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Prologue

Reva wanted to win. If she won the race, Prince Luca would have to give her his honeyed figs at supper. If he won, he got to kiss her.
She skipped up the marble steps, almost tripping over her gown. The sound of her footsteps bounced along the vast walls of the castle, and the tapestries rippled as she sprinted up the hallway. The cool sea air drifted in through the opened windows, bringing the scents of the city of Reyalon. Fish, salt, and sweat. Ale, dung, and spice. Though Reva ran fast, she still thought of the bustling markets outside and wondered whether it would be more fun out there than in the keep.
Luca could never catch her. He was not swift of foot like she was, and he was not strong, either. She smiled, thinking of him panting as he hurried behind her. But then the smile faded and she slowed her pace, remembering Luca’s fever from a mere few days ago. She had visited him on his sickbed and pressed a damp linen cloth to his sweaty forehead.
“Lady Avalon.” The guard—the youngest of the guards with a dark beard and named Rodrigo—nodded to her as she hurried up the steps towards the large, panelled doors.
Reva turned back and her loose hair caught her eyes. Impatiently, she pulled it away with her fingers. All the other ladies in the court of Nesra’s Keep constantly told her that her hair was beautiful, but it was a mere annoyance for Reva. Straight and dark, it constantly shed onto the rugs and her bed furs. She wanted to cut it short, but her lady-in-waiting would never let her. She said the king would disapprove. Why would he care about her hair? She supposed it was because she was betrothed to his son, Luca. He wanted her to look a certain way for his son. That irked Reva. It made her want to steal a dirk from the guards and lop it all off herself.
Luca came tumbling around the corner and all thoughts of her annoying hair went away. She jumped up and down, clapping her hands.
“Why, my prince, you have lost!” She could not help the note of triumph in her voice.
“I fear that I have.” Luca smiled amiably. There was not a member of court who disliked Prince Luca. The third of King Davead’s five children was gentle-natured and handsome, if somewhat sickly. Reva would not admit it to anyone, not even under duress, but she enjoyed gazing into Luca’s hazel-green eyes. She thought his light brown hair and olive-tinged skin was pleasant to look at. But mostly she enjoyed racing Prince Luca and winning by a mile. He made it up to the door with a hint of mischief glinting in his eyes. “And would my betrothed offer me a consolation kiss?”
Reva winked. “Nice try, my prince.”
Luca glanced at the guard to his right. “It was worth a go, was it not?”
“I would say so, Your Highness.” Rodrigo grinned at Luca.
Reva rolled her eyes. “Come. We are late for your father’s court. Though we will talk of those honeyed figs later.”
“And my consolation kiss.”
Reva let her hair cover her face to cover the flush working its way up her neck. At thirteen, Reva was all too aware that her wedding to Luca could come at any time. King Davead was of an opinion that the two could wait a while longer. He had no desire to rush the matter while Luca’s older brother, Matias, was about to wed a noble girl from Irrinthia. As the younger brother and second in line to the throne, Luca was allowed more flexibility than Matias. But still, sometimes the reality of her impending wedding to Luca hit her with full force and sent butterflies to flutter around her stomach.
The guards wrenched open the doors and Reva walked into the throne room with Luca by her side. As soon as the lords and ladies of the court turned to stare at them, Reva felt aware of the sheen of sweat on her forehead, and how her hair was sticking slightly to it. There was a desire to check the underarms of her red gown for stains. Instead, she clamped her arms down tight and tried to kick the hem of her dress with each step in the manner she had been taught was proper for a lady.
The members of court sat in pews on either side of the long aisle facing the throne. Reva bowed low to her king while trying not to make eye contact. Despite the king’s recent kindness, she still found him an intimidating presence. As for the rest of the lords and ladies, they avoided her eyes. Since her family had been killed in the most recent Menti rebellion, they either treated her with pity or suspicion. Reva was not fully aware of the circumstances of their death. She knew that the Menti had overrun Avalon Towers while she hid in a pile of furs in her bedroom. A king’s soldier had found her a day later, shivering and babbling like a baby. She remembered none of it, and she was glad for that small mercy. But since that event, she was something to be stared at, whispered about, and pitied constantly. It was Luca who talked freely, and who dared to be sharp with her when she was salty. It had been a year since she had lost her family, and now the soldiers who helped win against the Menti were here to reap their rewards from the king. Reva tried not to think of her family as she took her place beside Luca. Thinking about them made her heart hurt.
Reva was relieved to see that they were not the last ones late to court. A few people were still filtering into the balcony of the hall. Reva had to crane her neck to see all the way up to the top of the ceiling, where frescos depicting how King Mithrin had claimed the throne a hundred years ago stretched from corner to corner, as well as illustrations of the Enlightened God and the Brothers and Sisters who worshipped Him. King Davead turned his head to glare at the latecomers. His golden crown hit the sunlight filtering in from the large stained glass windows set around the room. Bright squares of light danced on the dark mosaic floor. The rubies in his crown shone like teardrops of blood. Next to her, she was aware of Luca straightening his doublet and standing with a rigid spine. The doublet was a deep green embroidered with gold thread. The colours complemented his eyes.
The court began. King Davead appointed three new knights and one new Lord. Brave men stepped forward to claim their rewards. King Davead decreed years ago that Menti should be exiled or executed for using their powers. They were unnatural, he said. Their magic was evil. All Menti should be stopped. Reva had never thought about whether being a Menti was evil. She supposed that if the king said it was, then it must be. She was a loyal servant to the king, and soon to be his daughter-in-law.
“Bring forth General Unna,” the king commanded.
A large man stepped forward. He stood a head taller than almost every man in court. His armour was a dull grey, not as intricate as some of the other soldiers’ garb, yet moulded perfectly to his bulky form. He carried a long sword at his waist, with his hand resting on the hilt. His forehead was large, leading down to close-knit, bushy eyebrows that hid the small eyes beneath. Yet when Reva felt his gaze rest on her face, the hairs stood up on the back of her neck. Her own gaze fell to her feet, and she was glad when he turned his attention to the king.
“You fought bravely, General Unna. You led my forces to victory and contributed to saving the city of Reyalon when the Menti crossed the Sea of Kings. Eyewitnesses say you slew fire wielders and skin shifters.”
The great man nodded his misshapen head. “Aye. It is true, Your Majesty. Though the landslide on the cliffs south of Reyalon helped a deal.”
“Nevertheless, you showed cunning, bravery, and skill. Those will be rewarded. You will be granted a Lordship, the empty seat in Lantha, and a wife of your choosing.”
Reva noticed Lord Coren give his daughter Maeve a little shove forward. But General Unna did not linger long on the slightly plump Maeve. His eyes barely glanced over the court before they rested back on Reva, who felt the blood drain from her face, and the sensation of insects crawling up her arms.
“Your Majesty, I would request the Lady Reva Avalon as my bride.”
There was the ripple of a murmur throughout the court. Next to her, Reva felt Luca step forward.
“Father,” he began.
The king raised his hand. “General Unna, Reva Avalon is betrothed to my son and has been for almost a year. There are a number of eligible ladies in court.”
“Your Majesty offered me a wife of my choosing. I wish you no disrespect, my king, but there are many other fine young ladies for your son. I have gazed upon Lady Reva and her face has moved me. If you were to grant me this wish, I would be forever indebted to you.”
“Father, you cannot—”
“Hush, child,” King Davead commanded.
As King Davead sat in contemplation, Reva stared down at her fingers, watching as they trembled. She dared not turn to look at Luca. She could not. The tears were so close. She thought of her mother and father. She thought of how happy they were. Her mother and father had been the same age as each other, and not much older than she was now when they were married. Though their marriage had been arranged, they had loved each other until the last. She had thought she would have that with Luca. She had already begun to let her heart love him. And now it was about to be ripped away from her. She could not look at General Unna either. He was old. Forty at least. He was a beast of a man. She could not.
“Very well, General Unna,” King Davead said with a sigh. “There is another I can betroth my son to. You may leave with Lady Reva today if you wish, though she will no doubt want help from her handmaids.”
“Father.” Luca hurried towards the dais, but his father’s guards drew their swords. Luca stopped before the king. “You cannot do this. Reva and I are in love. We…” He turned back to Reva. She finally found her prince. She raised her eyes to him. A sob escaped her throat before she could stop it.
“Your Majesty,” she said in a quiet voice. “Your son speaks truly. We are fond… we have found…”
“Enough.” The king raised his hand. “You are young enough for folly, but old enough to know better. Reva, you are thirteen now and of marriageable age. You will go with General Unna to Lantha, where you will be an obedient wife to a brave man. Luca, my son, by now you are aware of the sacrifices that a prince must make for the good of the realm. You will accept this as my final decision, or you will leave court right now.”
“I will not!” Luca’s voice shook with rage.
But the king nodded towards his guards and two bulky men in shining armour stepped forward to drag Luca away from the room. Reva watched him kick and flail as the guards dragged him away. She wanted to speak up, to shout that this was injustice. But what could her words do? She was not the king. She was nothing with no one apart from Luca, and even his words meant nothing. Her breath caught in her chest. Is this the last time I will ever see him? A firm hand cupped her elbow and led her away from the court. On the way out, no one looked at her, not with pity or sadness, not at all. Her mouth opened and closed uselessly. Her feet dragged along the floor, but General Unna guided her away. The guards closed the doors behind them, and Reva was alone with her new betrothed.




Luca

It was bright gold like the sun, but he was more aware of the heat than its colour. His skin burned. He could not open his eyes. It bore down on him like a heavy weight pressing on his chest. He could not move. He did not want to move. The heat was glorious, the colour magnificent. For once in his life, Luca felt powerful. There was purpose to his life for the first time he could remember.
And then he woke.
The fire had been but a dream. It was not the first time he had dreamt of flames licking his skin. Every time he woke, he felt relieved and disappointed all at once. Luca was the third child of King Davead, the ruler of Estala. He was the second son, after his big brother Matias. The king did not think much of his second son because Luca had grown up a sickly boy, always picking up coughing colds and fevers. Matias was tall, broad, and strong. He was a good leader, and King Davead had given him his army to control along with Luca’s younger brother, Stefan. Luca could control nothing from his sickbed.
His deathbed.
Because the time was upon him. He could feel it. He could smell the death in the room. He was tired after his dream. Thirsty, too. And yet he did not possess the energy to move his arm towards the jug of water resting on the table close to his bed. He sank back into his damp cushions. How long do I have?
Days? Hours?
God, let it be soon. Let my suffering end.
There was one part of his dream that was true. His skin burned with the fever. Yet he was cold, too. And he knew he was wasting away because he could not eat, he could barely drink. He was thin and weak. His muscles had no power. In my dreams I am powerful. Maybe they are a trick from God to toy with me.
The door to his chambers opened with a creak, and Luca was pleased to see Matias step into the room. He was nineteen years old—three years older than Luca—but carried the beard of an older man. He had their father’s features, with olive skin and copper highlights in his dark hair. He was the most handsome of all the princes. Luca and Matias shared similar-coloured eyes, but that was where the resemblance ended. They both had hazel-brown eyes. But Luca had the lighter features of his mother: paler skin and nutmeg-brown hair. Luca and Matias did not share a mother. King Davead had been determined to give himself many heirs, so many wives he took. Luca’s mother, Queen Sofia, had given the king Luca before she died of a fever six months later.
“Little brother, you look better today,” Matias said. He smiled down at Luca, but Luca was no fool, and he could see the concern on Matias’s face. He glanced at his brother’s sword with the suns carved on the hilt. He would love to feel the sun on his face one more time before he died, but he wondered if he was too weak to leave the bed.
“Brother Axil can hardly look at me when he comes into the room,” Luca said. “I am not long for this world now. I know it. And I know I look worse, but thank you for lying to me.”
Matias sat on the chair next to the bed and wrapped his fingers around the armrest. “You look better today because there is still fight in you. I know it and you know it. This is not your deathbed.”
Luca shook his head sadly. His older brother would never give up on him. Between the two of them, Matias had always been the optimist. Perhaps that was because he was given everything. It was never his fault that he was the first born, or the healthiest, or the handsomest. But it was true that he had reaped the rewards of all those gifts given to him at birth. Luca had never resented Matias for his good fortune, but perhaps now that his time was fading, some bitterness was creeping through his veins. He pushed it away. He would not think these things. He loved his brother more than anyone. Matias had filled the hole his mother had left when she died. He took Luca under his wing. He taught him how to hold a sword and the right words to speak in front of his father.
“What does that old Gov know?” Matias said. “He told me the day before last that a great dragon had woken and was coming back to steal the kingdom from father. And he said that the ghost of old Nesra was singing songs in its ear. He is a silly old thing. I wonder where Father found him. Serena and Carolina will be along to see you soon. They miss you.”
Luca thought of little Carolina and his heart hurt. She was eight years old and should not see her big brother so weak and ill.
“Will you give Carolina my training sword when I am gone?” Lucas said. “She wants to learn but I doubt that Father will let her. And Alberto can have my clothes. He will fit into them soon.”
“Alberto has enough clothes, and you are going nowhere. You will need your clothes, little brother.”
Matias handed Luca a cup of water and he sipped slowly. “There is a sleeping draft here, Luca, would you like it?”
Luca shook his head. “I want to stay awake.” Luca stared at the untouched honeyed plums. His arms ached from the effort of holding the cup. “What of Reva?”
“The last I heard she was with child. But I have heard that rumour before and yet there are no children currently at Unna Castle.”
Luca bit his lip. For the last three years he had thought of Reva often, and his fever worsened every time he thought of her. His eyes burned when he remembered how she had been half-dragged out of the throne room by that beast. As he thought about that moment, he seemed to feel the pressure on his elbow even now, as he remembered how his father’s guard had escorted him away. He had then been locked in his chambers so that he was powerless to help the girl he had loved.
“I wish I could see her one last time,” Luca said quietly.
“I can try to get word to her, but if she is with child she may not be able to travel.”
Luca nodded. “I understand.” He closed his eyes, trying to block the thought of that beast of a man with his good, sweet Reva. He had never forgiven his father for what he did.
“Perhaps Stefan will come to visit you later.” Matias changed the subject. “He told me he would come.”
“Stefan cannot bear weakness, you know that. He is too much like Father. Sometimes I wonder how you both share the same parents and yet are so different. At least I have a different mother to explain the strange phenomenon.”
“You and I are not so different, little brother,” Matias said with a smile, ruffling Luca’s hair. “You are just as brave as I am. Look at you now, fighting bravely against the fever. You will overcome this, Luca. You will leave this bed soon, and you will be back out into the barracks training with me and the men. You will see.”
Luca glanced over at the tapestry on the far wall. It depicted a cavalry charging into battle. Luca loved to ride. He missed his horse, Vareen, a beautiful bay mare with a bright white blaze between her eyes.
“I do not know, Matias. You say I am fighting, and that I am strong. But I do not feel it. I do not want to give up, but what if this is my time? What if this is all God intended for me? And what if there is no God? Brother Axil talks of the Enlightened God like He has a great plan for us all, but I do not know if I believe that, or even if I think that is fair. Why can I not choose my own path? Why could I not marry Reva and live with her in here, in the keep, long enough to see you crowned and Estala prosper under your reign? There is no chance that this is how I want to end, but I cannot see that I have a choice.” Luca paused to cough.
Matias stood to collect a damp cloth from the table. “You are working yourself up, Luca. Your skin is red and you are burning even brighter. Lie back and relax. You should try this sleeping draft, it will help you.”
Luca pushed the furs away from his body and writhed in the bed. He was hotter than ever before. His skin itched with the heat.
“Should I get Brother Axil?” Matias asked.
Luca shook his head. “Water.”
Matias passed Luca the cup, and dabbed Luca’s forehead with the cloth as Luca sipped from the cup.
“Are you in pain, brother?” Matias asked.
Luca tossed the cup aside and dug his nails into the sheets beneath his body. It was like his dream. His body was so hot that it was oppressive and tight in his chest. He coughed and rolled to the side, fighting against the unbearable heat. He was vaguely aware of hearing his brother’s voice, saying something about his inflamed skin. He heard Matias call for Brother Axil. Luca reached out to take Matias’s hand to tell him not to get Axil. He did not want his Governor here. He wanted the healer, not more stories and counsel.
As Luca touched Matias’s arm, a strange sensation coursed through him. It charged as fast as Vareen’s gallop. His eyes were screwed shut. His mind was as thick as soup, and everything he heard was distorted. The sensation was one of heat, but it was more than his fever. It was like his dream, with the flames and the burning of his skin. He could smell it. Sulphur and ash. He could hear something. It was like a pig squealing for its dinner.
It was when the sounds disappeared that he realised he was not holding Matias’s arm any longer. And it was then that he realised he felt better. The fever was gone. His arms and chest no longer ached. There was strength in his legs again.
But there was still heat.
Luca opened his eyes. He sat upright in bed and began to scream. The room was on fire. His tapestry of the cavalry was burning. His bed had begun to burn. And Matias… Matias was gone.
Brother Axil burst into the room. As he took in the scene, his eyes widened. He stared down at something on the floor near the bed, and Luca thought he saw Axil try to retch. But it was a mere moment before Axil composed himself. He fought through the flames, grabbed Luca, and pulled him from the bed. He grasped Luca by the wrist and pulled a small iron band from his own arm. Without saying a word, he pushed the iron band onto Luca’s wrist.
“We must leave,” Axil said.
Luca nodded. There was strength in his legs again. He could stand, he could walk. But why had his fever gone? And where was his brother?
As Axil pulled Luca from the burning room, Luca turned back and saw the ashes on the ground. They were not just ashes. They were bones and flesh, and half-burnt silks. On top of the mess lay a sword, with part of its sheath burned away. The hilt was engraved with suns.




