. The Ulezi would have tortured your parents until they revealed that we were alive, because that is what they do. Your parents would never have survived. I killed them out of kindness.” Aron’s eyes were wild with passion as he spat the words and Reva realised that he actually believed everything he was saying.

“You murdered my parents out of kindness?” Reva stared at him in disbelief. “I remember the blood on the walls. I remember how they were torn to shreds. A monster killed them, a monster who enjoyed it, who relished it. Have you been thinking about killing again, Aron? Is that why I am here? Are you going to rip open my throat and let the blood cover the cave walls?”

Aron’s chest rose and fell as his face turned red. The dark clouds outside cast the cave in shadow so that Aron’s eyes became dark, empty sockets. “My only regret is not killing you.”

Reva let out a scream of fury as she plunged the pin of the brooch into Diana’s neck, shredding her flesh into a deep gouge. That scream of fury was met by one of Aron’s own as he threw himself at Reva, grasping her throat with both of his hands. Reva dropped the brooch as Aron’s large hands cut off the airway to her lungs, squeezing tighter and tighter. She clawed at his fingers with her nails, drawing blood from them, squirming in his grip. Her senses dulled as the world seemed to slow, but she could hear screaming behind Aron that kept her from losing consciousness. Carlia and Sam were shouting at their father. Sam’s hands were on Aron’s arm, trying desperately to drag him away, but Aron’s hands squeezed and squeezed until Reva’s head felt like it was going to be ripped off.

Aron began to lift Reva from the floor, dangling her feet in the air like a hanged man. She continued to claw at his hands to no avail—the man was strong and determined; he was not going to let her go. Sam resorted to punching his father, first in the ribs and then in the face. He threw his weight against the man, but Aron did not even blink. He remained staring into Reva’s eyes, and Reva saw a hatred that chilled her down to the marrow in her bones. She saw Sam look at her with a gaunt expression of terror, and she almost smiled at him, now knowing that she was about to die. But Sam’s expression changed into a frown of determination, he took a dagger from his belt and thrust it into Aron’s side.

Reva’s mouth opened in shock as Aron dropped her to the ground. She crumpled up like a discarded pile of linens as Aron turned on his son. The dagger was still protruding from his side. He pulled it out and a gurgle of red blood spilled from the wound.

“I cannot let you kill her, father,” Sam said. His voice sounded resigned and sad. “She does not deserve to die for a crime you committed.”

Reva pulled herself up onto her feet, still gasping for breath as she touched the bruised skin on her throat. She glanced around the room and saw that Carlia was tending to Diana’s wound while Sam squared up to his father. Sam had manoeuvred himself to stand between Aron and Reva, blocking Aron’s path. Around Sam’s broad shoulders she saw Aron’s lowered gaze and she knew that Aron was not going to let his son stand in his way of killing her. Reva was the one who pushed Sam away from his father as Aron flew at her with his fists raised. She fell to the floor on top of Sam, rolled off, and leapt to her feet, sprinting away from the dragon patriarch.

But Sam threw himself at his father, which forced Aron to hit his son in the nose. Diana screamed and Carlia shouted Sam’s name, but the man was red-faced and determined, with a pulsing vein protruding from his temple. He was murderous and nothing would stop him.

Reva backed away from him, heading towards the tunnels at the back of the cave. Her eyes scoured the room for a weapon, but she saw nothing except for plates and pots, furs and linens. Meanwhile Aron still held the bloody knife that had wounded him, and she could see that he meant to use it.

“Father, stop!” cried Carlia.

Diana was on her feet with her arm outstretched as though she meant to reach for her husband and pull him back. Carlia had wrapped a bandage around Diana’s neck, but the blood was already seeping through the dressing.

“Aron, no. Stop. Please stop,” Diana begged.

He did not. His knuckles whitened as he gripped the knife harder and strode towards Reva, his eyes still dark in the shadows of the cave. Reva felt her pulse in her teeth and fingertips as fear took over her body. She had to get away from him, but where could she go in this twisting labyrinth of tunnels? But there was no other option—she had to run from him. She fled the cave, hurrying into the darkness of the narrow stone corridors that wove through the cliff. She lifted her long skirt up above her knees and sprinted as fast as she dared without worrying about tripping. Behind her there were shrieks and cries loud enough to drown out Aron’s footsteps, but she knew that he was chasing her. She knew that he wanted to tear her to shreds with that knife in his hand. Aron was not a man who would give up easily once he had set his mind to a task, and ending her life was his task, his purpose.

She ran.

The tunnels twisted and turned, passing small and large caves. Though Reva had only been held in the caves for a short while, she had come to know some of those turns, and she felt that she had some idea which direction she was heading. At least she hoped with every part of her body that she was right, because there was only one way she could see herself escaping the fate that Aron wished to seal upon her.

Reva ignored the ache in her tired muscles as she came to the open entrance of the great cave where Sam had taught her to fly. She ran eagerly into the centre of the large cave, ready to spread her wings and fly, but as she was focused on the small window above, she had failed to hear Aron’s footsteps behind her. He caught her by the hair and yanked her painfully back, ripping a handful of hair from her head in the process. The sudden pain made her cry out loud as she was dragged backwards, off-balance and tipped back onto her heels.

Aron’s hot breath was in her ear as he twisted the hand clutching her hair, ripping even more strands from her scalp. Reva forced herself to gain her balance and stamped on the man’s foot, but she soon felt the sharpness of the tip of the blade as it was thrust into her side. The blade went in halfway before Sam clutched Aron by the arm and wrenched him away from Reva.