Reva

She lay on bloodied sheets and furs. Sweat pooled beneath her wrist as she clenched the cotton sheet and screamed. Reva knew only pain in that hot, stifling room, and she thought that pain would never end. A wet rag was pulled over her burning forehead. Soft whispers came from lips pressed by her ear. Reva was sixteen, and she thought she was dying. Even the room smelled of death. It was metallic and rotten with sweetness beneath it all. She leaned back and stared up at her bed canopy. It was time to stop. It must be.
“You must try.” The words came from her handmaid, Ammie, who still held the rag between her fingers. “You must fight.”
“You must push,” the midwife persisted. The older woman stood at the foot of the bed with her hands pressed against Reva’s knees, keeping them prised open. She peered at what was in front of her with a deep frown set on her face. “I see something.”
“What? What do you see?” Reva leaned forward on her elbows. There were rivulets of sweat working their way down her face. Every part of her body was sore, but she did not care. She had to know.
This was her fourth. Three years had given four and taken three away. Two of them slipped away early, hardly noticed except for the holes they made in her heart. One had lived for six months until she suffered agonising pain to give birth to a tiny little thing that looked nothing like the baby she had imagined. The thought of that thing made her stomach roil. She put that thought away and concentrated on the here and now. This was the first baby she had nurtured in her womb for the full nine months. It was a boy, she was sure of it. She would call him Lucian, after the prince she once knew, and the mother, Isabella, that she missed every hour of the day.
He would be all her. It was decided. She knew the gifts she would give him: the light copper skin that glowed under the sun; the deep brown eyes; the dark, almost black hair; the smile she inherited from her mother. He would be an Avalon, even if he grew to have the Unna name. She had already decided that her son would not share any features with her husband. He would not have the deep-set eyes or the protruding forehead. No. He would grow to be strong and healthy, but he would not be violent like his father. There would be no temper, no lust for battle. He would be wise, too.
Foolish girl. These thoughts soothed nothing. Had she not learned from her previous mistake? There were woollen booties and knitted outfits in a carved wooden cot that had sat unused for three years. Yet she still thought ahead. She still planned. She still whispered the name of her unborn child as she slept at night. Despite the fear that consumed her for the first six months, she made plans; she let the love flourish in her heart. She did not look at the midwife’s face.
But now she looked. Now she saw the grim expression on her face. She saw the set of her jaw and the grit of her teeth.
“What is it?” Reva demanded.
“Try to push again,” said the midwife.
“But what do you see?”
Ammie placed a wet strand of hair behind her ear. “Shh, my lady. Use your strength on helping your baby.”
After almost a full day of bleeding, pushing, bleeding, she had no strength left.
“I feel faint,” Reva admitted. “I do not know if I can go on.”
The midwife dug her nails into Reva’s knees. “You can. You must.”
Fear drove adrenaline through her veins, and with the adrenaline came strength. She fought against the pain to push through her body. There was a hand on her shoulder, and pressure between her legs, and a scream ripped through her. When the scream was over, she knew that she had delivered the baby. Finally, at long last, she had done it.
But as she was about to let herself slump back onto the bed, a cold prickling sensation washed over her skin. Something was wrong. The room was too quiet, too silent.
Reva sat up. “Why is he silent? Where is his cry?”  
She watched the midwife bundle up her soundless baby in soft linens. Ammie rushed around the bed to the midwife. Reva watched as Ammie raised a hand to her mouth and shook her head. That tiny motion of the head, the sight of Ammie’s hand raising to her mouth was too much for Reva. She felt the room melt away. The strength from the adrenaline vanished, leaving her limp and lifeless without any fight left. She knew without asking. She knew.
There were tears in the room, but they did not come from Reva. It was Ammie, turning to her, sobbing, saying she was sorry, over and over. Reva fought back nausea and dizziness to hold out her shaking arms.
“Can I hold him? Can I hold my son?”
The midwife shook her head. “It is no son.”
Ammie wiped her tears away and took the bundle from the midwife. “My lady, I do not think you should see.”
Reva felt terror for the first time. What had she birthed? Was it a monster? Was it deformed?
“Tell me,” she whispered. “If you will not show me then tell me.”
Ammie and the midwife exchanged glances. Quick, furtive glances that finally brought the tears to Reva’s eyes.
“It is like last time,” Reva said, understanding. “He was born wrong. Dead, and wrong.”
“I am sorry, my lady,” Ammie affirmed.
“You are young. You will have time for more children.” The midwife walked to the basin and began washing her equipment. She came back with a cloth and began cleaning Reva’s legs. “You will have more yet, my lady.”
Reva shook her head. “No more.”
Ammie stepped towards Reva with the small bundle in her arms. “I will… I will bury him with care. I must do it before Lord Unna…”
Reva could not look at Ammie. She could not look at anyone in the room; instead she stared at the fire until her eyes burned. It took a short, sharp slap from the midwife to bring her back, and finally she finished pushing out the last of it so that the midwife could stitch her up.
The problem was her, she knew that now. She was not made for this. It was her one purpose—to give her husband an heir. But she was incapable of the task. As the midwife ripped away the bloody sheets, she turned onto her side and cradled her belly. Though there was still bloat, it felt so empty. She felt empty inside, bereft of emotion, of love. She been given four and four had been taken away. How many more would be taken away? How many more times would she have to go through this pain and agony?
I do not have the strength, she thought. I will not live through this again.
As the midwife gave her a tonic for the pain, and food to give her strength, the doors to her chamber burst open and large boots thudded across the stone floor.
“Where is my son?” Francis Unna demanded.
“Your son was stillborn, my lord.” The midwife did not stop in her tasks as she pulled furs up to Reva’s chin and felt Reva’s forehead. “Your wife has lost a lot of blood and is feeble. She must rest now. This is no place for a man.”
Reva did not have the strength to face her husband, though she knew his rages well enough. He was forty-five now and still had no heir to the title given to him by the king three years ago. It was all he cared about, his heir. When Reva was pregnant, he treated her sweetly. He let her rest in bed. He ensured she had the best food possible, and the best healers to tend to her. With each loss, he became bitter and cold. When Reva was not pregnant, he could be cruel. He drank too much. He berated her for being dull and unentertaining. He went with other women.
And he beat her.
It could be something as simple as a mistimed sigh that sent Francis Unna into a rage. He would not be belittled, not by his wife. Reva was his property, gifted to him by the king. She would not insult him by sighing to his face or talking back to him. Reva had not talked back to him for over two years. She had learned it was not worth the beatings that came after. The people of Lantha called her ‘the gentle lady’ because of her quiet, sweet nature. That was not who Reva used to be before she had married Lord Unna. She had been brave and wild and fast. She had chased Prince Luca through the castle—laughing—with her hair loose and tangled.
Tentatively, her eyes drifted up to Lord Unna’s face, and she wondered where that girl had gone. Reva felt like a hollowed-out, beaten, bruised, and sore mess, with grief so raw that it hurt to breathe.
“I am sorry, my lord. I have failed you again,” Reva muttered.
Francis took a step forward and Reva closed her eyes. She felt his face move closer to hers. She smelled the sour tang of ale on his breath. “What use are you? I married you to give me an heir and you have killed four of my sons.”
“Lord Unna—” the midwife interjected.
“Quiet!”
Reva opened her eyes at his shout. She saw his face all twisted up with rage. She saw his arm jerk forward and grasp her neck. Her eyes widened in shock as he pressed down on her throat. The midwife leapt towards him, attempting to pull his arm away. Reva stared deeply into those rage-filled eyes.
And then he let her go. Reva took in a deep breath as her husband clenched a fist. His rage had not been quenched yet, she feared.
“My lord, you are so right. I have failed you and that shame is something I will carry for the rest of my life,” she said in a rough whisper. “But you should have seen him. He was beautiful. He had your eyes and your strength. He was perfect, and would have been perfect had God given him his first breath. I will birth you a son and he will live next time.”
Lord Unna’s fist unclenched as he stared down at his wife. Reva let out a small sigh of relief as her husband turned away and walked from the room.
“That was a clever lie, my lady,” said the midwife.
“You disapprove?” Reva asked.
“No. The man needed to hear it. Though it will make it harder for you if your next birth is as difficult.”
“Yes,” Reva said. “It will.” She paused. “My son, was he… deformed?”
The midwife’s body stiffened. She had been packing her instruments into a small leather satchel. Now she stopped and she stared straight at Reva. “Yes, my lady.”
“His skin, was it…?”
“Yes, my lady.”
Reva held back the tears that burned at the back of her throat. “Can I trust you?”
“Yes, my lady.” The older woman never once glanced away. She had an open face, lined with age. Reva thought of it as an honest face. “I will not tell.” The woman went back to packing away her instruments. “I will be back to check on you tomorrow. You must sleep and rest so that you heal and regain your strength.” After a pause, she added, “I should not say this but if I am to keep your secret I feel I must. I have birthed hundreds of babes. Perhaps a dozen, maybe more, failed to take their first breath. I have seen deformity, too. Sometimes God chooses a different path for a child, one that will be more difficult. But I have never seen a new-born babe like yours. I’m sorry to say it. I’m sorry to frighten you. That child was a monster. It is better that it did not live.”




King Davead

Davead hated this journey. Every step was a labour he took no enjoyment from. The steps were steep and plentiful, twisting up the narrow tower. It was called the All-Seeing Tower, though Davead did not know who first coined the phrase. He knew that the tower had once housed guards. Then it became a prison. Now, the name of the tower was more relevant than ever. It was the tallest of the seven towers of Nesra’s Keep, and the view stretched for miles, reaching as far as the azure Sea of Kings. Not that the occupant of the tower ever looked out at the view. She preferred to keep the windows shuttered.
His joints ached as he took each step. Whilst not yet an old man, Davead was old enough to tire quickly when faced with the steep steps of the tower, but young enough to remember his strength and agility as a fighter. Before his son Matias came of age, Davead was active in his army, even fighting alongside his men when crushing Menti rebellions. He had never thirsted for battle—he did not have that same itch he saw in other men—but he had been strong and willing enough to stand next to his men when it came to war. Those battles had taken a toll on his body, though he hated to admit it.
He gritted his teeth and continued on up the steps. It did no good to think of the Menti. They were unnatural abominations and he hated them with every ion of his being. It was because of the Menti that he had to make this journey up the steps to the top of the tower. It was because of them that he kept the woman in this room even though he hated to do it. Every month he visited her. And every month his hopes were dashed once again. The things she had to say never changed, no matter how much he longed for it.
He stopped to rest, placing a hand on the cold stone for support. He was forty-one, and had been king since he was twenty years old. He had inherited the throne from his father, King Mithrin II, a dour man with little interest in ruling. Mithrin had taught Davead little, instead letting his advisors make the day-to-day decisions while he brooded and complained in the background. Davead remembered the day his father died. He had looked at Davead from his deathbed and said, “Now it is yours, son, and I am finally free of it all.” Mithrin threw the crown to the floor of his bedchamber. Davead had watched in horror with his throat closing tighter and tighter.
And now it was twenty-one years later and he had not choked on the crown. And he had reached the top of the tower, despite his grumbles and aches. The guard did not need instructions. He opened the door for his king and stepped aside as Davead walked into the room. Davead did not wear his crown at all times. He wore it during important festivities and while listening to his subjects. He believed that a king who must always wear his crown to command respect was likely not a well-respected king. He may not have the love of all the people in Estala, but he was respected by the court of Nesra’s Keep.
At least, so he hoped.
The room was as dark and bleak as he remembered. There was a narrow glint of light breaking through the hinge of the shutters on the window, but that was all. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, they fell onto the strange objects around the small room: scattered chicken bones, large clumps of hair piled high on every surface, bowls smeared with blood, feathers littered across the floor. And, finally, his eyes came to her. She was barely visible in the dark. It was only her shock of grey hair that stood out; the rest blended into the shadows. She stood stooped and fragile, in a ragged black tunic that touched the floor. Her face was dirty.
He had never mistreated her. She was allowed baths, clean clothes, and a maid to clean her chambers, but the woman had turned them away. She had done so for over ten years, and now the place stank of stale sweat, blood, and urine.
She was in the centre of the room, facing the door, as though she had been waiting for him to arrive. “You have come with a question.” She smiled, and her rotten yellow teeth peeked between red lips.
“Yes.”
She repulsed him. She seemed to him to be rotting from the inside out. Her skin was loose along her bones, her hair hung limp and brittle to her waist, and her fingernails were coated in filth. She had come to him ten years ago, and even then she had shuffled along on her bare feet with her back stooped low. He remembered how she had approached the throne and his guards had turned their heads away because of the stench. But he had let her speak, and her words had chilled his bones. He had imprisoned her immediately, because he could not bear for others to hear her words. The guards had been sworn to silence. The rest of the court had not heard her whisper.
“It is the same question,” she said. “The same question after all these years.”
“Yes.”
He called her the Hag. She had told him that she had no name. The Hag suited her.
She fetched a bowl from a table and shuffled over to a desk covered in feathers and hair. She brushed some of them away to clear a space and placed the bowl on the table top. Her bony fingers reached up to her mouth. The king cringed as those dirty fingers rummaged inside her wet mouth. She yanked, and a rotten tooth came out. The king turned away as she dropped the tooth into the bowl. His stomach lurched. He had been in battle. He had seen blood and guts spread over fields, but there was something unnatural about the Hag and the way she worked.
A glob of bloody spit followed the tooth, before she ripped hair from her own head and threw that in too. Then she took a grimy spoon from the table and stirred her strange concoction together. When the room became filled with her high-pitched song, King Davead felt a creeping chill lift the hairs on the back of his neck. He longed to be gone from that room, but he needed the answer like he needed air for his lungs. It was a deep, desperate longing. He had to know.
When the song was finished, the Hag cleared her throat and spoke in her usual rough whisper. “The question has been asked.”
“And?” He took an eager step forward.
“You will be killed by a Menti. Your crown will be taken by a Menti. Your life will be destroyed by a Menti.”
The king let out a long sigh and his head lolled forward. It was the same answer every time. It was the same thing she had said to him when she shuffled into the throne room.
“Who? I need to know who this Menti is!” He balled his hand into a fist. His face flushed with angry heat.
The Hag laughed. “That I never see.”
“Then what use are you?” he demanded.
“If I am no use, throw me from the tower and have done with it.” When the king refused to answer, the old Hag laughed. “Thought not. I will see you in a month, Your Majesty.” She turned away from him.
Davead’s spine straightened. He was the king and yet this foul old woman dismissed him. But as soon as his temper rose, it fell once more. What could he do? She was as frail as a baby bird. She was as ancient as anything he had ever known. How old she was he did not know. It could be centuries for all he knew; she was a Menti, after all. He turned to leave the room, thinking about how much he hated the Menti. That hatred had flourished over the years, nurtured like a mother feeds her child. Oh, he had tested the Hag. He had asked her many more questions, many that had come to pass. She had predicted the death of his wife Sofia, and the illness of his second son, Luca. She had predicted that Matias would grow stronger than his brothers combined and that Stefan would forever be his least favourite. Alberto would be fair, Carolina would prefer swords over dolls, and Serena would be the most beautiful lady at court. She had predicted it all. Which meant only one thing: The prophecy was true.
The guard slammed the door shut and the sound of the scraping key haunted Davead as he made his way down the steps. He hated the Hag. He hated that he had locked her away in the tower, he hated her prophecy, and he hated the Menti most of all. He would not rest until they were all gone and his family was safe.
The way down was easier than the way up. His heart lifted as he descended. The prophecy would not come true, because he had a plan.
But his thoughts of those plans were interrupted as he reached the last step. His guard had been waiting for him there as commanded, but he had been joined by another, and this man was red-faced and pacing. King Davead recognised him as the healer appointed to his son, Luca. He wore a white tunic over roughspun trousers, but his tunic was stained with black.
“Your Majesty, I have grave news,” the healer said. “Your son has died.”
“Luca? That is a shame.” It was upsetting news, but not surprising. The boy had been on his deathbed for days, running a fever so fierce that the healers could do little for him.
“No, Your Majesty. Not Luca. There was a fire. It seems that Luca somehow managed to get away but we do not know where he—”
“Who is dead?” King Davead demanded.
“Your son, Matias, is dead. We found his sword among the remains.”
King Davead reached for the wall to steady himself. His oldest son? How was this possible? Matias was a strong boy. He was a good leader and a good man. “How did this happen?”
“A… fire, Your Majesty.”
“Show me.”
The men walked quickly through Nesra’s Keep to Luca’s chambers. Davead barely noticed how out of breath he was when they reached the scorched room. The place stank of burned cloth and flesh. A scorched tapestry dropped to the ground as they entered the room. Servants were still putting out the remainders of the fire, but at the sight of the king, they bowed and scuttled out of the room.
But it was the pile of fabric and blackened flesh that Davead could not stop staring at. He reached forward and pulled the sword from the remains. It was Matias’s sword, he was sure of it. He knew the suns engraved on the hilt, because he had put them there himself. The sword had been made for Matias when he came of age and began commanding the bulk of Davead’s army. “Suns for my son,” he had said.
And now his son was gone. He dropped the sword.
“Find Luca,” Davead commanded. “No one touches my son until I speak to Luca. Lock this door behind us and tell no one what you saw.”
The three men left the burned room. The healer stopped to lock the door, but Davead kept walking. He walked down the corridor, passing servants and advisors and guards. He spoke to no one. Finally, he came to his chambers and commanded his guard to wait outside.
In his rooms, he could smell the sea air. The shutters were open on this warm, bright day. It was always warm and bright in Reyalon, and on a day like today that brightness mocked him. But at least he was alone in his chambers, the one place he could be alone. He walked over to the window that looked out towards the Sea of Kings. That azure stretch of sea was waiting for him. His fingers reached up to his neck and unclasped the iron medallion that rested beneath his doublet. The iron clattered as it fell to the stone floor.
It took little effort. It was as simple as clearing his mind. The act erased his grief, his pain, and his anger. As he performed this one act that brought him peace, his clothes dropped to the floor in a puddle. Out of them rose a great, regal hawk of chestnut feathers. He squawked as he stretched his wings almost as wide as the window and soared into the wind.