“Get off me!” Aron pulled himself away from Sam. “If you think I will not cut you down to get to her, you are mistaken.”

Sam stared at his father in horror. “What are you doing? Why are you doing this?”

Diana and Carlia hurried into the cave, pasty-faced and sweating. Warm blood trickled down Reva’s scalp and more blood trickled from the wound at her side, but she was lucky it was not a deeper wound. She ignored the searing pain as she pressed her hand against the tear in her flesh to slow the bleeding.

“She has to be dealt with,” Aron said. “She is a threat to our family. She—”

“You are the threat to our family!” Carlia screamed. “You are the monster! Not Reva. Not the Ulezi. You!”

But Aron seemed to ignore his daughter as he directed his attention back to Reva. He strode towards her again with the knife outstretched, and Reva knew with a crushing certainty that she was going to die. She was backed up against a wall with nowhere to go, and Aron was too strong, too determined for her to fight against. She thought of Karine, and Ammy, and Luca, and she thought of her poor parents, murdered by this same man.

And then she thought of the dragon inside her, and her wings unfolded before Aron and his family. Aron was quick to change, dropping the knife from his hand and instead becoming a great red dragon before her eyes. She flapped her wings to lift herself from the ground. Aron was about to do the same when Diana threw herself, still in human form, onto Aron’s talons. Aron tried to wriggle free but every movement cut into his wife, tearing her skin. Carlia screamed in terror. Sam changed into a dragon and slashed at his father with his claws. Aron breathed out a short, panicked breath of fire before he changed back into a man and dropped to his knees beside his wife.

Reva paused, watching the scene from above. Diana had thrown herself into Aron’s sharp talons, piercing her own chest with her husband’s claws. She had stopped him with her own sacrifice and now Aron cried over the body of his dead wife.

He tried so hard to save his family that he broke them apart, Reva thought. Just like he had broken her own family apart.

Carlia moved silently away from her parents, picked the knife up from the ground, and drove it into her father’s chest. Reva watched as Aron fell backwards onto the stone floor, his hands wildly searching for the knife in his heart, and blood seeping from his wounds. The frantic movements of his hands slowed down until they stopped, and the life faded from his eyes.

It was too much. Reva had seen enough and heard enough. She needed to get out of this place and never come again. She flew up to the very top of the cavern, ignoring Sam’s cries for her to stop. Placing one claw on the rim of the natural skylight, she changed back into a woman to lift herself through the narrow gap in the stone, her hips scraping against the rough rock, and pulled her weight through the hole. When she was finally free, she collapsed on top of the cliff, gasping for breath.

She had escaped.


LUCA

Luca would have loved to imagine that the smell of the Port of Kings brought him home, but the truth was it smelled like any other port: of salt, fish, and spice. There were chaotic scenes before him as the common folk fled the gangways between docked ships, and the fish stalls dotted along the harbour. The city guard rushed in to take their places, with their red cloaks flapping in the wind. Luca squinted against the bright sun to work out how many they faced in the port. He saw perhaps a third of the city’s guards on the docks, archers along the city walls of Reyalon, and the blue robes of the Brothers of Insight mingled in with the red cloaks of the guards.

“Their numbers are few,” Luca remarked. “They must be protecting Nesra’s Keep.”

“The coward,” Commander Ingran said. “He would let the city fall so long as he is safe in his castle.”

“I doubt my brother is making any decisions now,” Luca replied. “They say he is dying. This is all Brother Mikkel.”

Commander Ingran let out a harrumph noise in agreement.

Luca fingered the pommel of his sword as he stared at the faces of men lined along the port. At one time these men had been his protectors. Now they were his enemies, and he might be forced to cut them down in battle. I have done it before, he thought. I can do it again. He had been defending his friends then, defending the Menti rebels from his brother. Now he was defending the Kingdom of Estala—his home—from not only his brother, but the insidious Order of Insight. He had to focus.

And yet his mind still wandered to Tania, who had betrayed him to the Gold Council. Why had she told him the night before the battle? Could he ever trust her again? He pushed the thoughts out of his mind and instead concentrated on the rhythmic swishing of the waves. As the boat approached the harbour, his throat dried and his muscles tensed. He was hot all over and his heartbeat quickened.

He was used to the bustling sounds of the Port of Kings as the merchants brought their wares to sell in the city. But that energetic noise had ended today, and instead was replaced with the silent city guard, standing waiting for them with their weapons at their sides. The common folk were gone, which Luca was relieved about. He could not stand the thought of innocents being hurt in battle, but he knew that they were usually the ones who suffered the most during a war.

“Archers,” cried Commander Ingran. “Nock. Draw.”

The archers on the ship placed arrows against their bowstrings and lifted the bows higher.

“Hold,” Ingran warned.

Luca heard the strain of tight bowstrings and the creak of wood. He felt the air change as the men readied their bows to rain arrows on their enemies. But his Xanti army were not the only ones wielding bows and arrows. He looked up at the city wall to see the tiny figures of his brother’s guard lifting their bows.

“Hold,” Ingran said again.

They were not yet in range. They would lose half their arrows to the sea if they were not careful.

“Prince Luca,” Ingran prompted.