Luca

Matias was dead. Luca could not believe that his older brother was dead while he was here, at the Port of Kings, standing amongst fishermen and sea captains, huddled against Brother Axil in an attempt to not just evade the prying eyes of the public, but escape altogether. He wanted to be somewhere else. He wanted to be someone else. He wanted to go back to that moment where he had lain on his deathbed and figure out what had happened. One moment he was too weak to hold a cup of water, the next a great fire had consumed his brother and he was strong again.
God gave me my strength back, but at what cost? Did I pray for this? Did I ask for this?
As they had fled Nesra’s Keep, Brother Axil had covered him with a blue robe like his own, and pulled the hood over Luca’s head to cover his face. It was all a blur to Luca, but he remembered a foul-smelling tunnel, rats running over his feet, and Brother Axil straining to lift a portcullis leading out of the keep. They had hurried to the gates out of Reyalon where the guards let Brother Axil through without so much as peep. No doubt the guards had assumed that Luca was some protégé of Axil’s, another member of the Enlightened. Then it was simply a matter of riding down to the port and hiring a cabin on a ship.
At least, that was what Axil was saying on the journey. Luca struggled to keep up with what was happening. He could hear Brother Axil’s words, but he could barely process them. His mind was still in his chambers with Matias by his side. Every now and then he felt the flames licking his skin. Heat spread over him before dying quickly down.
Matias was dead.
Where had the fire come from? He’d had no braziers lit in his chambers. There had been a fire roaring in the fireplace on the other side of the room. Had it been a backdraft? No, surely not. There was no way a fire could consume a person like that from a backdraft.
“Five silver sofias and yer can have the cabin,” the captain said. “We’re loading up for Xantos now. I should warn yer, Brother, the cabins are nothin’ luxurious. They won’t be what yer used to by the looks of yer.”
Luca paid more attention now. The captain was short and squat with a smattering of grey stubble along his chin. When he grinned, he was missing a tooth. His clothes were dirty but not ragged. When he held out his palm for the coins, his hand was as large as a supper plate.
“What are we doing here?” Luca asked as the captain walked away. He turned the iron bracelet around his wrist. “What happened to Matias?”
Brother Axil led Luca further down the docks towards the ship they were about to embark upon for their voyage across the Sea of Kings. It was a bulky cargo ship with a mermaid carved into the prow. The mermaid wore seashells around her neck and a crown of seaweed atop her head. The smell of fish from the nearby markets turned Luca’s stomach.
“Luca, you were dying. It was not your fault. I should have seen it sooner and helped you before it was too late.”
Luca stared at his mentor. Brother Axil had been hired as his Governor when Luca was a babe. The old Gov was from Xantos and had appeared strange to Luca at first. His ice-blue eyes seemed out of place next to his dark skin. The colour of his robes matched those bright blue eyes. Axil was a Brother of the Enlightened, which Luca came to realise meant that he knew everything, and he knew best. It meant that he liked to lecture Luca about the world and tell him stories that he was almost sure were made up. Like the ghosts of the dragon kings or the skinshifters who could become random objects like a mug of ale. He told Luca about the Ash Mountains and the Castle of the Sun that resided in Xantos.
Luca had not always listened to Brother Axil. He had defied him many a time. Brother Axil once told him that the ale his father drank would make Luca sick. But Luca was a stubborn young boy, and he snuck a jug of ale to his chambers to drink. The next day, the servants had to take his rug away for a thorough clean, and Luca felt like he had been sword fighting with Stefan. Stefan always went for a head blow, after all. But now, Luca needed his trusted mentor, the man who had been his Governor all these years, to tell him what had happened. He needed to know, but he did not want to know. His stomach twisted painfully at the thought that he had somehow caused the fire himself. There was a part of him that believed it had come from deep within him, like in his dreams of the flames, the ones that made him feel powerful. It was all connected. He knew it, but he did not know how.
“Why was I dying?” Luca asked.
Brother Axil lowered his voice and fixed Luca with his icy stare. “Do you remember the stories I told you about the Menti?”
The mention of the Menti made Luca’s skin prickle, as though ants ran across his arms. He scratched at his skin and frowned. Father always banned his children from talking about the Menti, except to scorn them. Father hated them and he hated their magic most of all.
Brother Axil waited until Luca nodded.
“Menti have all kinds of powers. Some can shift into another being, others can see the future, and some can bend nature to their will. They can make a great gale blow, or they can control water within their hands. Others can create a ball of flame.”
The ants continued to dance across Luca’s skin. He did not like the mention of fire. “Why are you telling me this?” His voice was a whisper because he was almost completely sure why Brother Axil was telling him this story. He did not want to believe it. His throat was suddenly dry and his tongue felt too large for his mouth. He swallowed nervously.
Brother Axil laid a hand on Luca’s shoulder. “Breathe slowly, my prince. You must remain calm. When Menti come into their powers, it can be a difficult transition. It is not always known how or when it will happen. I know I am not supposed to speak of these things as a Brother of the Enlightened—our path is with logic and reason, not magic. But I must talk of these things, because, my dear Luca, you are a Menti. You came into your powers as you were confined to your bed with the fever. You had no control over your powers in any way. I am so sorry.”
Luca felt his knees weaken. Brother Axil was by his side in a shot, propping him up. It was as though Luca was back in that bed, weak and powerless from head to toe.
“I killed Matias.”
“It was an accident, Luca. You could not have known that your powers would begin at that time. You had no idea what lay ahead. I held my suspicions close. I was not sure and it was too dangerous to speculate aloud. I have never heard of fire coming to a boy in such a way. We all thought you were meant for death. I had already begun to grieve you. I will not lie, I am happy you are here. I will grieve poor Matias for as long as I live, but I am glad that I never had to say goodbye to you.”
Luca stumbled as they walked towards the ship. Seawalker, it was called. Luca held back tears as he remembered the way strength had flooded through his limbs as the fire had left his body. Matias. Matias. His big brother. The man he always wanted to be. The man who taught him how to hold a sword. He had killed Matias.
He could not live with that.
“What if I hurt other people,” Luca said. “What if it happens again? I… I mean, you said it yourself. I cannot control it… myself. I had no way of knowing—”
“That is what the iron band is for,” Brother Axil explained. “The iron blocks the power, you see.”
Luca stared down at the bracelet around his wrist. This was all that stood between him and scorching the flesh from some innocent? His insides squirmed and wriggled. His chest was tight and ached. In his mind he heard Matias’s laugh when they were children, until it turned into Reva’s laugh as they ran through the corridors at Nesra’s Keep. Both were lost to him now.
“Come,” Brother Axil said, “we should board the ship. We need to leave with haste. The king will have found Matias by now. He will be searching for us.”
“Father will kill me,” Luca said. “It’s what he does to people like me. He kills them, or puts them in iron shackles. He controls them or he executes them.”
“He fears them,” Axil admitted. “I have never known why he fears them so much. It is a habit of kings, I think. They always fear those with powers greater than their own. An army of Menti is a frightening thing. Even a small army can overcome a great number of men. If they have the right powers, of course.”
Luca stared up at Seawalker with what felt like a heavy stone in his insides. Then he turned back to view his homeland. Nesra’s Keep sat atop a hill further inland, and tucked into the corner of Reyalon. The great city walls shone bright white in the sun. When would he see this place again? What would Xantos be like? He had heard stories about Xantos. It was a place of volcanoes and ash, with a shadowy valley and gold mines along the coast. They had no king. They were ruled by Lords instead. They did have a castle though, which had at one time housed the Emperor of both Estala and Xantos.
Brother Axil led Luca up the walkway and onto Seawalker. Luca shuddered at the thought of his father finding Matias. Matias, what have I done?
“Father will hunt us down and kill us,” Luca whispered.
Brother Axil walked through the bustle of the ship as though he had done so before, moving them away from the sailors. “You are his son. You are the rightful heir to the throne now.”
“I am a murderer,” Luca whispered bitterly. “I deserve to die.”
“You do not. I will not hear you speak this way.” Brother Axil steered Luca below deck so they could find their cabin.
But Luca did not think Brother Axil was right this time. He was a murderer, and he had robbed Estala of the greatest king they never had.




Stefan

It was not sadness that filled Stefan, nor was it pleasure. His emotions lay somewhere between the two, bouncing back and forth. He could not deny the slight thrill of excitement when he gazed down at the remains of his older brother. He was not glad that Matias was dead, but he was excited about what it might mean. With Luca gone—and suspected of Matias’s murder—that meant Stefan was heir to the throne. Him.
Stefan was not the youngest of King Davead’s children, and so it was not as unlikely as it could have been, but there was a certain way his peers treated him which made him an unwanted choice. It was as though he had been born with some deformity he could not see. Stefan was not quite as handsome as his brother Matias, but he did possess many similar features to his brother. They both shared the same mother and took after her dark features, such as their deep brown eyes. Stefan had learned quickly that he was not thought as attractive as his brother, when his mother once told him he could be ‘as handsome as his brother, if he could keep his restless eyes still’. He could not imagine Matias with the moniker of “snake”. That was what they called him behind his back: Stefan the Snake.
He would show them. He was heir to the throne now, and his father had tasked him with finding out more about Matias’s death.
“The blaze was intense and sudden,” said Brother Mikkel, crouching low to the ground to examine the remains. “You can see from the scorch marks on this rug, the table, and the floor here. Your brother burned fast.”
Stefan regarded his mentor. Brother Mikkel was a wiry man from Irrinthia in the north. The narrow face and pale skin gave him a ghostly appearance. When Brother Axil had been hired as the Governor for the royal children, Stefan soon realised that Axil favoured the others and disliked Stefan. He begged his father to hire someone only for himself so he would learn as quickly as the others. Finally, the king had relented and Brother Mikkel arrived at Nesra’s Keep. The Enlightened Brother soon became Stefan’s one true friend.
“A torch, perhaps?” Stefan suggested.
Mikkel raised his head and sniffed audibly. “Do you smell that?”
“Burnt flesh? Ash? Burnt linens?” Stefan suggested.
“And what else?”
Stefan inhaled slowly with his eyes closed. “I do not smell anything else.”
“Exactly,” Mikkel said, straightening himself to full height, which was half a hand higher than Stefan. “You cannot smell the pitch. I do not think this fire was the result of a torch. There are no candles here either, not that a candle could produce a fire like this.”
“Then what?” Stefan asked.
Mikkel’s eyes widened until the whites protruded from his angular face. “Menti.”
A thrill of excitement ran up Stefan’s spine. He liked Menti. At least, he liked to inflict the king’s justice on them. The Menti were unnatural. They were against Anios. They worshipped the wrong Gods and they practiced black magic. Mikkel said they were an abomination, a scourge, and an insult to Anios. Stefan was inclined to agree.
“So Matias was killed by some fire-wielding, filthy Menti, and my brother Luca, who was on his deathbed, has managed to disappear from the keep with his Xanti Governor, Axil.” Stefan could not keep the smile from his face. “I always knew there was something wrong with Luca. He had the entire court fooled with that little act of his, but I knew. No one is that sweet.”
“This is Axil’s doing,” Mikkel said with a frown. “I have never trusted the Xanti. What was a Xanti doing training in the Enlightened way anyway?”
Stefan took amusement in watching Mikkel’s face darken. There was no love lost between the two Governors. Mikkel was in a small faction of the Enlightened called the Order of Insight, who revered Anios’s words above all others. They had the right way about it, Stefan thought, and that was to enslave or kill any Menti they came across. The rest of the Enlightened believed in a tenuous and weak idea of peace. Stefan knew there would never be peace between the common people and the Menti, because the Menti would always be throwing their power around. His father understood that too; that was why he had given Stefan a battalion to command for that purpose. Stefan glanced down at the lightning bolts depicted on the hilt of his sword. They represented his allegiance with the Order of Insight.
And why shouldn’t he side with them? Out of all of his family, and all of the members of court, Brother Mikkel had always been the one to stand with him and not against him. Mikkel was his ally, and his friend, as well as his mentor and Governor. The Order of Insight listened to his counsel and accepted him for who he was. They did not block him out like Matias and Luca, and their annoying Governor Axil. And how right had he been? Axil and Luca had murdered Matias. It was all a big mess but Stefan had kept his hands clean of blood.
For now.
Stefan knew that he had to find Axil and Luca, bring them back to Reyalon and force them to answer for their crimes. Another small smile crept along his lips.
“Your Highness.”
Stefan turned towards the door where a tall man filled the doorway. General Tyca wore boiled leather armour and mail. He was sweating from the steep steps to Luca’s chamber, which gave his skin a pinkish complexion. He was older than all of the king’s sons, but younger than thirty. General Tyca took the second-in-command position for Stefan’s battalion of men, and was one of his closest advisors. He was not, however, someone Stefan trusted. But then, Stefan did not trust anyone. Despite the lack of trust between the two men, Stefan had always acknowledged that Tyca was an excellent commander and so far had followed through on every command given to him.
“What is it Tyca?”
“You gave me a task to complete a fortnight ago,” he said. The man did not move towards Stefan, which was a habit Stefan had noticed before. Tyca was either afraid or uncomfortable around Prince Stefan. Perhaps both.
“I remember it well,” Stefan replied. “And the outcome?”
“It is as you expected,” Tyca said.
Stefan nodded. “Good. Then you will need to join with General Barca and his men to deal with the problem. But we have another priority to deal with. Order the city guard to search Reyalon and its borders for my brother Luca and his governor Brother Axil. I want guards at every port questioning captains on their way to and from Xantos. I want a search party in every forest between here and Lantha. I want to know where my brother has gone. He cannot be far yet. He was in his sickbed three hours ago. Is that clear?”
General Tyca glanced down at the twisted bones and flesh on the floor of the chambers. “God be good, is that Matias?”
Stefan frowned. There was no point in lying to his general. “Yes. Also, Brother Mikkel, will you arrange for my brother’s remains to be dealt with. Make sure the Brothers are members of the Order of Insight.”
“Of course, Your Highness.”
“But do not make any funeral arrangements. Father will want to do that.”
“Yes, Your Highness.” Tyca hesitated and Stefan picked up on the tension of Tyca’s expression. His lips were pursed and thin as though he disapproved. Stefan did not have much patience for men who wished to give their own opinions.
Stefan sighed. “What is it, General?”
“The problem you wish us to deal with. Barca and I… We are not comfortable with the request.”
Stefan leaned into Tyca’s personal space, exhaling softly until Tyca stepped away. “We are not comfortable with the request, Your Highness.”
“Sorry, Your Highness.” Tyca’s eyes narrowed, but there was also more in his expression, and Stefan was positive that it was fear.
“Do you know why I remind you, Tyca?”
The idiot shook his head.
“I remind you because you need to know your place.” Stefan clenched his clammy hands, steeled himself and continued. It was important for his generals to follow him. He had to show strength. “You have sworn allegiance to me, and to my father. I am your leader. You are a good man, Tyca, and I swear to you that I would not ask for such a thing to be done if it was not needed. For the cause.”
Tyca nodded and bit his bottom lip. “You are of course right, Your Highness. I will see to your orders at once.”
Stefan saw the glint of approval in Mikkel’s eyes and it felt good. His chest seemed to inflate and he felt taller than ever before. Was there anything more satisfying than men following his orders? He would be surprised if there was. One day he would be king, and then everyone would have to follow his orders, whether they liked it or not.




Reva

In the days that followed the labour, Reva knew only the walls of her chamber and the view from her window overlooking the courtyard of Unna Castle. It was an attractive view, with flower baskets of purple and pink hanging from the walls, and the ornate cornice running beneath the roof and above the arched windows. Men and women busied themselves outside, delivering goods to the castle. She watched with envy as the blacksmith’s lad mounted a dappled bay gelding and trotted out of the castle gates. Where was he heading? Somewhere with beauty, she hoped.
Reva appreciated beauty. There were many intricate, beautiful pieces in her own room, from the ironwork around her bed, to the unlit braziers standing tall and proud, to the great wardrobe carved with a detailed depiction of a grand oak tree on the doors. But Reva was restless, and sick of her surroundings. It was too hot in her room, and the place smelled of tonics and stale fruit. Francis had decided she should grieve alone. He had confined her to her chambers for as long as it took for Reva to gain her shape back and recover from her… troubles.
Her troubles.
She thought about the word bitterly. Is that what he thinks? That giving birth to a dead son is little more than an inconvenience? Was that why he refused to visit her? Because she was trouble? And God forbid anyone saw her while she recovered. They would see her swollen, broken body and know what a failure she was.
Ammie always came to her in the evening with her food. She often brought cold meat from the cellars to place on Reva’s swollen stomach. Reva was still sore from her labour. Her stomach cramped intermittently, her breasts were swollen and tender, and sometimes there was still blood. She had barely noticed any of these things at first, all she noticed was the absence of the baby from her arms, and the way her belly bump had become deflated and flabby.
Reva was staring out of the window at two young boys playing with wooden swords when Ammie entered the room carrying a tray.
“You’re goin’ to enjoy this, my lady,” she said brightly. “The goat was butchered this mornin’ so it’s fresh, and the apricots are plump. I gathered the olives today myself.”
But Reva was still watching the boys with the swords. “Do you think any of those boys are Francis’s illegitimate children? That one has his eyes, do you not think?”
Ammie tutted. “Why are you thinking of such things? Come and sit at the table and enjoy your meal.”
Reva walked across the room to her handmaiden. At least it was getting easier to move. Her wound had almost healed, though she was still sore. She threw a cushion onto the seat before taking her place. Ammie had not brought a slab of cold meat today, and she briefly mused that she was gradually recovering. For some reason the thought frightened her.
“Eat with me, Ammie. This is too much food for me.”
The young girl hesitated. “It isn’t proper.”
“Like I care what is proper or not. Sit down.”
“But I have your sheets to change and—”
“Sit down, Ammie.”
The girl grinned before she sat. Reva had a sisterly love for the girl. Ammie was as loyal as they came. She had lied for Reva, and covered up many secrets. If word of Reva’s many miscarriages had reached the people in the castle, there was a good chance that the gossip would have been too much for Francis to bear. Reva knew that her husband would be wont to rid himself of his young wife and start afresh. Then what would Reva do? Where would she go? The king had washed his hands clean of any responsibility to her welfare, and she had no family left to speak of. But Ammie was to be trusted. She was more like family than anyone Reva knew. She was a pretty girl with freckles across her nose and blonde hair tinged with a red hue. She was one year older than Reva, and Reva often found herself looking up to Ammie when it came to decision-making.
“The apricots are good,” Ammie said. “Thank you for sharing with me. But if Lord Unna finds out—”
“From whom?” Reva replied with a raised eyebrow. “He does not even visit me while I am recovering from my… trouble.” Reva said the last word with disdain.
Ammie frowned. “Men find these things difficult. Lord Unna has been unusually subdued recently. I reckon he’s thinking of you even if he doesn’t show it, my lady.”
Reva pursed her lips. She could not imagine Francis having much affection for her. Reva was fast to learn that Francis had chosen her for her youth and looks, in that order. He was desperate for an heir, and since Reva had not produced one, his affections had dwindled even further. If Lord Unna was subdued, it was because of his lack of heir, not for any affection towards her.
“I hope he is not taking it out on the servants,” Reva said.
Ammie half-smiled. “We know to keep out of his way when he’s in one of these moods.”
“Very clever.”
Ammie chewed slowly on her roasted goat. “Are you still in pain, my lady?”
Reva shifted slightly in her seat. “The pain is more like discomfort now. Aches and soreness, but no real pain.” She pushed an olive across her plate. “Except for the pain with no wound.”
As Reva dropped her eyes to the table, she was surprised to find Ammie’s hand reach across to clutch her own. The girl’s fingers squeezed hers.
“My mother lost two before she birthed me. She lost another two before she had my brother. It’s harder for some women, that’s all.”
Reva fought to hold back her tears. “Of course.” She cleared her throat. “Of course it is. I am young, my body is young. Hope is not lost yet.”
Ammie let her fingers go and turned her attention towards the food on the tray. But Reva was too lost in her thoughts to eat. Instead she daydreamed an image she had seen in her mind’s eye many times. It was of a little boy running down the corridors of Unna Castle, his chubby fingers touching and exploring the walls and the many intricate iron pieces. Unna castle was often called the Iron Castle because of the many iron flourishes across the doors and over the walls. Most had been commissioned by Francis when he took the Lordship.
Reva closed her eyes to block the thought from her mind when a strange sound caught her attention. Ammie was on her feet immediately.
“A horn.”
Reva opened her eyes and her mouth dropped open. “What? But it cannot be.”
Ammie hurried around the table. “Come. We must leave.”
The door burst forth and Lord Unna entered. “Prince Stefan has sent men.”
Reva took anxious steps towards her husband, worrying the hem of her sleeve. “Prince Stefan? I knew him when he was a boy. Why is he sending men?”
But Francis gripped Reva by the elbow, almost exactly like he did the first day she met him. “You must go. The men are breaking into the courtyard. Run down to the stables. I have guards waiting there to get you out of Unna.”
Reva twisted her body around to view her husband. There was no trace of humour on his face. He was serious, and that sent a chill snaking down Reva’s spine.
“Ammie can go with you as well.”
“Thank you, Lord Unna. I’ll protect her with my life,” Ammie said, her voice breathless.
Reva had been desperate to leave her chambers, but she had never imagined that it would be like this. The corridors were filled with people running scared. Francis barked orders as they made their way through. He commanded frightened soldiers to the towers with their bows. Servants were to make their way to the cellars and lock themselves in. Most of the able-bodied men he passed were sent to the armoury. Unna Castle had never been under attack before. There had not been any warning for this. Though Francis had organised drills for the castle in the past, he had grown lazy in the present, and the chaos was the result. Reva smelled the fear as they hurried through the corridors. It was body sweat and vomit. The realm feared Prince Stefan and his harsh ways.
“What is this, Francis?” Reva said. She shuffled as fast as she could, still sore from her wounds. She lifted her chin against the pain, determined to ignore it. “Why is Prince Stefan attacking us?”
“He has spies, damn him,” Francis muttered. “I do not know how else… North tower, now! Gather men on your way.” Francis grabbed another young man on the way and turned him around to head back into the castle.
“Spies for what? I don’t understand—”
“You do not need to understand. What you need to do is get out. You will be safe with the escort I have arranged. They will have hooded cloaks to hide your faces with. Do not reveal your name to anyone.”
“You knew,” Reva said. “You knew this was going to happen.”
“I did not know. I suspected.” He sighed. “Someone like me always expects, always prepares. I am a general, Reva. You know that.”
There was tenderness in his voice. It had been a long time since she had heard that tenderness. She had been pregnant with their first child. The first baby that she lost. Her throat closed, and she let out a spluttering cough that was almost a sob. She lifted her chin higher. Now was not the time for tears.
If Reva had thought the castle corridors were chaotic, she was not prepared for the courtyard. The great booming of the battering ram beating at the castle gate echoed against every wall. Men screamed orders to each other. They hurried, tripping over either their feet or the cobblestones, red-faced and inexperienced, pale fingers wrapped around the hilts of their swords. Others pulled on armour as they ran from the castle. It was almost dusk, and the night sky was gathering as the sun began to set. Reva watched as the castle doors slammed shut behind her, and heard the sound of the great draw-bar dropping into position. It was at that moment she realised she would never come back. She would have to be brave, at least brave enough to hide the pain in her abdomen and the way the apricots were churning in her stomach.
The boys are so young, she thought, as they hurried away from the gathering men, and towards the stables. They stood in ill-fitting armour with swords that seemed too big for them. The pink flower baskets shook with every booming crack on the castle gate.
“How are we going to get out? Are we surrounded?” Reva asked.
“Stefan’s men are working on it, but the tower guards said that the majority are at the gate, the others are spread further back. He will send his men at us in waves.”
“Is Stefan there? Perhaps I can speak with him? Why is he not talking to you, Francis?” Reva asked.
Francis shook his head. “The prince sends generals with a thousand men each. He does not talk. He does not negotiate.  He is here for me, for sure, but not for discourse.” Francis spat onto the ground. “He will not talk to anyone who stands in the way of his cause anyway, and nor will the zealots who follow him. They forget the past so easily. We fought side by side.” He shook his head. “There is no time for this.”
There was a question on Reva’s lips, but it remained unspoken. She was lifted onto her grey mare. When astride the horse, she could not help but cry out from the pain. Ammie glanced across at her in concern. Lord Unna threw a cloak over her shoulders and Reva quickly fastened it, pulling the hood low over her face. Her husband had spared her eight men, all of them good soldiers. Ammie pulled her hood low. Then Reva noticed that there were no more horses free.
“My lord,” she said with surprise. “You are not coming with us.”
Francis shook his head. “I am staying with my men.”
It was all so familiar. She had seen this before. She knew the panicked men and those destined to command them all too well. She had seen a raid on another castle long ago, one that she had barely survived. She gathered up her reins with trembling fingers.
Francis backed away. “Take the west gate and ride along the coast. You can cross River Lanti at its narrowest; the horses are strong enough. Your best bet is to head for Irrinthia, but to be careful crossing the Market Road. Do not reveal your identity in taverns.”
And with that his back was turned. Reva found herself pulling her horse away and digging her heels into its belly. Behind them, the wood was cracking. Stefan’s men would soon infiltrate the castle, and if they had thousands of soldiers, as Francis had suggested, then the castle was outnumbered. Reva could not see herself as she rode towards the west gate, but she had a feeling that her skin was pale and pasty. She would never sit at the window in her chambers again. She would never watch the young boys play with wooden swords, or the older boys train with a bow and arrow. She would never watch the flower baskets swing in the wind or smile as Ammie came into her room with fresh olives. It had seemed like such hardship at the time and now it was all changed in a matter of minutes. She closed her eyes and wished for all the young boys to make it out alive. And then she thought of her husband, staying back with his men. Perhaps it was for the best. Francis had always been a man good at war. He’d never been a man happy and content at home with his people. She could tell that he missed the fighting, and missed the excitement of it all.
As soon as they were through the gate, their small group set into a gallop. Reva grimaced against the soreness between her thighs. She gritted her teeth and pressed her legs against her mare. Whatever she suffered now, it was nothing to what those left behind would experience in the castle. She knew what an invasion was like. She had seen the aftermath before. When she closed her eyes to steady her heart, she saw the image that haunted her dreams: her parents, slain. She opened them again and the image vanished.
Ammie rode up beside her. “My lady, do you need assistance? Can I help you?”
Reva shook her head. “I am well. Try not to worry about me. I’m stronger than I look.” She forced a tight smile. Reva was all too aware of the family Ammie left behind in the castle. Her loyal handmaiden had come with her without even a moment of hesitation, and she loved her for that, but she thought of Ammie’s family hiding away with the rest of the servants and she could barely meet her friend’s gaze.
The eight of them climbed the hills away from Unna Castle, riding as close to the high cliffs as they dared. Unna Castle sat in the valleys on the way down to the Fiuryn Coast, where Reva had grown up. It was not far to the River Lanti, and from there she hoped they would be safe.
But a deep rumble cracked open the tense silence, making Reva scream in surprise. Her mare danced below her, shying in fright. She turned her mare around and shortened her reins to keep her under control. The others did the same with their unsettled horses. Reva leaned forward in her saddle to see the cause of the thunderous sound, and let out a long, slow exhale. There was muted silence among them all. The twilight was quiet except for the distant rumbling of the landslide. It moved fast, crashing into Unna Castle. Reva’s hand flew to her mouth.
“What is happening?” she whispered.
There was not one answer. For who could explain the mysterious landslide occurring so suddenly and so viciously against Unna Castle? She saw the mud and soil move like water to cover great portions of her old home, and began to cry for the servants trapped in the cellars. Beside her, Ammie let out a sob. Reva moved her mare closer to Ammie, reached across and grasped the maid’s hand. There was nothing she could do, and nothing she could say. Ammie had just lost her family.
Eventually, one of the guards broke the spell. “If we don’t move soon, Stefan’s men will find us.”
So they rode.




King Davead

The room smelled of salt and stone. Sea air drifted in through the window of the king’s chambers. King Davead longed to be soaring through the air, flying over the streets below. There he could see his kingdom. He saw the people going about their business, from pick-pockets to fishermen to Lords in hunting parties. Sometimes he flew over the Sea of Kings into Xantos and saw beautiful women dressed in colourful silks.
It was as the king daydreamed of being a hawk once more that the message arrived. Unna Castle had been stormed by two of Stefan’s generals. Lord Unna was dead, and most of the castle had been obliterated by a strange landslide of mud and soil. Stefan had lost close to five hundred men in the clash. Five hundred men from his army.
King Davead shook his head and once more yearned to be riding the breeze, feeling its coolness run through his feathers. He would rather be anywhere than here in this castle dealing with idiotic princes. Why had Stefan ordered this without his permission? He remembered Lord Unna. He was a good general, and someone who had fought bravely against the Menti during their attempted rebellion. He remembered gifting him the castle and Reva Avalon to wed. He had gone against his own son that day, though he felt no guilt for it. A king must make difficult decisions.
He turned away from the window and gestured for his squire to pour him a goblet of wine. It was sweet, too sweet. He enjoyed his wine and ale with a sour tang. Nevertheless, it was wet and refreshing. He sat down at his desk and waited for his son.
He hated to ruminate on it, but Stefan was not his favourite child. At the beginning, all parents tell themselves that they will love all of their children and that they will love them equally. But Davead had long ago realised that he did not feel the same affection towards Stefan as he had his other children. While Matias was intelligent and well-respected, Stefan was feared and ridiculed. They called him the snake, and Davead knew why. It was those nefarious potions the strange Governor, Mikkel, gave him. They turned the boy’s tongue bright red, as though it had been dipped in blood. His tongue slipped out when he spoke, like a snake hissing. Some said that his breath reeked of blood, but few ever came close enough to Stefan to smell his breath. He regretted ever hiring the Governor, and now the damage was done.
Stefan appeared flustered as he walked into the king’s chambers. The prince generally lacked colour, but today his cheeks were flushed red. Davead was pleased to see that the boy’s Governor, Brother Mikkel, was not with him. In truth, Davead did not trust the Enlightened Brother. He dealt with the Order of Insight regularly, but he was not in love with their beliefs.
His son hesitated by the chair in front of the king. It was up to Davead to gesture for him to sit.
“Help yourself to wine, olives, and grapes,” Davead instructed his son.
Stefan grimaced at the food and drink. “I am well, Your Majesty.” That red tongue snaked out between his teeth.
Davead dismissed his squire. He needed to be alone with his son. “As you wish. We will get straight to it, shall we? Why did you send two thousand men to sack Unna Castle? The man is a Lord, and a general who fought well in my army. He is now dead, and for what? The castle is destroyed, and you have wasted five hundred decent men from my army!” The king had intended to keep calm, but he soon realised he was shouting.
Stefan shrank away from him, curling up in the chair. He cleared his throat before speaking, and managed to straighten his spine. “I had heard reports that Francis Unna was Menti.”
King Davead leaned back in his chair. This was news he did not expect. “He was what?”
Stefan sighed. “The man lived in a castle with iron all over the walls and doors. I had a spy sent to watch Unna—a whore, to be precise. The woman saw the iron chains around his neck herself. He did not take them off, not even in the… act.”
Davead almost lifted a hand to the iron medallion around his neck, but he did not. He noted his son’s apparent discomfort about sexual intercourse. Was there to be nothing regular about his son? At least Davead understood a bawdy young man. The obsession with the Order of Insight was bad enough, but in addition, the boy did not seem to possess the same desires as other boys his age. “Just because a man wears an iron chain does not mean he is Menti.”
“Do you not remember what happened in the rebellion? Unna won all those battles because of the landslides around the coast. Hundreds of Menti drowned in dirt. Then, when my men attacked, yet another landslide drowned them beneath the dirt, killing scores of his own men too. The man deserved what he got.”
“You suspected that the man possessed land wielding magic and you failed to account for that in your attack?”
“What could I do, father?” Stefan protested. “The castle is in a valley. There are hills all around it. I cannot move the castle. Besides, I thought there was so much iron in that place it would quell his powers. But it seems that out in the courtyard of the castle he was powerful once more.”
“Perhaps you could have arrested him.” King Davead was hot with anger. His beard itched and his fingers drummed the desk. “He would have come to Nesra’s Keep had you summoned him, and there you could have arrested him!”
Stefan squirmed in his chair. “That is not my way.”
Davead hit the table top with his fist. “Am I to have a fool for a son? What were you thinking, storming the castle? At least be clever. At least show skill in battle.”
“I was thinking about wiping out the Menti, like you have charged me to do. Have you forgotten how many Menti I have put to death? More than Matias ever did.”
King Davead was on his feet and pacing behind the desk. “Matias was too clever to put so many Menti to death. He knew the worth of Menti labour and he sent them to me. We have workcamps in the north where the Menti are controlled.” Davead watched his son ball his hands into tight fists on the table top. Stefan hated the Menti even more than he did. Stefan’s hatred was a terrifying, consuming thing. Watching him now, he regretted putting his third-oldest son in charge of his army. What sort of king would Stefan make? A cruel king, no doubt. A snake king.
Why did the boy drink those damnable potions from the Order of Insight Brother? He watched Stefan nervously lick his lips and it made him shudder.
“Father, forgive me.” Stefan let out a long sigh and relaxed his hands. “You are right. I did act rashly. You must understand that at the time I was with Matias’s body. I had discovered that Matias had been killed by a Menti, and I was angry. I am sure that you, of all people, Father, could understand my anger.”
King Davead froze. He stood behind his chair and gripped the back of it so hard his knuckles whitened. His body ran cold. “What?”
Stefan met his gaze with his brown eyes. Why did the boy have to look so much like himself at that age? And yet he was so different.
“Father, there was no pitch residue or indication that a torch had been used. The fire burned too quickly to be natural. You must have suspected it yourself; it is the most logical explanation. Matias was killed by a fire wielder. And with Luca missing with Brother Axil, I can only assume the two conspired, and that one of them is the Menti.”
Davead’s knees felt weak, but he ignored the sensation and stood as tall as he could muster. His presence had always been strong, and he knew how to utilise it. “Who else knows about this?”
“Only Brother Mikkel. I have the city guards searching for them both. Every sea captain will be questioned, every tavern will be searched, every forest will be scoured. We will find them.”
There was a chance that his son was a Menti. He has the curse. Like me. If this became common knowledge in the realm, his claim to the throne could be weakened. For almost his entire reign, he had fought against the Menti. He outlawed their magic. He arrested or executed them. And he had done all this because of the Hag in the All-Seeing Tower. If they knew he was one of them…
“We must find them, and soon. I will double your men, and you will have the royal purse at your disposal.”
Stefan got to his feet, with his chest puffed up and his back straight. His chin was lifted and his eyes filled with pride. “We will find them. And when we do, would you like them brought back dead or alive?”
“Either. It makes no difference to me.” He spoke the words without hesitation, though they left a sour taste in his mouth. King Davead gripped the back of his chair. Luca was no longer his son. He lifted his goblet and took a long gulp of the too-sweet wine. “You can go.”
As Stefan walked from his chambers, the king thought of his Menti son somewhere out there. Luca had been a sickly child, yes, and he had struggled to love a boy so weak. But could he hate him? Even with Matias dead, he did not hate him. Part of him longed to pity the boy, but he refused to allow those feelings to swell. Matias was dead, leaving him with one son—Alberto—who was too young to take on any responsibility, and another son—Stefan—who was a boy the realm already hated. There was no choice now—he had to ensure his own safety in order to fix this problem. He must think of the realm. He must think of himself. The prophecy stated that his rule, and his life, would be taken by a Menti. He had to do everything he could to stop that from happening.