Luca had been concentrating on the archers and thinking about the guards, and he had almost forgotten. He lifted his hand and formed a small ball of fire in his palm. Despite the angry words he had exchanged with Tania the night before, he had still chosen to wear his specially-made leather armour with the palms left bare to help him produce fire. The armour fit him well, but the comfort of the armour was gone. Wearing it left a bitter taste in his mouth, but his only other choice was a cumbersome steel breastplate too big for him.

Ingran nodded to Luca, and he nodded back before setting the first arrow alight. He walked down the length of the ship lighting arrows with the fire in his palm. When he was done, he turned to watch the rest of the ships making their way to the port all light their arrows with roaring braziers.

“Loose!” cried Ingran.

The heat of the arrows took Luca by surprise as they whooshed overhead towards the harbour. He sucked in his breath as they collided with the men at the harbour, wincing at the screams of the wounded. But he did not have long to mourn their troubles. Ingran pushed him down onto the deck as the arrows from the archers on the city wall hit wood, steel, and flesh as they collided with the boat, the line of shield men, and the bodies of his men. Luca watched helplessly as three of his men fell into the sea.

“Nock,” cried Ingran.

Luca lit the arrows, keeping his head down low behind the shields.

“Loose!”

The heat warmed the back of his neck as the arrows released. He ducked down with Commander Ingran as the enemies responded. Luca saw another four of his own men fall into the sea, but there were dozens of fires on the harbour, and within those fires he saw the outlines of his foes. He saw brave men burning. Luca found that he did not want to raise his head above the shields for the third attack on the Port of Kings, and it was not because he was afraid of being hit by the city’s archers—it was because he did not want to see the guards aflame, throwing themselves into the water. But he knew that he was the prince and if he had any hope of ruling this land, he had to see the effects of his own actions, and he had to understand the realities of war.

Not war. Battle, Luca thought. If they could overthrow the king with one battle, there was a chance that he could save his people bloodshed. But if it comes to war… And it almost always does.

He pushed the thought away. There was no point worrying about that now. He had to concentrate on the battle for Reyalon and Nesra’s Keep. He forced himself to watch. King Davead had often given speeches to his men about the glory of war, but Luca could see no glory, only pain and suffering.

More fire arrows loosed.

The ship crept closer to the shore.

Luca’s heart pounded against his ribs as the arrows pounded the Queen of Stars. He saw two of Ingran’s fleet reach the port, and watched as the men leapt down from the ship and drew their swords. They ran into battle, meeting Stefan’s men steel for steel. Great plumes of smoke rose in the morning air, turning the fighting bodies into shadows against the hazy sky, but Luca felt every blow. He felt every scream of anguish as if it was his own anguish, and as he watched, there was a terrifying moment when he thought he might wet his breeches from the fear of heading into that battle, but he reminded himself that he had to help command these men. They were looking to him for leadership.

They were only moments from reaching the port. Luca unsheathed his sword with his right hand and produced fire with his left. He raised his sword and let loose a battle cry. The men followed suit until the ship was rumbling with the sounds of roars and soldiers bashing steel against shields. The cries rose as the ship reached the harbour and the soldiers climbed down from the Queen of Stars. Luca went to follow, but Ingran caught him by the shoulder and wrenched him back.

“Not this time, Your Majesty. You are too valuable to us to go running into battle.”

Luca turned to Ingran, aghast. “How can I inspire the men?”

“You already have,” Ingran said. “You are here and you are in armour. That is enough. You will stay back with me. There is no real danger here. Reyalon is clearly unprepared for an attack, your brother is weak, and the city will be surrendered within the next few hours. We’ll breach the city gates within the hour. Look.”

Ingran pointed to the men wheeling a battering ram up the harbour, shielded by an upturned rowing boat which had a dozen or more arrows poking from it. All around the rowing boat there were soldiers holding off attacks from the city guard, clearing a path for the ram to get through. Luca saw a guard with an axe running at one of Ingran’s soldiers, who was busy in combat with another guard. Luca let a ball of flame go, hitting the axe-wielding guard on the leg. It was enough to save the soldier’s life. The ram continued up to the city gate, moving like a silhouetted monster through the smoke, ready to heave against the wood of the gate. Luca knew that the gate was made of thick wood, fortified by a strong wooden bar. Could they get past the gate? Elsewhere, men were attaching ladders to the city walls and climbing up to meet the guards on the battlements. Luca let two fireballs loose to hit the guards waiting for his men on the walls.

He handpicked where he could reach with his fire and knocked many men from the battlements, allowing Ingran’s soldiers over the city walls. Some of the guards tried to fight their way onto the Queen of Stars, but Ingran had surrounded them with capable soldiers who cut down those who wished to kill Luca. It was the archers who were the most deadly, but Luca remained behind shields, ducking down when the tell-tale movement of air signalled a forthcoming arrow.

And then Luca saw the water. It swirled and danced through the fighting, beautiful and otherworldly. It spiralled and exploded into sharp blasts that knocked men to their feet. Tania washed away half a dozen archers from the battlements with her water power as Luca watched from the ship. He flexed the fingers of his sword hand and wished he was out there fighting by her side, until he shook the thought away, remembering her betrayal. How could she do that to me?

He snapped back to life as more of Stefan’s guards attempted to fight their way onto the ship. It seemed that they had given up trying to protect the city and were instead trying to kill him. But Luca, Ingran, and the soldiers on the ship were ready for the onslaught. Luca hit one guard in the chest with his fire, knocking three others into the water with him. Ingran cut down two Brothers as the rest of his men dealt with the attackers.

“We have to get off this ship,” Luca shouted above the sounds of the fighting.