Luca

It took two days to cross the Sea of Kings. When Luca landed at the Golden Bay, he felt and looked like a different person. Brother Axil had taken a sharp knife to the long locks that fell to his shoulders. He ran his hand over the short hair and gazed at the bay.
He could not get used to the way the world continued while he walked around with the knowledge that he had killed his older brother. There were fishermen carrying crates of fish up to the market, men scurrying up and down the decks of boats, calling instructions to one another. The place was loud, smelled like fish guts, and shone bright and colourful. Xantis wore bright silks and light cottons. Their skin was darker than those in Estala. They seemed to walk with a lighter step, though Luca was not sure if he was imagining it. Life seemed more vibrant and more cheerful than anything in Nesra’s Keep.
“We need to find a tavern,” Axil said. “And clothes.”
“Is a tavern wise?” Luca asked.
“We made good time, and we are away from Estala. I am sure your father has men looking for us, but it is unlikely they would catch up to us so fast. Still, keep your hood up and your robes gathered. Walk stooped. Do not hold your head up like a prince. Come.”
Axil strode through the bay like a man who knew where he was heading. Luca scuttled along beside him, trying to stay stooped and with his hood covering half of his view. It was hot beneath the robes. The sun was potent here. Sweat formed on Luca’s back and forehead as he hurried through the bay.
They took the steps up from the harbour towards the markets. It was even noisier here as the men sold their wares. Most spoke in a language Luca could not understand, though there were those who spoke the common language, too. They shouted about fresh olives and wine. The air smelled of sweet and spice, saffron and honey. Luca shrank into his hood, wishing he was back on the ship. He hated all these people around him shouting and haggling. He hated the vibrancy of life. He wanted to be alone. Forever.
The tavern Axil chose was a long, flat kind of building with large windows that filled the place with light. The people tucked into platters of cold meat, or chunky cuts of bread drizzled with honey. The men seemed looser: from the baggy tunics to the longer hair to the strange scarves they wore around their waists.
Brother Axil ordered two goblets of ale and sat down in a quiet corner. There were no furs or tapestries here; instead there was coloured glass in the windows and decorated tiles spread across the floor. The serving women wore long dresses that swept the ground. As they walked, their toes peeked out from beneath their skirts, revealing leather sandals.
“I asked the owner where we can buy horses.” Brother Axil set the ale down on the table. “But my purse is limited. There was not enough time during our escape from Nesra’s Keep to take as much as we needed. We might end up with a nag and a donkey, but I will see how far I can get us.”
Luca looked up from his ale. “Where are we going?” Did it even matter? He was sure that his father would find him soon anyway. Part of him wanted to run back down to the harbour and jump on the next ship setting sail for Estala. At least then he could turn himself in and do something good for a change. He deserved to die for what had happened to Matias. He fingered the iron on his wrist. It was not enough.
Brother Axil leaned forward and lowered his voice. “We are going to the Ash Mountains.” He straightened up and regarded Luca with a small smile.
Luca shook his head. “There is nothing there but volcanoes and ash.”
“Oh,” Brother Axil said with shining eyes, “there is a lot more in the Ash Mountains than just ash.” He took another swig of his ale.
Despite everything, Luca found his curiosity whetted. He drummed his fingers on the table and waited for Brother Axil to continue. When he did not, Luca had to prompt him. “What is in the Ash Mountains?”
“When your father beat back the Menti, they retreated to Xantos to recoup.”
“I thought he killed them all,” Luca said.
Brother Axil shook his head. “The Menti will never be eradicated. There are too many of them.”
“Are you one?” Luca asked.
“I am a… friend of the Menti. They needed an ally in Nesra’s Keep.”
“So all this time you have been spying for my father’s enemies?” Luca’s jaw dropped open. “I do not believe it. I thought you were my friend, not some magic wielder’s ally from across the seas.”
“Luca,” Axil said softly. “I am and forever will be your friend. I have been watching you for years, keeping you safe.”
“Did you know what I was?”
Axil shook his head. “I had my suspicions but I could not be sure. Not until that moment in your chambers.”
The ale churned in Luca’s stomach. He could not think about that moment. It made his skin hot and left a sour taste in his mouth.
“I thought it was Stefan at first,” Axil continued. “I was always wary of him, even when you were children. I purposefully made sure that I did not spend too much time with him because I thought it would highlight that he was Menti. But when you began to get ill, I had my suspicions that it was magic, not a weak disposition.”
Luca clenched his jaw. “You should have killed me then. You could have stopped this.”
Brother Axil took a long swig of his ale. “The past cannot be changed and to wish it so is a fool’s task. We look to the future now. The Menti will help you, Luca. We will go to the Ash Mountains and there you will learn to control your powers. You will be a great fire wielder one day. Fire wielders are the most powerful of the Menti.”
Luca turned away in disgust. There was the taste of bile in his throat. How could Axil even consider letting Luca learn his powers? “I will not. I will never use my powers again. I will not have blood on my hands again. I will not kill.”
Brother Axil spoke slowly and softly. “If you do not train, you will kill again.”