Ingran nodded, and directed his men towards the harbour. Luca was forced to duck down to avoid the arrows whooshing towards him, staying close to the man on his right, who kept his shield high to protect them. Through the small gap between the shields held in front of him, Luca saw fires, fighting, and smoke. He saw bodies lying on the gangways between the docks, and dead men in the water. He saw the blood and the burnt wood and the broken arrows littering the ground. There was a lump in his throat as he thought about the regular traders and fisherfolk who had been crowded around the port only hours ago. I had to do this, he thought. I had to stop my brother. Still, he could not see glory in it as his father had—he only wished for it to end.

They made their way through the fray towards the city gate, which had been rammed until it splintered, but it was still not yet open enough for their men to get through. Many of Ingran’s soldiers had already climbed over the battlements and had made their way into the city, but they still needed the gate opened to take the city.

When the man carrying the shield in front of Luca fell, Luca snatched the shield up from the ground and raised it over his head to protect himself from one of the Brothers whose mace was inches from connecting with his shoulder. Luca staggered back from the blow, knocking down another of Ingran’s men. He thrust his sword up through the attacker, cutting deep into the man’s gut. The Brother dropped to his knees, letting the mace roll away. Luca continued to hold the shield, but he sheathed his sword in favour of fire, letting a large ball of fire collect in his right palm. They edged ever closer to the city gate, fighting their way through the guards. Luca tossed fire at as many of Stefan’s soldiers as he could, keeping the path clear for them to move.

Heave. Crunch. Heave. Crunch. Heave. Crunch.

The men worked at the city gate, breaking through the wood bit by bit.

Heave. Crunch.

With Ingran by his side, he helped keep the guards away from the men working at the city gate, throwing fire at their attackers, bashing men with his shield. Ingran was a beast on the battlefield, swinging his axe from one foe to the next. Luca suspected that the man could not stay away from the fight, no matter what he had told Luca about staying out of the worst of it in order to command.

And through the smoke were swiftly moving shadows. Some rolled along the ground, cutting their enemies with daggers, others leapt onto the shoulders of the guards, finding the weakest point of their armour and taking advantage of it. These were the cat-like warriors belonging to Lord Tinian. Deadly and quick, they made the seasoned fighters of the city guard seem bumbling and slow. Luca pitied their foe.

CRUNCH.

Ingran’s men let up a cheer as the gate finally caved. But it was soon cut off by the guards flowing through the now-open gates, meeting Luca’s soldiers with steel on steel. The flow of men pushed their soldiers back, but Luca threw a fireball into the cluster of guards, sending many toppling to the ground while others ran screaming away with their cloaks on fire. The heat of Luca’s fire accentuated the smell of the battle, sour and sweet from the blood and sweat.

The soldiers fought their way through the gate, pushing the guards back, so that Ingran and Prince Luca could make their way into Reyalon, where Nesra’s Keep stood at the top of the highest hill, its towers stretching up beyond the smoke of the burning harbour.

I am coming for you, brother, Luca thought.


STEFAN

There was a weight on his chest, pushing down on his ribs, pressing him deeper into the bed. He knew it was there but when he tried to slap the object away, his fingers swept the air, connecting with nothing. The weight was invisible and intangible, but it was there, and it was pressing against his chest and stopping him from being able to breathe. When he did manage to suck in a breath of air, his chest rattled alarmingly, like a wooden toy he had been given by his mother, one that had some sort of small marble inside and made a terrible noise when he shook it. He remembered how afraid of it he had been, because the sound had reminded him of torrential rain hammering the windows of the Keep. The urgency of both sounds had always unsettled young Stefan.

He was frightened now. One by one the people in his room had been filtering out, and there had been many whisperings amongst the guards and the Brothers. His mother had disappeared from his bedside, as had little Alberto. Now, Brother Mikkel was striding towards his bed with a deep frown etched into his features.

“I am dying,” Stefan blurted out. It was the first time he had admitted it to himself, but seeing the look on Brother Mikkel’s face finally made him face up to the reality.

The Brother did not respond but Stefan knew it was true. He could feel his body wasting away under the furs of his bed that kept him warm. He knew he was barely more than skin and bone, with the large, protruding boils the only fleshy part of him left.

“Let my sisters go,” Stefan said. “They do not have to marry those men. What is the point, now? I will be dead before the end of the day.” Stefan clutched hold of his furs and tried to stop the tears that were welling in his eyes. Why had the Enlightened God allowed him to progress to being king only to kill him off so soon into his reign? Was God so cruel as that?

But Brother Mikkel only flung the furs aside and placed his arms underneath Stefan’s sweat-soaked back. Stefan cried out in pain as the man lifted him from the bed and cradled him like a child in his arms.

“It is time for us to go, Your Majesty.”

Stefan stared up at his advisor, desperately trying to keep his eyes open, ignoring the pain that seared down his bones to his fingers and toes. “Where could we possibly go?” The strain that speaking put on his chest made Stefan burst into a coughing fit.

“We have to leave Nesra’s Keep.”

Mikkel carried Stefan towards the door of his chamber, moving quickly but managing to keep Stefan stable. There were three other Brothers with them, who had covered Stefan in furs to keep him warm. Stefan’s skin was slick with sweat, but he shivered beneath those furs. The Brothers opened the door to his chamber and let Mikkel pass through with Stefan. All of the Brothers’ faces were stern as stone, their strides long and purposeful, but stiff, too, as though their entire bodies were tense with anxiety. Even in his addled and fevered state, Stefan noted that the Brothers carried crude iron maces and had daggers at their belts. He opened his mouth to ask them what was happening, but the words remained clogged in his throat.

The sounds of Nesra’s Keep made his ears ring. There was shouting echoing down the halls and the sound of stomping footsteps pounded around Stefan’s mind. He could even feel the vibrations of the movement in his chest. The castle was alive and it was thumping with the sounds of war.

War.

It could not be.

Was Reyalon under siege? Who would dare to attack the city?

He used what little strength remained in his body to concentrate on the actions around him. “Mikkel, who is attacking the city?”

A group of six young boys ran through the halls with wide eyes, each carrying a sword, with mail hauberks hanging loosely from their small bodies. Stefan did not know who had armed the boys but the sight made his blood run cold. If the likes of the stable boys and kitchen workers were being handed a sword and a hauberk, what did that say about the battle? Were they outnumbered? Stefan thought of the men he had sent out into Estala to chase down Menti and execute them. Why had he done that?

Whoever it is will not be able to rule, he thought. They will not turn the common folk. They will be attacked by my men once they have taken the city. But then it dawned on him… Would his men stay loyal after his death? Whom would they support? Serena? Alberto? Mikkel?

“Prince Luca,” Mikkel answered. “And Princess Serena. And the Gold Council. It would seem that they have all colluded against you, Your Majesty, and have come to prevent the marriage of your sister.”

All the air seemed to leave Stefan’s body. This could not be. He had left the Menti rebels in tatters after destroying their Xanti camp. How could they have gained so much strength between then and now? Why had the Gold Council sided with Prince Luca? Stefan was their ally, not Luca. They should be fighting with him.

“Traitorous Xanti,” Stefan muttered. “Why?”

“The treaty,” Mikkel replied. “It was not honoured. It makes no matter now, Your Majesty. This is all just a small part of Anios’s plans.”

“What plans?” Stefan said, his voice exhausted from the effort of merely speaking. Every bone in his body ached and he longed to close his eyes and never open them again, but somehow his mind would not allow him. “Anios has left me, Mikkel. He has taken everything with him. He has taken my one power, my strength, my life. His plan was to leave me with nothing and allow me to live long enough to see my throne usurped.”

“You will not be usurped, Your Majesty,” the Brother said with conviction strong in his voice.

But Stefan only thought of how stubborn Brother Mikkel was to continue believing that Anios had some special plan laid out for Stefan. How could the man be so pig-headed as to fail to see that the boy laid in his arms was close to taking his last breath? How could he be so blind?

They hurried through the corridors as Stefan heard the sounds of fighting around him. He wanted to close his ears to swords clashing and men screaming, but he could not. He even saw men fall from the battlements through the arrow slits in the walls of the keep. He saw men on fire.

Luca, he thought, with utter hatred.

When Stefan closed his eyes he became a colossal dragon towering over Reyalon. His wings stretched the length of the city, reaching almost to the Sea of Kings. When his jaws opened the space between his fangs was dark and cavernous, and beneath it all was a belly full of flame with which he could extinguish his enemies, one roar and they would be gone. He was strong, powerful, and a beast to be reckoned with, not a dying child in a man’s arms.

Stefan opened his eyes to see that they were heading down towards the dungeons of the castle. Mikkel was moving even faster than before, with an urgency that frightened Stefan. It was as though Mikkel was imagining the soldiers at his ankles, seconds away from pouncing and killing them all. What is the point? Stefan thought. Why bother? Just let them win. But he was too weak to suggest that to Brother Mikkel now. His vision blurred and his head pounded with pain. He felt every step in his most painful of regions, especially around his boils.

“Not much farther,” Mikkel said. “Hold on, my king.”

Stefan did not feel like a king any longer—he felt like a baby bundled in rags. He could be a beggar on the streets of Reyalon for all that it mattered. Despite his best attempt, Stefan was going to die as miserable a death as the street urchins in the city. His head lolled to one side and he let out a long, despairing moan.

“Did you bring what I asked for?”

Brother Mikkel’s voice sounded strange in Stefan’s mind. It felt like he was listening through still waters, so that he was muffled, but he could still make out the sound. It was only then that he realised he had been placed on the ground. Where were they? Stefan opened his eyes and glanced around the dim room. The place was dark and smelled of mould. There was a torch on the nearest wall casting light into the small, shadowy cell. They were underground, he decided, because there were no windows at all.

“I did.”

A small bundle was handed to Brother Mikkel.

“What is…?” Stefan began, but he could not finish because his voice came out as a rasp and his throat was too dry to continue.

He wanted to say, What is happening? What are you going to do? Where are we?

His best guess was that they were in the dungeons of Nesra’s Keep. It did not seem sensible to stop in the dungeons when Luca’s army was knocking on the doors. Would it not be better for them to escape altogether? Stefan was aware that there were many secret passages leading out of the Keep and to safety. What does it matter? I will be dead soon. Perhaps I will see Father. What would his father do to him in the afterlife? Maybe the king would push him out of a window, over and over again. That would be fitting, for him to spend eternity as the victim of his own most terrible crime. Now, finally, Stefan felt the burden of the crime weighing on his soul. He had been so caught up in the idea of being king… of finally being respected by the realm, by his family. He had never felt ashamed of the murder he had committed because in his mind it had been justified. Well, now he was not so sure, and he wished that he could take it all back, that he could go back to his childhood and begin anew, as a different person, one who was not so consumed by petty jealousy and anger.