Reva

Reva watched Ammie hide her tears all the way to the Ilkta Markets. Francis had told them to keep off the Market Road, and they had, but after almost two days of flat-out galloping, they were low on food and drink, and their horses were on the brink of exhaustion. Reva decided that the best way to hide would be in a place so filled with people that they would disappear into the crowd.
She helped Ammie down from her horse and kept the handmaiden close to her. They had approached the market from the busiest point, close to the road. The guards stayed close to Reva, but they did not crowd her like they would a lady or queen. They hung back, spreading out. No one noticed them approach. It was almost noon, and people from all around Estala had come to the busy markets to trade. Lords sent squires and common-folk to buy cloth and spices for their castles. Local folk bought bread and oils. Farmers and merchants sold their wares. They were people with skin hardened from outside work. They grimaced through thin, cracked lips, and moved swiftly around the stalls. Reva had her hood over her eyes and shrank down into her cloak. She desperately wanted to take Ammie somewhere. The girl had lost her family. Reva ached for her friend. But she also ached for the bodies of the children she had lost. She would never again visit their graves. She touched her stomach lightly.
There was another reason to come to the markets. The long ride had aggravated Reva’s childbirth wounds. She needed a tincture and bandages to heal her hurts. There was nowhere else she could get them, and if she failed, she risked infection. She had instructed two of her guards to find the tincture from healers in the area. A pale-faced Ammie gave more detailed instructions to the guards. The handmaiden had been to the markets before and knew her way around.
Reva’s dress dragged through the mud as they stepped through the busy stalls. She kept her cloak covering her body. It would not do for people to see her fine clothes. Ammie bought a wicker basket and filled it with hard cheese, salted meats, and apples. When they had enough provisions, they found a rundown tavern to disappear into. It was a tall building, leaning slightly to the right. The name was the Olive Grove, though the sign was barely visible with such faded paint. Reva kept her cloak pulled around her shoulders as she sank into a table in the shadows, trying to ignore the pain radiating from her lower body. Ammie sat across from her while the guards ordered ale.
“Ammie,” Reva said, finally able to take her friend’s hand. “I am so sorry.”
Her pretty blue eyes filled with tears, but Ammie was strong. The handmaiden sniffed, wiped away a tear, and faced Reva. “Lord Unna was right. We must go further north. We cannot stay here long, not even for the night. Once the guards come back with the tincture, we head back towards the coast and make our way around Hareno.”
“Ammie—”
But she raised a hand. “I cannot speak of them, not yet.”
Reva felt a swell of love rise from her stomach. This girl had been with her since the very beginning. She had been a gift from Francis on their wedding day. He told her that Ammie would be a good servant girl, and that her family of servants were “tolerable people but excellent workers”. Reva had known Ammie’s family through Ammie’s stories alone, but she knew they were more than “tolerable” people. They were a loving family. Kind people. And Ammie was the kindest and most loyal of all.
“They were your family, Ammie,” Reva said. “Grieve them. I will think no less of you. I will love you all the same.”
Ammie pushed her hand against her mouth and Reva could see the girl was shaking. There were tears running down her cheeks, leaving tracks in the dirt on her skin. They were both dirty from the long ride.
“My little brother once told me a story about the lake of tears. Before your husband took the castle, it was called the Grey-Eyed Keep, named after Queen Lycella, King Mithrin’s wife. You see, the Lord who owned the Grey-Eyed Keep was desperately in love with Lycella. But Lycella chose to be queen over a lady. The Lord was so grief-stricken that he cried into the River Lanti and it overflowed into a lake filled with his tears. The man drowned in his own tears. I could cry and cry until I drown in a lake of my tears, or I could live my life like I know he would want to. Gerrant was a bright boy. He knew his letters, and he was a good squire to Lord Unna.”
“I know he was,” Reva said. “He was most patient with Lord Unna. I wish I had been given an opportunity to know him better.”
“You have lost your husband and the graves of your children. I have lost my parents and my brother. Prince Stefan has much to answer for.”
“I do not understand why he would do this. I lived in Nesra’s Keep as a child. I knew him as a boy. I was betrothed to his brother.” Reva found herself holding back tears remembering those days. “He comforted me over the loss of my parents. Why would he do this? Why would Luca let him do this? I do not understand.”
Ammie bit her lip and gazed at her folded hands as though she wanted to speak.
“You know something,” Reva said. “Tell me.”
“They are but rumours and gossip,” Ammie admitted. “But it is to do with Francis and the king. There was talk that Francis was Menti. You see, he had all that iron put into the castle, and he always wore an iron necklace—some sort of medallion, they said.”
“Yes, I know that. I have seen it.”
“Well, iron can suppress the powers of the Menti,” Ammie said.
A stone seemed to drop through the bottom of Reva’s stomach. She had been so stupid. Why had she not realised this before? She had thought it was vanity keeping Francis from removing his strange iron necklace. It was not. It was a necessity.
“The king is still warring against the Menti,” Reva said, more to herself than to Ammie. “He found out that Francis has powers.” Then, though she had not imagined that it could, her stomach sank lower. “The landslide. It was Francis. He moved the dirt with his powers.”
“I believe he did it to save us,” Ammie said. “But it killed everyone in the castle. He did it to save you, Reva. He cared something for you at least.”
Reva placed her head in her hands. How could Francis do such a thing? How could he trade her life for hundreds of others? It took a few moments for the nausea to pass. Yet even with the churning feeling of living while others died, Reva could not help but admit that the knowledge Francis had loved her was at least a small comfort. She had spent the last three years in a constant state of anxiety, worrying whether she could be a good wife, whether she could ever love this man who was so much older and so different to the man she had hoped to marry. She had worried whether he cared for her at all, or whether she was nothing more than a means to an heir. So much had come to pass in those three years. She was a woman now. She had been pregnant several times and buried the children who never lived. She was a widow now; a sixteen-year-old widow.
And the Menti… She had never known what to make of them. They killed her parents during the war. She should hate them, but somehow she did not. For the last three years she had suspected there had been something unusual about the way her parents died. All throughout the war she heard about battles against the Menti. She was young, only nine or ten years old, but that was what she remembered. Battles. Those battles were never sudden. There was a build-up. They were generally expected. But her parents had died in a way that was too similar to how Stefan had sent his men. It had been unexpected.
The door to the tavern opened and the two guards strode in, interrupting her thoughts. They ordered ale and came over to the table. Quickly, a few bottles of tincture were placed in Ammie’s basket, before the two men sat at the opposite table and supped their ale.
Reva and Ammie ate a plate of olives and ripe tomatoes in oil. They mopped up the juices with a crust of bread. Reva even licked the oil from her fingers, so hungry she had been. She drank a second cup of wine to wash the food down. Her lower body still ached, but now that she had the promise of relief, it was not so bad. She wished she could spend a night in the tavern on a mattress and take a long bath to clean herself, but, alas, they had to keep moving forwards before they were hunted down like dogs.
It was Ammie who stood first. Reva rose gingerly from her seat and glanced quickly at the guards. She walked with Ammie towards the exit of the tavern, keeping her hood pulled low over her face. At the same time, a large group of men entered the tavern and crowded some of the tables. Reva lowered her head as she negotiated a turn between the tables. The men were already well on their way to drunkenness, and ordered several jugs of ale in slurred voices. The serving girl was under pressure, and hurried back to pour the ale. As Reva tried to move around the serving girl, she bumped into the corner of a table and lost her balance. Ammie reached for Reva, trying to catch her hand, but it was too late. Reva lurched forward, catching her cloak on the back of a chair. The cloak tumbled to the floor, revealing her face to the tavern.
There was a moment of silence before one of drunken men bent a knee. “Lady Unna.”
Reva’s heart pounded. She snatched the cloak from the floor and wrapped it around her shoulders. “You are mistaken, sir.”
The man rose, frowning. Another came forward, a scrawny man with dirty roughspun trousers and a red-haired beard. “You are Unna’s wife. The gentle lady!”
“She’s wanted by the king,” said another.
“There’s a bounty.”
Now the tavern stirred. The mere mention of a potential reward sent murmurs rippling through the dark room. Ammie moved closer to Reva. The guards circled them like a pack of wolves.
“I am afraid there has been a mistake.” Reva could barely find her voice. Somehow she managed to speak clearly and loudly enough to be heard over the sound of her hammering heart. “If you would kindly let us leave, there will be no trouble.”
When the man with the red beard was first to draw his sword, the tavern air was filled with the sweet song of unsheathed steel. Reva’s guards faced the men in the tavern, while Reva quickly counted. Her men were outnumbered three to one. Her heart sank. It would be a bad fight. More would lose their lives.
“I’m takin’ her in,” said red beard. “I want my gold.”
Ammie grasped Reva’s wrist as the first swords clashed. Reva’s guards pushed the crowd back, allowing Ammie and Reva precious moments to make their way through the tavern. Reva saw the man with the red beard charging at one of her guards. The man was cut down and Reva looked away. They were almost to the door when a hand clutched her shoulder, pulling her back. Reva almost fell to the floor when Ammie pushed the man away. He still had a firm grip on her shoulder, but another of her guards stabbed the man through the chest. Then the guard stood with his back to her, ready to fight anyone else who came for her. Ammie yanked her forward and out of the door, giving Reva no time to think about the two men who had fought and died while attempting to capture her.
Outside, the sun shone bright. It glinted through the markets, low now that it was late afternoon, and hard on her eyes after the dark tavern. She pulled the hood back over her face and ran with Ammie through the crowds. There was no time to waste. She knew that her guards had bought them time, nothing more. And as much as it pained her to leave brave men behind, she knew it would be for nothing if she did not run as fast as she could to get away. She was not a fool. She knew that being delivered to Prince Stefan would mean death. The man had stormed her castle, killing anyone and anything in his way, all because her husband was Menti. He meant to wipe them all out, and that meant her, too.
Ammie’s hand never left hers as they flew through the market. They skipped around women carrying baskets, little children playing, and merchants offering samples of wine. Ammie carried her basket in her other hand. Reva could see the determination on the girl’s face. It spurred her on.
But Reva had begun to struggle. The dull ache in her abdomen had worsened, and the wounds between her legs were as sore as they had ever been. There was some wetness there, and Reva suspected that she had begun to bleed again. She blocked out the pain. She kept on running, following Ammie, trusting her handmaiden. They needed to find their horses. Where did they leave them?
There was some commotion behind her, but Reva did not look. She suspected that at least some of the tavern men had made their way out and were chasing them. Ammie guided them to the right, finally making their way out of the labyrinth of markets. They came to the edge of Ilkta Markets where they had tied their horses to a long line of stables. Reva had never been so happy to see the grey mare. She had never jammed her foot in the stirrup quite so hastily.
“Stop them!” came a voice.
A young lad from the stables turned to stare at Reva. But Reva was already on her mare, whirling the horse around to ride in the other direction. She did not know where, and she did not care. Ammie clambered onto her horse, still with the basket. Poor Ammie, carrying that thing around. She was determined to keep it no matter what. The girl was strong, swift, and had more grit than Reva had seen in most men.
“Ammie, ride!” Reva shouted.
But Ammie needed no encouragement. She galloped forward, so that the two of them were side by side. They galloped and galloped on horses freshly watered and fed. They went straight up the Market Road, more concerned with speed than discretion.
They had lost their escort and now they were two women alone in the world. Reva tried not to let that frighten her. She glanced across at Ammie’s frown and she pushed on. As long as she had Ammie.
When they dared to slow down, the two women took a turn off the Market Road and into a small copse of trees. The late afternoon had begun to turn to night, with a sky like blue silk, and stars like tiny gold buttons. She slipped down from her horse, almost collapsing into the soft grass. Ammie was by her side with the tincture from the basket, along with strong wine for the pain.
“Is the world spinning, or is it my head?” Reva said with a soft laugh.
“We will have to sleep here, my lady,” Ammie said, not returning the laugh. “You are too weak to keep riding. Get some rest and I will keep watch.”
Reva opened her mouth to protest, but was too tired to speak. Her eyes drooped low, and the blue silk sky turned into nothingness.
She woke, surprised to have dreamt of nothing. Her nightmare came when she opened her eyes and remembered everything that had happened since she left Unna Castle. She thought of the man with the red beard being cut down by her guard, and the ale splashing on the tavern floor. Ale and blood flowed through the Olive Grove now. Eight guards had stayed to protect them, and none of them came out alive. All because of her. But the sleep had been healing. There was little pain in her lower body today. She smiled down at a sleeping Ammie, before opening the basket to eat a small breakfast of cheese and salted beef.
Ammie, however, did not wake in such a positive state. She sat bolt upright and called out her brother’s name. Reva brushed tears from her friend’s cheeks and cradled her shoulders.
“I think I might need to cry into the Lake of Tears after all,” Ammie said. “Oh, Reva, I dreamt of them all. I saw them drowning beneath the dirt. I felt it. My chest was being crushed by the weight and I couldn’t pull myself out. It was terrible, Reva. And it was all true. That was how they died and nothing I do will ever change that.”
“I am so sorry. This is all because of me—”
“No.” Ammie wiped tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her dress. “Lord Unna made the decision, not you. It was him, and I hate him for it. I know he is dead, but I hate him.”
“I spent a long time hating Francis,” Reva said. “It did not do me much good.”
Ammie’s sobs subsided slowly. “Yes, you are probably right. But I think I will hate him for a little while longer, at least to stop myself from blubbing like a babe.”
“You can blub as much as you like around me,” Reva replied.
Ammie finally cracked a smile. But the relative calm was broken by the distant sound of voices. Reva got to her feet and strained to hear.
“What is it?” Ammie asked.
“Singing. Women singing.”
“We must get the horses,” Ammie said.
“But where would we go? We cannot ride along the Market Road. We cannot go south towards the Lanti. The forest could be teeming with wolves for all we know.” Reva stared dubiously through the copse of trees. They had stayed on the outskirts, but the further in, the darker it got, and Reva did not like to think about what was lurking amongst those trees. Reva did not know enough about the geography of the north to know where they were. She knew they had headed west from Ilkta Markets, but where they were now was a mystery to her. The world outside the castles she had known was a hard, dangerous place, but despite the cold sensation of fear working its way up her spine, Reva was prepared. She wanted to survive.
“We will hide and wait for them to pass,” Ammie said. “Then we will get the horses and ride towards the coast, making our way around the woods.”
Reva nodded her agreement. They collected their belongings, and the horses, and made their way into the woods. The crisp grass crunched beneath their feet. The morning was cool, and her breath came out as steam as she breathed. Reva’s grey mare plodded along beside her, whickering softly into Reva’s palm looking for oats. Reva shushed the horse and directed them through the trees. Her skin tingled as she heard the voices coming closer. There were dozens of them singing in a high pitch. Women, she thought. What are women doing out here? Alongside the voices was the sound of jingling, like bells. Who could they be? Why would so many women be travelling through Lantha, singing as they went? She did not understand.
When they were far enough into the woods, Reva and Ammie stood with their horses, waiting. She had thought that the voices would be making their way along the market road, but they seemed too close for that. Her heart beat quickly, tap-tap-tapping against her chest like an impatient visitor. The song was pretty enough but it filled her with dread all the same. Why are they coming so close? Are they heading for the wood? She glanced at Ammie and wondered whether they should leap atop their horses right now and ride as fast as they could through the woods. But they were women. Surely women posed no threat to them. Anyone can be dangerous if they think coin is involved, Reva thought.
The voices were loud now, and Reva felt itchy all over. This was not good. Her mare backed up, excited by the sudden noise. Reva stroked the horse’s nose to calm her.
“Be still,” she whispered.
But the horse was spooked. Her mare began to paw the ground restlessly as the jingling of bells came closer. Reva backed the horse up, taking her further into the woods, hoping that the party were singing so loud that they had not heard the mare.
Louder and louder the voices came, until Reva felt they were practically singing in her ear. Her grey mare disliked the noise so much that she reared up and whinnied. Reva struggled to keep the horse in check. Ammie even rushed to help her, but there was nothing to be done. The horse bolted through the trees.
And then the singing stopped.
Please, please keep moving, Reva thought. Please. She wanted her bad luck to be over. She wanted to be safe, and be able to keep her handmaiden safe. She wanted those singing women to keep going, to walk all the way to the Market Road and never bother them again. Take the horse, she thought. Take her and thank God for your good fortune, and then leave us be.
The silence was worse than the singing. Reva longed to hear their voices again, along with the jingling of the bells. Ammie pulled her back into the woods. They left Ammie’s bay gelding and hurried back. As they ran through the trees, the strange jingling resumed, only now Reva thought that it was not the ringing of bells, but more like the dragging of chains.
The woods rustled behind them. Reva searched for a place to hide, a bush, a rock, an upturned tree. There was nothing. She tried to remain surefooted as they hurried through the woods, and she tried to put the thought of wolves from her mind. Her heart beat hard against her ribs.
And then her stomach sank. In the middle of the dense wood, the forest opened up into a large clearing. It stretched for yards, as big as a generous paddock. There was nothing here apart from a meadow filled with pretty blue flowers. It was beautiful, though to Reva that beauty was cold and hard, because it betrayed them. The early morning sun made the dew shine on each blue flower, as bright as diamonds. She stopped running.
“There is nowhere to go,” she said.
Ammie pulled at her sleeve. “There is always somewhere to go.”
“We left the horse,” Reva said sadly. They had panicked. They had not thought ahead. They had thought there would be somewhere to hide. “We left the horse.”
Reva spun on her heel to come face to face with a tall woman in blue robes emerging from the woods. The woman was older, but quick on her feet, broad-shouldered and thick-armed. She wore the light blue robes of the Enlightened with a leather belt around her waist.
“Why are you running away, child?” the woman asked with a gentle smile. Her hair was pulled back away from her face, which made her appear severe. But her smile was warm enough.
Reva had come across the Brothers and Sisters of the Enlightened before. They were often Governors and Governesses to the noble families of Estala. They could be strict, but they taught the children how to read, write, the history of Estala, and about the world beyond the Sea of Kings.
“Sister, thank God,” Reva said. “We thought you might do us harm. We are in trouble and in need of help.”
The Sister lifted her hand and reached out to Reva. “Then you must come with me. I am Sister Valeria.”
“R… Raina,” Reva said. “And this is Emilia.”
“Come, we can clothe and feed you.” Sister Valeria waved them towards her.
Reva thought about it for a moment and did not see what other choice she had. There was only one place to run, and that was into the dark forest beyond the pretty meadow. Sister Valeria was part of the religious order of the Enlightened. She believed in education and peace. She had to put her trust in this woman. She had to believe that she was here for a good purpose. So she stepped forward.
But Ammie hung back. “I do not know about this. Can we trust her?”
“The Sisters of the Enlightened are good. They will help us.”
They followed Sister Valeria through the forest, leaving the beautiful meadow of diamond dew drops behind them. Valeria set a swift pace, forcing Reva and Ammie to hurry to keep up. Reva’s wounds were much less painful since she had used the tincture, but she still ached enough for the pace to be difficult. They ducked under branches and hopped over roots while she winced and touched her belly. The forest floor was muddied and covered in mulch, and the trees mossy. Reva was slightly out of breath by the time she spotted Ammie’s bay gelding up ahead, and she grimaced against the pain in her lower body. As she touched her stomach gently, she thought about Unna Castle, where her children had been born but never lived. I will never see it again, she thought.
Her grey mare was waiting for her when they finally emerged from the woods. The horse whinnied before shifting its weight, agitated by the presence of the unknown people. He was held by another woman in blue robes. Despite the relief of seeing her horse, Reva barely glanced at the mare. Her eyes were fixated on the long line of women standing before her.
Gaunt and dirty, tall and short, old and young, they stood in rags with their ankles shackled. They gazed at her with empty eyes. Reva’s throat went dry as she turned towards Sister Valeria, whose gentle smile had been replaced by a smirk.
“What is this?” Reva asked.
Some of the women were younger than her. Many of them did not own shoes. All of them were chained around the neck and linked together. This was wrong, all wrong. The Sisters of the Enlightened did not enslave people, did they?
Valeria took a step forward, but Ammie blocked her path. The handmaiden pulled a dirk from her belt. “Turn around and leave us alone.” Ammie did not sound like the girl Reva knew, she sounded menacing; menacing enough to give Valeria pause.
But there were half a dozen more of them. The Sisters all took daggers and dirks from their belts. Sister Valeria even held a bizarre metal whip made up of tiny chain links.
“You are coming with us,” Valeria said. “This can be done the easy way, or the hard way.”
It all happened so fast that when Reva thought of it later, she saw little more than a blur. She called out Ammie’s name as her friend lurched forward. She shouted No, but it was no use. Ammie sliced at a Sister, her dirk cutting into the soft flesh of the Sister’s upper arm. But it was Valeria who drove the dagger into Ammie’s chest.
Red hot rage coursed through Reva. She was the gentle lady no more. She flew towards Ammie’s limp body, and touched the warm blood flowing from the deep wound. Ammie dropped to the ground like a broken doll and closed her eyes, drawing out a few ragged breaths before she stopped breathing forever.
Reva faced the Sisters of the Enlightened. She faced them and she hated them and she had never known such rage as she did in that moment. The rage turned into another feeling: a need. A need to be someone else. It was her body that reacted, not her mind. It changed.
She heard herself scream as though it were coming from another body, another person. She felt the seams rip on her dress and she saw the strange scales erupt along her arms. Her body hunched over as her spine changed. She clutched at her face to try to feel what was going on. It all happened in the space of a few seconds. Her body was trying desperately to become something else, but Reva did not know what it wanted to become.
There was the sensation of air moving near her ear, and a sharp slap of pain on her wrist. The chained whip wrapped around her and pulled her to the muddy ground. The changes stopped. Sister Valeria pushed her into the mud, while the other Sisters chained her hands and feet.
“Wait, no! Don’t leave her there!” Reva shouted as they dragged her onto her feet. She stared at her friend lying bleeding on the ground. “Help her!”
“We cannot help the dead,” Sister Valeria said in a monotone voice.




Stefan

Drip-drip-drip. It was driving him crazy. Why did the Order of Insight insist on meeting inside these dank caves? Today, they met in a cave down on the coast near the Sea of Kings. It was dark apart from the circle of light filtering in from its mouth, like light hitting a silver coin. Stefan paced back and forth in front of the sunlight, his stomach roiling from the constant salt-and-fish smell of the coast.
“They are coming,” Brother Mikkel said, moving away from the entrance to the cave.
The Order of Insight performed all special duties either out in the open, or tucked away in caves. They did not hold trials in halls, castles, or anywhere with four walls and a door. It always had to be somewhere Anios could get a good look at them from wherever he lurked. Stefan liked to think of Anios forever hiding in the shadows, like Stefan himself.
Perhaps that was why Stefan felt such a strong connection with Anios. Their Lord was not the same God the rest of the Enlightened prayed to. No, Anios was the younger brother. He was the Prince of Truth, born to stop sorcery from spreading through the world. Stefan shared those same principles with Anios. Sometimes he wondered if he was the mortal form of the God. Brother Mikkel certainly thought so.
Two Brothers dragged the ragged old man into the cave before Prince Stefan. The old man was thrown to the cave floor in a lumpy heap.
“This one saw your brother, Your Highness,” said one of the Brothers. He was young, perhaps nineteen or twenty, the same age as Stefan’s brother Matias before Luca murdered him. The Brother was so thin that his robes constantly fell from one shoulder or the other, prompting him to always be fiddling with his outfit. Stefan had forgotten the Brother’s name. He was not good with remembering names for unimportant people.
Drip-drip-drip.
“Stand him up,” Stefan commanded. “I want to know what he has to say for himself.”
The old man made a whimpering noise as the Brothers lifted him onto his feet. “What’s this about, Yer Highness? I swear I’ll help as much as yer need. I swear it. We’ll be bringin’ in fresh oysters in tomorra’s shipment. Or how about silks from the Golden Bay?”
“Quiet,” Stefan ordered. “You are the captain of Seawalker, are you not?”
The old man nodded. “Aye. For nigh on thirty year. I took over from Nathan Goodeye when he lost a battle with a shark on the Xanti coast. In thirty years I’ve never once smuggled so much as a cockle into Estala, yer can ’ave my word on that.”
Stefan paced in front of the man with his arms held behind his back to puff out his chest. “You are not here for any petty smuggling. You are here for treason! You gave board to the boy who killed Prince Matias.”
“What? But I never…” The old captain trailed off. He stared at his feet.
Drip-drip-drip.
“What say you?” Prince Stefan demanded. “Did you or did you not give board to my younger brother?”
Stefan watched the man and clenched his jaw. This needed to be true. He had already investigated several disappointing leads across Reyalon. Tavern keeps had reported seeing the boy supping on ale in the dark corners of their taverns, but then other commoners reported seeing Prince Luca riding out of the city gates on a pure white horse. There had even been a report of someone matching Luca’s description sleeping on the beaches outside Reyalon. It was all twaddle. None of them had seen his brother, only urchins and orphans and other degenerates. He needed real information to take to his father to prove that he was worthy. The king was losing his patience. It had been almost a fortnight since Matias was killed. The funeral had been and gone. He tried not to think of his sisters’ tears or the pale face of his father as they put Matias’s body in the mausoleum.
Drip-drip-drip.
“There was someone,” the captain admitted.
Stefan leaned in, interested. “Go on.”
“Two Brothers. Of the Enlightened, not related. They asked for board to Xantos. One was younger, about your age, Yer Highness. He had hazel eyes and brown hair. The other Brother was older with dark skin and bright blue eyes, but I told all this to yer man here. They kept to themselves in the cabin. The younger one cut his hair on the way there. They paid me in silver sofias and departed at the Golden Bay.”
Stefan felt a prickling sensation spread over his skin. None of the others had described Brother Axil so well. “Tell me again what they looked like. Exactly.”
“If it please Yer Highness.” The sea captain nodded. “They both wore those blue robes, like the ones of your men here. The older one was around forty and had dark skin and unusual blue eyes. He looked like a Xanti, if you ask me. The younger one seemed upset. The boy was pale and red around the eyes. He clung to the older one as though the man was propping him up. Truth be told, he looked ill. I wasn’t sure he was goin’ to make the journey. Is that all you need to know, Yer Highness? I need to take my leave now. I have ships coming in with goods—”
“You may not leave,” Stefan barked. He ran a finger over the pommel of his sword. He traced the outline of the lightning bolt carved there.
“He gave perfect descriptions of your brother and the Governor, Your Highness.” Brother Mikkel almost floated across the cave floor. His robes trailed behind him, collecting sand and dirt. “It would seem that Brother Axil took the lead. The man is more capable than we thought. Do you not think that perhaps he was prepared for this outcome? Having the robes and coin ready for travel?”
“The man is cleverer than we thought,” Stefan mused aloud. “And my brother is still ill. He was on his deathbed before the death of Matias.”
“But well enough to escape the keep, Your Highness,” Mikkel added. “That speaks to me of sorcery.”
Stefan had to agree. Whatever his stupid brother had become embroiled with, it led back to sorcery and the Menti. He closed his fist around the grip of his sword. He hated them.
Drip-drip-drip.
He suddenly felt afraid. His tactics at Unna Castle had worked, but they had suffered great losses. With Matias murdered and Luca on the run, he anticipated a great disturbance occurring in Estala. Unna Castle was a mess of death and injury, and that had unsettled the towns and villages around it. There had already been double the usual cases of thievery and fighting in Ilkta Markets. The northern men were unsettled, and that was never a good thing. But that was not all; he sensed his father’s disquiet, too. The king was more anxious than ever to destroy the Menti. That all seemed to be leading to one inevitable conclusion: war.
It was brewing. He prayed to Anios every night for war, but he had never felt the stirrings until now. It was, of course, where the glory was, and the purest way to cleanse their kingdom of the scourge that blighted it. Menti. Yet, he was afraid. He was sixteen and he had the promise of war at his feet.
“My brother is in Xantos,” Stefan said. “We must send scouts ahead to find out more. I want to know what he is planning to do there.”
“They say the Menti fled to Xantos after the rebellion,” Brother Mikkel said.
“Menti? There cannot be many left.”
He floated closer to Stefan and laid a hand on his shoulder. “You would be surprised, my prince. The Menti breed like rats and spread as far and wide, too. Perhaps you can find your brother and quash your enemies at the same time. Anios would delight in the cleansing.”
Stefan nodded his head, but his palms were sweating. “Do you think Luca has joined the Menti?”
Mikkel removed his hand from Stefan’s shoulder and shrugged. “Perhaps.”
Stefan liked that idea. It made it easier for him. If Luca truly was with the Menti, that meant he was an enemy. He did not need to worry about Luca being his brother anymore. Luca was the enemy and enemies were to be killed.
“Um… Excuse me, Yer Highness. Am I free to leave now?” The sea captain wrung his hands together as his nervous eyes flitted around the dark cave.
Stefan shared a glance with Mikkel. “The man has told us everything he knows.”
“Yes,” Mikkel said, “but he leaves with more knowledge than he came. His blood would strengthen you, my prince.”
Stefan smiled, but it was to hide the grimace. Mikkel brought blood-red potions to him every night to give him strength. They tasted foul and turned his tongue crimson. But it was worth it if they worked.
“You mean to sacrifice him?” Stefan asked.
“The death of three is for him,” Brother Mikkel replied.
“No! No! Ye don’t have to do this,” the sea captain begged. “I won’t tell anyone, I swear. I’ll sail to Xantos, climb the Ash Mountains and never return. Ye’ll never see my face in Estala again. Please spare my life.”
“Drowning is a good fit for a man at sea,” Mikkel continued. “Then hanging, and finally, my prince, you must stab him through the heart. Anios would like to see your strength.”
Stefan fingered the pommel of his sword. He was as strong as Anios, and he would cleanse the world, starting with the unfortunate captain.
Drip-drip-drip.