The room blurred as his eyes went out of focus, but there was still movement in front of him that Stefan presumed to be Brother Mikkel. Stefan attempted to lift his head so that he could see what Mikkel was doing, but a throbbing pain caused him to moan and let his head rest on the bundle of straw that had been laid beneath him. He blinked and the room came into focus for an instant. There he saw the flickering flame of the torch capture Brother Mikkel’s movements as he took items from the small bundle his Brother had given him. Though the movements were blurred in Stefan’s ailing eyesight, he saw small bottles filled with a red fluid, a bundle of what appeared to be herbs, some sort of claw from a bird of prey, and a palm-sized lump of red flesh. Stefan blinked and realised it was a heart.

Brother Mikkel arranged the bizarre items around Stefan and a sound filled the room. It was the sound of chanting. Mikkel was chanting very softly in a language that Stefan did not know. It sounded like nothing he had ever heard before, but the words were calming him, even in this unknown tongue. His heart began to slow and the pain that seared through his bones, burning them, began to dissipate until he could hardly feel it at all.

Now he could find the strength to speak, “What is happening?”

But no one answered his question. Stefan’s head was spinning and he almost felt as though he was floating a few inches from the ground. A sense of euphoria washed over him as Brother Mikkel waved his arms over Stefan’s body, the strange words echoing throughout the dim room.

In a sudden, sharp movement, Brother Mikkel reached beneath the furs and ripped open the tunic Stefan was wearing, to bare the king’s chest. Mikkel grasped the claw and lowered it onto Stefan’s flesh. The pain was so intense that Stefan began to writhe against the straw. The claw cut through his thin skin like it was a knife against parchment, making Stefan wonder, in his pain-addled, fevered mind, what sorcery made a claw sharper than a knife. He tried to look down at his chest to see what Brother Mikkel was carving into his skin, but his head was too heavy to lift. Instead, he saw the way Mikkel’s arm curved and arched and decided that he was cutting some sort of circular symbol into his chest.

The room was so hot and stuffy that Stefan could barely breathe, and now the tang of blood filled the air. Every time he tried to fill his lungs, he felt the rasp of his chest and the effort weakened him. How many more breaths do I have? And as Stefan was taking his last breaths, his most trusted friend was hurting him and using him for some sort of sorcery. Stefan thought of all the blood potions Mikkel had given him over the years. They were supposed to have made him stronger, to help him absorb the strength of the Mentis he had killed—but what if they had been designed to serve a purpose that Mikkel was now taking advantage of in Stefan’s dying moments? What if Mikkel had never been his friend?

Finally the carving was completed and Brother Mikkel rose to stand over Stefan. The image of the man was blurred through Stefan’s diminishing vision, but Stefan made out the shape of his arms lifting above his head. And as Brother Mikkel raised his arms, Stefan felt the rush of his illness fill his body. The bone ache, the pain of his boils, the throbbing in his head, it all came rushing back, pressing down on his chest. This is it, Stefan thought. This is my last breath. And with that breath came Stefan’s memories. He saw his mother and her tired eyes, he saw his father and his stern face, he saw his sister reading a book on her window seat, and his younger sister Carolina galloping through the forest on her white pony. Then he saw Luca ill in bed. Stefan had never gone to visit Luca and now he regretted it. Perhaps he had been wrong to hurt Luca. Perhaps he had been wrong to listen to Brother Mikkel.

The memories began to fade away so rapidly that Stefan panicked, desperately trying to summon them back. His chest rattled as he breathed, as his wife’s had while dying. He felt the sweat drip down from his forehead, slipping down to rest on his lips. Just as quickly, the memories slipped from his mind, trickling out of him like water from a squeezed rag. No, no, no, no, he thought. I want to remember. I want to think of them as I die. But the memories ebbed away from him like the tide of the Sea of Kings.

And as his breath rattled his empty chest, Stefan the Snake lost all sense of himself. First it was his memories, then it was his thoughts and his sense of language, and then it was the essence of knowing himself. Of knowing who he was.

Until he was an empty shell. A body.

But still Brother Mikkel stood over the body with his arms lifted high above his head, watching as Stefan’s last breath left his body. Brother Mikkel remained. The man waited.

The body resting on the straw dripped blood from its chest. There was a circle carved into the flesh with three pointed runes drawn in its centre. The body’s skin was yellow-tinted and glossy from the sweat that had exuded from every pore.

Brother Mikkel waited.

The carved chest of the body rose, as though air was filling its lungs. The carved chest fell once again.

And then it rose. And then it fell.

The body opened its eyes.

The body breathed evenly and the boils dropped from its skin like grapes plucked from a vine. It lifted its body and sat up to face the Brother.

“You did not think that I would let you die, Your Majesty,” said Brother Mikkel.

“I am not His Majesty,” the body replied. “I am the Lord.”

Brother Mikkel smiled down at the Lord.


LUCA

The clatter of steel rang in Luca’s ears, but it was not steel against steel, it was the sound of a thousand swords hitting the stone floor of the throne room in Nesra’s Keep. The city guards had surrendered and Luca had the city. Commander Ingran stood by his side with his back straight and his axe drawn. He dwarfed Luca in size and stature, but Luca still felt like a giant amongst men as he watched the men lay down their weapons.

“Search the castle,” Luca ordered. “Search for Prince Stefan.” Stefan was no longer king, and he would not call him king.

Two dozen men hurried from the room as Luca stared at the throne atop the dais underneath a tapestry of the Enlightened God in blue robes. It was a new tapestry and Luca could not help but notice the resemblance the God shared with his brother in this particular depiction.

“Pull that monstrosity down,” Luca ordered. He could not stand the sight of it.

“Your Majesty, we must talk.” Ingran gestured to a smaller room leading off from the long throne room. There they found a table that had not been upturned in the fighting. Luca followed the commander and took a seat, thinking that it had been a long time since he had sat in his childhood home. The seat should have been more comfortable than it was.

“What is it, Ingran?” Luca asked.

“We must discuss what will happen to your brother once he is found.”

Luca scuffed his boot against the stones as he shifted uncomfortably. He had been thinking about the same issue, and none of the options he had come up with had given him any satisfaction. “My brother is dying, but he is a traitor and must be tried as one if he lives long enough.”

“He cannot be tried for regicide, he must be executed and quickly. Trials are public and usually end in a public execution. There are sick men and women across the realm who believe that your brother is good and holy. It will give them time to get angry, and there is nothing so deadly as young, angry poor-folk. You must kill your brother today, if he is not already dead. You must end this so you can begin your reign.”

Luca felt sick to his stomach as he gazed down at the stone floor of the throne room. That feeling of strength had not lasted even a minute. Now he had to think about killing an ailing man. Not just a man, his brother. Could he even go through with it? And what sort of king would he be if he could not make the difficult decision to execute his brother?

The realm comes first, he thought. But he also prayed to any God that would listen that they would find his brother already dead of natural causes.

“You do not need to be the one who strikes the blow,” Ingran said. “You can appoint a headsman now that you are king.”

“I have not been crowned yet,” Luca said.

Ingran shrugged. “A minor detail. A realm needs a king, and you will be the one sitting on the throne after we have dealt with your brother.”

There were shadows falling on Commander Ingran’s face, darkening his eyes, and Luca wondered how long he would remain controlled by the Gold Council and the Gold Council’s commanders. He wished that Brother Axil was here with him. He needed counsel from someone he trusted, not from men he had only met days ago. Luca’s eyes moved over to the entrance to the throne room where he searched for familiar faces, anyone who might make him feel more at ease here, more wanted. That was when he saw Tania. She was standing next to Geraldo with her hands neatly placed behind her back, watching as Stefan’s men were rounded up and searched for weapons. He longed to walk over and talk to her but he hesitated. She seemed to sense that someone was watching her and her eyes flicked across to him. Luca dropped his gaze and felt his cheeks grow warm with embarrassment. What was he doing? He should be concentrating on the realm, on his brother, on the castle. Not her.

“Your Majesty.”

Luca’s head snapped up. He had not noticed the soldier approach as he had been thinking about Tania. He hoped that the red flush of his cheeks had faded.

“We have found something in the chapel, Your Majesty. I think it might be best that you come and see for yourself.” The soldier was young and stocky, with splattered blood across his armour. He spoke with a Xanti accent, as all of his soldiers did.

There was not one fighter from my own realm, Luca thought. Yet again, he worried that his own people would not accept him as their king.

“Is it my brother?” Luca asked.

The soldier shook his head.

Luca got to his feet and followed the young soldier through the castle. Many men bowed their heads solemnly as he passed. Others did not. That was a worrying sight to see, especially as they had barely taken the castle and he would expect the men to be desperate enough to pledge fealty in order to save their own lives. Just how divided had Stefan left Estala? He was sure he would find out soon enough.

The silence of the chapel was interrupted by the reverberation of their footsteps around the long, cavernous hall. Shadows danced across the walls, emanating from the lit braziers that were aflame on either side of the aisle leading up to the dais. As Luca’s eyes travelled the length of the chapel, the sight by the dais made his feet quicken along the aisle. There were two young women in long, pink gowns standing next to two men and a Brother. The women were beautiful, with their long brown hair half-tousled, half-braided down their backs.

“Serena!” he exclaimed, speeding into a run.

It was a moment later that he realised the second beautiful young woman was his little sister Carolina. She was sobbing, with her arms outstretched towards him. Luca felt the prick of tears against his own eyes, and there was a thud in his chest that almost knocked him down, it was so powerful. When he bundled his little sister into his arms he finally felt the pull from his home that he had been expecting since the moment he had set foot back in Estala. He was home. And his family was here.

Carolina withdrew from him, wrenched back her small fist, and punched him with all her might on the shoulder. Luca sensed Ingran’s men reaching for swords but he lifted a hand to stop them.

“What took you so long?” Carolina demanded, her dark eyes shining with rage.

As Luca ignored the urge to rub the sore spot left on his arm by her punch, he ruffled her hair and pinched her ear in a way that he knew she used to hate. Usually, when he pinched Carolina’s ear she would scowl at him until he backed away, but this time she broke out into a smile before starting to cry again. Luca hugged her once more before he turned to his older sister.

“You did well to get word to the Gold Council,” Luca said. “It was clever.”

“I am not so clever as you think,” Serena admitted. “My attempts at court politics were not particularly successful, as you can see.” She gestured to the dress. “But I am glad I managed to do one good thing. It is a relief to see your face, Luca.”

“We need to speak privately. Who are these men?”

“Pigs!” Carolina sneered at the youngest man and he turned a green shade of white.