Luca

On the first night in the Shadow Valley, Luca sat around the fire with Axil and the traders they had found passage with, and he thought about Reva. It surprised him to think of her. His thoughts had been consumed by Matias. He had imagined the funeral, and the bones of his brother lifted slowly into the stone tomb in the Hall of Enlightenment in Reyalon. He had imagined the smell of the herb bouquet that would rest on the lid of Matias’s tomb. He had thought of the words spoken by the Brothers: Only the Enlightened God knows the truth of death. Matias’s time has passed. He will remain in our memories. Simple and truthful; the Brothers were always truthful.
He pictured his father’s reaction to the death of his heir, and it always ended in a fit of rage, followed by quiet, seething anger with spittle flying from his father’s lips and landing amongst his wiry, grey beard hairs. He had even thought of Matias’s mother, the beautiful Christina, dabbing her tear-filled brown eyes with a handkerchief. But that night, his mind drifted to thoughts about Reva. She would love the Shadow Valley. Reva had been kissed by the sun, or so they said. He still remembered the warmth of her skin and how it shone like copper when it caught the light. She was golden to him. The Shadow Valley was not as dark as he had expected. There were times when the sun lowered behind the great volcanoes to the west, and that did plunge the valley into shadows, but most of the day was warm, bright, and golden.
The grass was rough, but it covered the valley. Tough but colourful flowers grew in abundance from the packed soil. The land rose and dipped like waves of the ocean. And above all, the great volcano, Zean, stood grand and proper, like a father overseeing his children. Reva would love the colour of Xantos. She would love the excitement of meeting new people. She had hated being cooped up in Nesra’s Keep as a girl, but there had been little choice after Reva’s parents had been murdered during the rebellion.
Father’s soldiers had found her hiding in her parents’ chambers. The young girl had been found cowering and muttering to herself in the corner of the room, her eyes fixed on her own mother’s blood. His father’s soldiers had taken Reva to Nesra’s Keep, where the king took pity on her and allowed her to stay. The king had seemed taken with Reva at first. He even decided to betroth Reva to Luca, though that could well have been architected in a way to obtain Avalon Towers and the men who had remained faithful to Lord Avalon during the rebellion, but Luca had thought it was because he liked Reva. Or at least he had thought that until the day she was given to Lord Unna like a prize pig at Ilkta Markets.
Luca unclenched his fists and sighed. A lot had happened since that day. He thought of the girl who had arrived at Nesra’s Keep, so dirty and little, half-wild, with eyes that had seen too much. She never talked about it, but Luca knew the depths of her grief. Now he knew it all too well. What would Reva make of him now? Would she still love him like she had when they were children on the cusp of adulthood? Could anyone love him now that he was a murdering monster?
They rode atop the merchants’ wooden cart pulled by two hardy but slow donkeys. Axil had not been joking when he said they were short of coin. The horses and provisions had been too expensive, but at least this way they had company during the dark, chilling nights in the Shadow Valley. The two men they travelled with—Simene and Zhoren—were the traders on their way to the foothills of the Ash Mountain range. Simene cooked a good stew out of the strange little rodents that scurried through the valley. He was older, in his fifties, and wore layers of cotton tunics and scarves of all colours. His skin was almost as dark as Axil’s though his eyes were a dirt green, like the rough grass on the valley floor. Zhoren was Simene’s son, tall and wiry with buck teeth and the same dirt-green eyes. They did not talk much. They were too smart to ask Axil and Luca questions. They shared bread and offered up mats to sleep on. That was good enough for Luca.
During the day, Luca rode in the back of the cart with Axil. They had not spoken about Luca’s Menti powers since the day in the tavern. Luca hated the silence, but he could not think of a way to break it. Instead, he thought of Matias, and his father, and Reva, and even his mother, whom he had not thought of for years. He thought of Stefan, and Serena, and Carolina, and little Alberto. He was not foolish enough to think he could ever go back to Reyalon, but he could not help but wonder if he might see them again. Many years from now they might not know him by sight. He could grow a beard and wear ragged clothing and pretend to be a traveller visiting from a distant city. The Xanti sun would tan his skin and he would no longer look like Prince Luca of Estala.
On the third day, Axil decided to break the silence. At first, Luca did not want to listen, but as Axil continued to speak, he found his interest piqued.
“Your mother was Menti,” Axil said. “I knew that from the start. She was a fire wielder too, but her powers were not as strong as yours. She fought those powers day in and day out. Sofia was determined to never use them, so determined that the fire consumed her one day. The fever burned bright and through her system in a matter of hours. It came so fiercely that I left the room to fetch a healer. When I came back, she was delirious, and an hour later she was gone. You were just a babe when it happened. I wish you had known her. If she had been able to counsel you, none of this would have happened. As it was, I made a fatal error.
“I took your illness to mean that the Menti powers had not passed to you. The circumstances between your illness and your mother’s illness were so different that I saw no connection. She was already a fire wielder when the fever took her. You had not shown any affinity for fire. The candles burned brighter when she walked into a room. Braziers glowed. Flames always reflected brightly in her eyes. But none of that happened for you. Her fever had been sudden and consumed her in hours. Your illness came on slowly and the fever was a slow burn. If I had been blessed with the foresight to think about how Menti powers affect people differently, I might have caught it.” He sighed. “It was God’s way.”
Luca bristled. He hated it when Axil blamed everything on God. It had been he who burned his brother, not God. It was little more than an excuse, and he could not have that. He needed the weight of his guilt. He needed to be buried beneath it.
“I work for the Menti because they have been oppressed for too long. What your father has done to them is an abomination. Menti are not to be feared. They are to be celebrated. Your gifts are a gift from God.”
“It is sorcery,” Luca said sullenly.
“Magic, yes, but still a gift.” Axil pressed Luca’s hand gently. “You will see. I am taking you to the rebels for you to see the possibilities that are available to you. I know you will understand once you see them. Once you get to know them. Your world has been too small, Luca. It is always the way of princes. Kings keep their princes inside their castles, instead of letting them out into the world to get a taste of it. A prince should know what the common folk desire, otherwise how will he rule?”
“I have been sick almost my entire life. How could I see the world?”
“Yes, that is true. But you are not sick anymore. You are well, and you are powerful, and you have the world at your feet.” Axil leaned forward and clenched his fist. “Open yourself, Luca. Open yourself to possibilities.” Luca watched as Axil’s fingers unfolded slowly like a flower blooming. He frowned and turned away.
The cart crested a hill so that Luca got his first glimpse of the camp below. It stretched out beneath the Ash Mountains, with Zean a monumental giant keeping watch over them all. Here the soil was black from the volcano ash. The flowers were sparser, and the grass was shorter and even drier.
In amongst the sparse flowers and rough grass were huts, tents, horses, and people. It was the people who caught his attention first. He had never seen such differing faces. Some had skin as dark as the ashen ground, others were as pale as milk. The people there were tall, short, dumpy, and muscular, every kind of differing build you could imagine. But their numbers were small. He estimated three dozen people milling around the tents, including a few young children clutching onto their mothers.
As the cart followed a steep path down towards the camp, there was a strange ripple in the air, and a barefooted teenage boy with short trousers knocked a girl off her feet with a blast of wind from his hands. The girl stood, brushed off her tunic, and sprayed the boy with soil. A blast of bright light turned Luca’s head. There was a young man walking through the camp bouncing a ball of fire from one hand to the other. Behind him, two boys fought with wooden swords while a man shouted commands at them. Repose, lunge, parry.
The cart came to a stop in the middle of this chaos, and if Simene and Zhoren seemed fazed by the strange behaviour around them, they did not show it. Instead they methodically unpacked their cart, working around Luca and Brother Axil as the two clambered ungracefully onto the ground.
“This looks a little light.” A man walked towards the cart carrying a box filled with bottles. Luca thought they must be potions and ointments, from the strange array of coloured liquids. He gestured towards Simene’s cart.
“We have brought you guests,” Simene said. “The guests needed to eat on the way here.”
The man carrying the box assessed Luca from top to toe with his ice-blue eyes. Luca had never seen a man with eyes bluer than Brother Axil’s before. From the thinning hair and lines around his eyes, the man appeared to be around forty years old. His face had a sunken quality, with deep-set eyes and taut skin.
“You brought us guests and less food? Maybe I should throw away a few love potions.”
“You do not dare,” Simene said angrily. “They fetch a pretty penny. We will bring more next time. You have my word.”
The man spat on the ground. “That is what your word is worth, merchant. Oh, be done with it. Take your loot, dump the food and be gone.” He turned his attention away from Simene to Luca and Axil. “So you are the guests. Estali?”
Luca nodded.
“Menti?”
Luca’s cheeks burned, but he nodded. It was the first time he had admitted it. His palms seemed suddenly clammy.
“The boy is a fire wielder but he has no way of training. I have brought him to you,” Axil said.
The man looked him up and down once more.
“Fire wielders are a pain in my backside. But they can be useful. I’m Geraldo. Welcome to the rebel camp, or what’s left of it.”




Reva

She was clamped between two other girls and forced to walk without her cloak because one of the Sisters had decided to wear it. Valeria also took her horse. A pinched-faced woman with eyes the colour of soil took Ammie’s horse. Reva watched them closely as she limped along in her ripped dress, hating every one of the Sisters. Rage spread through her blood, hot and heady. They were not true worshippers of God, they could not be. They were false.
The party moved slowly, jangling their chains as they took each step. The Sisters led the song, and even though Reva now knew all the words, she refused to sing. Light our path, light our life, Anios, oh Anios! They could whip her bloody for all she cared; she would not sing. Chained together, they stumbled up the Market Road as far as the Hareno Village before entering the Dourwood Forest.
“There are outlaws on the Market Road past Hareno,” whispered the girl behind Reva. She talked as the others sang. She talked and talked in the accent of the common folk, barely even stopping for breath. “That’s why we’re goin’ through Dourwood. The Sisters would never go into the forest otherwise. They say wolf-ghosts and other spirits walk through the trees. Every shadow holds a secret. So they say.”
Reva tried to block the girl’s whisperings out as she walked. She managed to block out the aches and pains of her body (though she longed for the tincture to soothe her hurts), the dry thirst on her tongue, and the rubbing of the iron chains. She blocked out the image of her one friend, loyal Ammie, laying with her life’s blood mingling with the muddy earth. She even partially blocked out the Sisters’ incessant song. But she could not quite block out this girl.
“Sister Valeria is in charge,” the girl continued. “I’ve been with them since Reyalon. It’s been a long, long walk. Valeria is in charge and she’s mean as a starved boar. That whip of hers has a terrible kiss. It stopped me shifting in an instant. I saw you try to shift, too. Looks like you’ve never done it before.”
There was a lull in the singing for a moment, as well as a lull in the girl’s chattering, but the blissful silence did not last long. While the girl was quiet, Reva concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and trying to ignore the soreness emanating from her abdomen. The Sisters had taken her cloak, but they had left her boots, and for that alone she was grateful. Some of the other girls walked barefoot. Being of good birth, Reva had never gone barefoot in her life. Her skin was too soft for the tough, forest floor filled with sticks and sharp stones.
Dourwood Forest was a cold, sharp place. Dark green moss spread up the trunks of the trees, reaching even the tallest of the branches. There were no leaves on those twisted branches. They reached over the top of Reva’s head like empty hands begging to be filled. With what, Reva did not know, and she did not like to think about it. All she knew was that the air felt thick with possibilities; as though magic hung in a cloak of low mist.
She stumbled on and longed for the girl to speak again. When the girl was silent, she started to watch Sister Valeria, and a great ball of hatred worked itself up from her core. This woman had taken the one friend she had in the world and killed her like a pig. She had forced Reva into submission and put her in irons. But worse of all, Reva knew she had changed. She had seen the scales on her skin and felt the bones move in her body. Reva was a monster. Reva was Menti.
“I’m sorry for what happened to your friend,” the girl said. “She didn’t deserve that.”
The singing resumed. Reva bit into her lip until it bled.
“She’s not the first I’ve seen ’em kill,” the girl whispered. “They’re s’posed to take girls to the Gardens. They round up young girls that are destitute, or are Menti, and between the Dourwood Forest and the Tasme Mountains we work. Work. Work. Work. That’s what they’ve been whispering up and down the line, anyway. They work us ’til we pass out and feed us the barest amount to keep us working. Those that grow old and weak and collapse throughout the day are taken away and never seen again. Some say they let ’em go inside the Dourwood Forest for the wolves to take ’em. Others say they slit their throats and pray to Anios while they do it. No one knows for sure.”
The girl’s words might have been distracting, but they brought Reva little comfort. After all she did to escape Prince Stefan’s men, she had ended up a captive anyway. All those lives taken for naught. Her heart felt shrivelled and dry, unable to withstand any more hurt. She wanted to give up. But instead, she put one foot in front of the other until the Sisters let them stop. One of the girls collapsed to the ground. Another began to cry. Valeria gave her a taste of her whip.
The Sisters lit a fire and passed a small bowl of nuts around the group. There was dirty water to drink, but at least the fire warmed them. It was colder here. They were further north than Reva had ever been before. She glanced hungrily at the Sister wearing her cloak. The ball of hatred hardened inside her. Her dress had torn at the seams when that monstrous sensation had taken over her. Now her dress was airy, letting in the cold breeze of the night to tickle and cool her ribs.
Even the girl was silent as they sat and ate their nuts. They ate to the music of the wolves, while the Sisters held their weapons tight and gazed into the shadows of the forest. Reva thought of the ghosts and wondered if Ammie was walking lost through the trees. The thought of her restless spirit made her throat tight. No, Ammie was with her family now. She had to be. The alternative was a weight that Reva did not have the strength to bear.
The Sisters sang back to the wolves, intoning yet another song to Anios.
We are going to the gardens,
To find our prince of truth.
We are going to the gardens,
Our worship it does soothe.
Heal me, Anios!
Love me, Anios!
See me, Anios!
Prince of truth.
We will fight against the magic,
It will be our way.
We will destroy those with magic,
And to our prince we pray.
Heal me, Anios!
Love me, Anios!
See me, Anios!
Prince of truth.
Reva knew little of the God of Insight, except that His followers were devout and strange. There had been gossip that the Brothers of Insight created strange potions from the blood of the sacrificed. Word spread through the kingdom that Prince Stefan had turned his mouth blood-red from the potions, and that they made him part snake. They said his skin was scaled when he was naked, and that his tongue was forked. They said the potions made him more cunning than any other man in Estala, and that he was crueller than them, too. Reva had dismissed it all as ridiculous gossip. She had almost been a sister to Stefan and he had seemed a normal boy to her. He was not as well liked as Luca, Matias, or the rest of King Davead’s children, and there were times when Stefan sulked mightily if they did not let him join their fun, but she had seen nothing unusual in him. He was a mere boy.
At least she had thought so back then. Now she was not so sure. Not after tasting sour injustice from his men.
“What kind of Menti are you?”
It was the girl again. Now that they were sat side by side, she could make out her features. Reva had walked for hours with the girl at her back, hearing only her voice. Sometimes she pictured it was Ammie speaking to her; other times she pictured a skinny, tall girl with bright eyes. Now, she saw that the girl was in fact stunning, and for some reason that surprised her. She supposed she had never imagined common-born girls to be beautiful, and that was stupid of her. The girl was golden-skinned and golden-haired, as though she had been moulded from honey. Her eyes were a deep brown with golden flecks, and her lips were full. She was right about the bright eyes, though. They gave her face animation and made the girl appear intelligent and full of wit.
“What?” Reva blurted out.
“What kind are you? You were stopped mid-shift so I didn’t see. You looked a little… reptilian. Maybe a snake.”
Reva thought of Stefan and shivered. “I am not a snake.”
“Then what are you?”
Reva sighed. “I do not know. And I do not want to know. I will never be doing that again.”
“You will,” the girl said. “At least, you will if you ever get out of these irons.” She held her hands up and shook the heavy manacles. “So did you get driven out of a town by Prince Stefan’s men too? Those spies of his sniff out Menti from all across Estala. If you ask me, it’s eerie. After they’ve sacked some poor town, the Sisters mop up his leftovers, ridding the world of us.” She stopped for a moment and gave a little shake of her head. Then she continued after regaining her composure. “Your dress and boots are too fine. You must be the daughter of a Lord. I never talked like this to a girl of good birth before. You know… sat down and talked like we’re both equal. I used to take butter to Lord Coren. Do you know him?”
“No,” Reva lied. Lord Coren had spent time at court while she was living there. He was a rotund man from the east coast of Kestalon, with a plump daughter he had hoped to marry to Luca or Alberto.
“I can change my face,” the girl said. “That’s my Menti gift. When I’ve seen a face, I can think of it and become them. My body changes. I almost am them. Anyway, I pretended to be a stable boy once so I could get a better price. Lord Coren was so tight he would buy his own goods rather than send a man. But they said he gave the boys better prices. And I did. I got a better price, but he pinched my buttocks as I turned to leave.” The girl watched Reva as she giggled, but when Reva did not react, the giggle faded. “It’s good to know what kind of Menti you are. There was a time when I felt a bit lost. I hated it. I didn’t understand what was going on or why I kept changing. I’d look in the mirror and see a different person one day to the next. My own mother shooed me out of the house thinking I was an intruder. She locked the door behind me and it took me three days to figure out how to change back into me. Mother even told the town guards that a traveller had stolen her daughter.”
“Who did you turn into?” Reva had not meant to listen to her story, but somehow she was drawn into the tale.
“Some man I saw outside a tavern,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t know why it was him. I think he frightened me and then I dreamt of his face. The next morning I was him.”
It was then that Reva realised she did not know the girl’s name, but she was afraid to ask. She had already spent too long learning her story. When Reva thought about her friend, all her thoughts were consumed by the image of Ammie falling to the floor after being cut down by Valeria. What if she became attached to this girl and it ended the same way? What if she brought this girl bad luck like she had brought everyone else in her life? Reva rubbed the tenderness in her abdomen and tried not to think of it anymore.
It was night-time in the Dourwood Forest, and there was little light except for their fire. The Sisters carried on singing in low voices, never dropping their weapons. The chained girls fell to sleep one by one, while Reva sat and stared at the shadows between the trees. Slowly, her eyes began to droop and her head lolled forward. But she did not lie down for a time; she let her eyes open and close, never wanting to stop watching Sister Valeria. And as she sat there with her mind succumbing to slumber, she saw dark shapes moving through the shadows.
“What is it called?” Reva whispered to the girl.
“What?” the girl answered, rubbing her eyes and yawning.
“The place they are taking us… Where we work. What is it called?”
She rubbed her eyes again. “The Gardens of Anios.”
Reva did not think that sounded so bad. A garden was a pleasant place. A place of beauty. She frowned down at her chains. No. She must not believe in how things appeared to be. The Sisters had seemed safe, yet they had been the most dangerous of all. A garden could be ugly as well as beautiful. Still, she drifted into sleep, dreaming of the blue meadow where she had stood with Ammie, and in her mind the meadow was the Garden of Anios. They ran together through the flowers, and the next morning her cheeks were damp with tears.
After the girls woke and the Sisters pulled them back to their feet, they stumbled through Dourwood Forest in a disorderly line. The chain from the girl in front yanked Reva forward. Every time it yanked her, she tried her best to move her feet faster until the aching tiredness overcame her and she slowed back down. The girl behind her was not as chatty today. No one had slept well the previous night. Wolf-song and Sister-song had woken them many times. Reva forced herself to concentrate on moving one foot and then the next. She watched her feet, checking the forest floor for roots to trip her toes. She had fallen once, and it dragged two girls down with her and bruised her neck, wrists, and ankles with the iron manacles. She would not make that mistake again.
Sister Valeria was an ever present threat, stalking up and down the line with her monstrous iron whip. There were times when the Sister gave a sardonic half smile that Reva felt sure was aimed at her, though the woman never so much as glanced her way. Reva could not take her eyes off the tall, muscular woman. All she could think about was the moment Valeria plunged a knife into Ammie’s chest. There was a stain on the Sister’s dress, an ugly, brown stain that had once been red. Reva could not stop looking at that stain.
Though there was the occasional wolf’s howl as they walked through the forest, the wolves left them alone. As Reva concentrated on her steps, she found that the path began to widen, and the trees cleared. They stumbled out of the dark forest and blinked at the afternoon sun. It was bright, yet here, sunshine came with a bite of cold.
The chained girls hobbled on, cresting a hill of emerald pasture. The field tumbled down the hill into a valley of farmland. Golden crops met stretching orchards and olive groves. Acres and acres of land nestled in the valley, surrounding an uninviting collection of outhouses and buildings. Reva viewed the high fence with a hard knot in her stomach. There was a gate facing them, built of thick wood, like the gates outside Nesra’s Keep in the south. Beyond that she could see a courtyard dotted with animals and people, flanked by two tall towers of stone. Guard towers, she thought. The fenced building was a slab of drab grey amidst the colourful rolling fields. It was a garrison without a battalion, but more importantly, it was a prison. A work prison.
As they walked closer, Reva saw people in the fields, collecting crops, turning the soil, picking olives. They were girls in irons, with the Sisters overseeing their work with whips at their hip. One small girl looked up at the new arrivals, and wiped the back of her hand along her forehead, smearing dirt there. Reva’s heart panged as she saw the girl’s young face. She cannot be more than ten. When the whip came down on the girl, Reva’s body convulsed with hers. She had to bite her lip to stop herself crying out when the girl screamed in pain.
I am a slave, she thought, a prisoner and a slave. They will work me until I am on my knees.
It was no garden.
They trudged the last few steps. She stumbled, and almost pulled the girls down with her. Reva’s companion, the girl with honey hair, was silent as they passed through the gates. No one made even a peep of noise. All those in irons were women, but the guards were men. The men wore swords at their belts, and mail under their boiled leather. Reva watched the men turn towards the new batch of slaves, and she saw their eyes scrutinising every girl. She wanted to go home then. For the first time in many years, she wanted to go home to Avalon Towers on the Fiuryn Coast, and run into her mother’s arms. She wanted the salt air back, and the taste of freshly baked white fish. She wanted the hot southern sun on her skin, and the jagged rocks of the cliffs. But instead she was here, with murderess Sisters and strange men looking at her all wrong.
When the gate locked behind her, panic took up home in her chest.