Serena chuckled as she took Carolina by the shoulder and pulled her closer. “They are not pigs. They are the men we were supposed to marry. Stefan made the match. I believe this situation was as forced upon them as it was us. There is no need to harm them.”

Luca sensed that one of the men, the older one who had only smiled at Carolina’s outburst, was about to introduce himself, but Luca lifted a hand to stop him. “I must speak to my sister first.” There was time for figuring out what to do with the two almost-husbands later. He turned to Commander Ingran. “I will be with Princess Serena in my solar. Please come to me at once if my brother is found. Let my little sister Carolina back into her chambers and keep these two gentlemen under your charge. I will need to speak with them later.”

“Very well,” Commander Ingran said, then assigned three guards to accompany Luca and Serena through the keep.

“Do you still know your way around?” Serena asked with a smile playing on her lips.

“It is not much changed,” Stefan replied. “The corridors are as cold as always.”

Though his sister was smiling as they made their way to Luca’s old chambers, he could tell that she had suffered since he had been gone. The stress of dealing with Stefan’s court politics had carved her face into a harder, tougher expression than the one he remembered. She was leaner, less languid, and her eyes could not remain on one spot—they roamed constantly along the walls, across Luca’s face, down to her wringing hands. She was alive with a nervous energy that made the air tremble around her.

Finally, Luca came to the oak door that opened up into his chamber, and there, on the ground, was a burn mark that had not yet been scrubbed from the stones. His blood turned to ice at the sight of the place where his brother had died. He had known he was about to confront this spot, but he had not fully prepared himself for it.

Clearing his throat, Luca led Serena around the scorch mark towards a table in the window of his chambers. He sat down and stared out at the smoke still floating from the burning fires along the harbour.

They were silent for a moment, until Luca finally said, “I never meant to kill Matias. I loved him and I wanted him to be king. God knows he was the only one of us who would have made a good king, a great king, and I always wanted him to rule. He was the best of us in every way.”

“He was,” Serena agreed.

“I am Menti,” Luca admitted. A shiver ran down his spine as he said the word. “I have powers that I had not learned to control and that was why Matias died. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” There was a crack in his voice that betrayed the tumultuous emotions deep inside. He glanced towards his sister to see if she had noticed, but she was silent. “If I could have stopped those powers from emerging at that time, I would. I would do anything to have him here sitting with us. But it can never be. It happened and now here we are. I am Menti and I have a duty to use and control my powers to ensure the realm is safe. I am not the only one in our family with powers. Did you know that Stefan is a dragon?”

Serena’s eyes widened. “A dragon? But… he was so weak. He had the plague.”

“I saw him change into a dragon before my very eyes. I burned him, too. It was a terrible fight. I wish it had never happened.” He let out a long sigh. “But it has, and here we are.”

“Our father is dead. Matias is dead. Stefan is most probably dead, or will be soon,” Serena said. “And now you are here to claim the throne. Well, I will not fight you for it. There was a moment when I thought that perhaps I could take it, but not because I wanted it, only because I did not want Stefan to have it.”

“I understand,” Luca said. “I do not want it either.”

“The realm will rally behind you before they will for me. I am a woman, after all.” Serena rolled her eyes and let out a hollow laugh.

“And they think I killed my brother in cold blood.” Luca joined her humourless laugh with his own.

“That does not matter,” Serena said. “That shows strength and inspires fear. They will see you as a great conqueror who deserves the throne because he fought for it.”

“I wish I could believe that,” Luca said, lowering his eyes.

“The Brothers of Insight will be a problem,” Serena said. “There is going to be a war.”

“I know,” Luca replied. “I can feel it.”

And he could. It stirred even as they sat by the window watching the smoke rise above the city. He imagined that it stirred in the fields and forests of Lantha and the mountains of Irrinthia. It stirred throughout his realm. But he was no longer one of the rebels rising to the call of rebellion—he was the leader who must find a way to piece his realm back together.

“I need you,” Luca said. “I need you to rule with me.”

Serena ceased wringing her hands and stared at him with a stillness he had not seen in her since before he fled Estala. “Do you mean that? Truly?”

Luca reached forward and took his sister’s hands in his. “Truly.”

The door to his chambers burst open and Commander Ingran strode into the room. “Forgive the interruption, Your Majesty, but I came at once as you requested.”

“Where is he?” Luca dropped Serena’s hands and climbed to his feet. His body vibrated with anxious energy.

“The guards have searched every room, every tunnel, every cell in the dungeons, and every tower. Prince Stefan and Brother Mikkel are nowhere to be found.”

Luca’s heart began to pound and his legs felt weak. Stefan cannot have escaped. “Extend the search to the city. Repair the city gates. Do not let anyone out of Reyalon, do not let any ships leave the harbour.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Ingran bowed and left the room.

“But he could not… I saw him and he was dying. He was close to death, I heard it in every breath he took, and every croak in his throat.” Serena stood with her hands worrying at the sleeves of her gown. Her shoulders were hunched and tense, which made Luca feel the weight of anxiety even heavier.

“I was on my deathbed once,” Luca said.

He wandered across to the window to watch the smoke rising over his city. I was on my deathbed once. And look what happened. He placed a hand on the stone and let the heavy air sting his eyes. As he bathed himself in the warmth of the smouldering fires below, Luca sensed a prickling of the hair on the back of his neck. Something told him to lift his eyes towards the Sea of Kings, so he did. And there, in the distance, for just the barest fraction of a moment, he thought he saw dragon wings through the smoke.
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