Stefan

Stefan could not contain his excitement as he strode into his father’s council chamber. The king had summoned him to give a report on Luca’s whereabouts, but rather than speak in his father’s chambers, they were to talk in the council room. Stefan was rarely allowed in this room. It was where Father talked to his advisors, and where Matias had updated the king on important matters. Stefan rarely updated the king on important matters. For the most part, he worked on his own schemes. But since Matias had died…
The large table hosted twelve chairs, one for each of King Davead’s advisors. Matias used to sit next to the king, or at least that was what he had heard. Stefan was disappointed to see the table empty apart from his father, who sat with his squire pouring wine into a goblet over his shoulder. The room smelled old and musty, like a mossy forest.
Stefan stood opposite his father and awaited his commands.
“You may sit,” said the king.
It was not easy being a king’s son. A man who is king is always king first and foremost, and a father second. A man who is king does not ask of his son, he commands. Stefan had spent his life taking commands—though at least now he knew one day he would get to give those commands. One day he would have his own sons, and he would be able to command them—not that he would do it in the same way as his father.
“You have news of Luca?” King Davead took a sip of wine before gesturing for the squire to pour Stefan a cup. One thing Stefan always noted was how the king had a fresh goblet of wine when he met with subjects, advisors and the like, but he never drained the wine. He sipped, and he filled the cups of his advisors or guests, but he never finished his own.
Stefan sipped his wine, making sure he did not guzzle the drink out of nervousness. “We found the captain of the ship that took Luca to the Golden Bay in Xantos. Axil arranged it all, with Luca disguised as a Brother. It seems Axil was at least prepared enough to take money and some belongings with him. I think it’s safe to say that Axil was the mastermind behind the murder of Matias. I believe him to be with the Menti. The sea captain said Luca looked ill and could barely stand.”
“The boy was on his deathbed,” the king grumbled. “Or so the healer said.”
There was a pause. Neither Stefan nor his father had visited Luca when he was taken with the fever. Matias, Stefan’s sisters, and little Alberto had all been to see the sickly boy, but Stefan could not stomach weakness. He suspected the same of his father.
“Where is this sea captain? I wish to speak with him.” The king raised his hand and gestured towards the door.
Stefan’s skin grew cold. He had not expected his father to demand to see the captain. And now that he was here—in the council room, with the king staring down at him—that seemed like the most foolish thought in the world. Why had he not anticipated his father’s wishes? When he had been in the cave with Brother Mikkel it had seemed so clear: The captain had to die.
“We… He is not here, Your Majesty.”
The king knitted his fingers and rested his arms on the table top, leaning in towards Stefan. It reminded Stefan of his father’s size. He was an intimidating man, bearlike, with broad shoulders and a thick beard.
“Where is he?”
“Brother Mikkel thought it best we sacrifice him to Anios. The man heard too much… He… We spoke of travelling to Xantos, to the Ash Mountains where the rebel Menti have gathered.”
“There are no rebel Menti!” the king boomed. “We destroyed them all!” His fist slammed against the table, and Stefan desperately tried not to flinch. “I cannot believe the impertinence of my own son! Did I command you to kill informers?”
“No, but—”
“What did I command?”
“A report, but—”
“A report includes words from the man’s own mouth, not second-hand words from yours. He might have known more. You are a fool! A fool! What will the common folk make of this? Do you think you will find more informers once word gets around that you kill them? Well?”
“No, Your Majesty.”
The silence that followed was oppressive. Stefan could barely breathe. Sweat broke out on his forehead, which he longed to wipe away but dared not do. He could not move.
“You say it was that Brother who told you to kill the captain?” asked the king. By now his voice had calmed from a shout, but the gravel in it still unnerved Stefan.
“Mikkel suggested it, but I agreed, Your Majesty.” Stefan tried to force himself to meet his father’s gaze, but instead he found himself staring at his hands.
“It is time to stop hiding behind that Brother. I do not like him. They told me he was a man of discipline when I found him, and I thought that was what you would need. You were a disobedient child who needed a firm hand. But I see now that I made an error. This Brother Mikkel has made a zealot of you. His warped ideas about this Anios are no good. I want the Menti dead or enslaved just as well as you, but I dislike this method you have of working, Stefan. It is not befitting of a prince. It is not my way, and I think it is time you learned my way.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Stefan continued to stare at his hands, with his cheeks burning hot under his father’s intense gaze.
“It is time for you to sit on the council.”
Stefan’s head snapped up. “On the council, Your Majesty?”
The king grunted. “You will not participate for at least a month. You will listen, and you will watch. You will hear the counsel I receive from my advisors and you will ruminate on that counsel. You will pay attention and learn. Is that clear?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” It was more than he had hoped for. He had thought the king would wait until he was a man to include him on the council. But a month until he could participate? This was good news, indeed. He pushed away the thoughts of Brother Mikkel and the incident with the sea captain. That was unfortunate, yes, but a blunder he could rectify with time.
“You will travel to Xantos and follow Luca’s tracks. If he has travelled to the Ash Mountains, then so be it, you will too. Take as many men as you need. A battalion. Wipe them all out if there are in fact Menti there.” The king tapped his fingers on the wood of the table. “It was not easy, but I have secured safe passage to the Ash Mountains for you and your men. It meant grovelling to the Gold Council of Xantos like a sycophantic fool, and allowing them further trade inside the walls of Reyalon, but as long as your men leave the people of Xantos be and fight only the Menti hiding in the mountains, it is permitted. I’ll deliver all the relevant paperwork to you before you depart. You may take several ships from the Royal Fleet.” He leaned forward, narrowing his eyes. “Now, listen carefully. I want you to heed my words. If you believe Axil is a Menti, there is a chance Luca has been dragged into something in which he did not wish to participate. Perhaps it would be wise to keep my son alive after all.”
Stefan froze. This was not good news. If Luca lived, Stefan’s claim to the throne would be lost.
“I am not saying that Luca will be my heir,” the king continued. “Only that I would see him before I make any final decisions. If the boy is innocent of this crime, I must know for myself. Keep your brother alive. That is my final decision.”
“But, Your Majesty, what if we are attacked? What if we lose my brother in battle? Or on the journey back to Estala? What if he is already dead?”
“Those are situations that cannot be helped. Unfortunate, yes, but so be it if God has decided on that path. But I will not have another kin-slayer for an heir. If you murder your brother I will know, and you will not be heir to Estala.” The king’s eyes bored into Stefan’s as he spoke.
He believed his father, but there was a small part of him already thinking of ways for Luca to die an ‘accidental’ death. Stefan could not bear the idea of being so close to the one thing he had wanted the most, only to then have it snatched away. He could not bear that. He would speak to Brother Mikkel and find out what Anios wanted. Anios would want him king, he was sure of it.
“There is another matter.” King Davead took a sip of wine and smiled. “A far lighter subject, at least I hope so. The heir to the throne must have his own heir. You are sixteen years old and it is time for you to take a wife.”
Stefan’s jaw almost dropped until he realised he was a prince and it was not princely to react in such a way. “A wife?”
The king stood up from the table and started to pace the length of the room. “I have made a match. A good match I believe.” He waved to the guard by the door.
Stefan stood and turned to face the door. This was something he had not anticipated at all, though it seemed quite obvious now it was happening. His heart quickened as he waited for the girl to enter. She was shorter than him, which was good. She walked with her head bent low, so that he saw her mousy brown hair first. It was tied back into a little knot of plaits, which he thought comely. She stepped lightly across the room and raised her head, though she did not meet Stefan’s gaze, and Stefan could see the way her chest rose and fell in quick, anxious motions.
“Maria Zimin is your betrothed, Stefan. It is time for the two of you to become acquainted.”
Stefan let his eyes trail over the girl he would marry. She was young, around his own age, and she was plump, but in a pleasant way. Her cheeks and lips were a pretty shade of pink. Stefan found his eyes lingering on her full mouth. They lingered so long that he said a quick prayer to Anios to keep his thoughts pure.
“It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Your Highness,” Maria said in a shaking voice. Behind her stood a handmaiden in plain clothes.
“The pleasure is all mine,” Stefan replied. He lifted Maria’s hands to his lips, to taste her sweet flesh.
But as his lips touched her creamy skin, he saw a look of disgust pass along the girl’s face. Stefan quickly dropped Maria’s hand and took a step back.
“Maria’s father is Lord of Irrinthia,” the king said, seemingly oblivious to the girl’s disgust and Stefan’s dismay. “This union will bring the north and south together. That is a great thing.”
The king continued to speak, but Stefan did not listen. He was praying to Anios as his eyes trailed the length of Maria’s body. Had he imagined the look of disgust? Had he misinterpreted the girl’s timidity? Or was he as repulsive as the whispers suggested?




Luca

The sun rose early in the Ash Mountains, making Luca feel he had barely slept a wink. It was the third day and he was still adjusting to the heat, the powdery ash that covered his clothes and skin, and the diet of rice and dates. Xanti people loved dates; they even made wine from them, or ate them with olives and oil. Sometimes they soaked them in honey before serving them with hazelnuts. Luca enjoyed the sweet, plump dates, but he had a feeling he might one day grow sick of them, and that day was not far away.
Luca had hoped to lay low and keep out of the way of the rebels. Unfortunately for him, Geraldo had other ideas, and Geraldo’s word was law in the camp. He had already spent two full days of training with sword and shield, going to sleep in the tent with his body aching and blisters on his hands. But despite the heat and the work, Luca was glad to be here. The physically demanding training forced him to concentrate on his body and the sword in his hand, which brought respite from thoughts of Matias. And at night he dropped into his furs with sleep seconds away. There was no time for contemplation, and no time to feel sorry for himself. Geraldo told him that he must be useful or leave, so he trained, and he worked, and he ate, and slept in between.
Brother Axil introduced Luca as Ludovico, the third son of a Lord back in Estala. His story was that Prince Stefan had discovered “Ludo” as a Menti, forcing Brother Axil to stow him away on a ship to Xantos dressed as an apprentice Brother. It was simple and believable. Luca was now Ludo, which suited him just fine as he was never that keen on being Luca anyway.
Brother Axil also spent some time with Geraldo telling him about Prince Stefan’s increasing attacks on the Menti throughout Estala. Luca had not been aware of any of that. He had spent months in bed fighting his fever—or, as he now knew, fighting the fire power within.
“It won’t be long until Stefan turns his attention to Xantos,” Geraldo said, frowning. He was a man with a constant scowl on his face. He moved in a slow, fluid motion as though every movement was deliberately placed. His words were the same. “We’re a rag-tag team of misfits and one of these days we’ll have to be an army.”
“If I might be so bold as to ask—what is it that you hope to achieve in this camp?” Brother Axil asked.
Geraldo stroked the rough whiskers on his chin before he answered. “That’s not your concern, Brother. Not yet, anyway.”
Luca had bristled at that. How dare the man speak so rudely to his Governor? But Axil nodded to Geraldo in a way that seemed like he knew what was going on, like there was a wordless conversation occurring in between the regular conversation. Luca was not sure what to make of that, but he decided to stay out of it. He did not want to think. That led to feelings he wanted to quell, not dredge up.
Despite his attempts to remain aloof from the rebels, Luca found himself getting to know many of them, especially as there were so many around his age training at the same time. And as he got to know the rebels, he learned more and more about the Menti and what it meant to be one. He discovered Win, a girl of thirteen who shifted into a wolf with dark grey fur and ice-blue eyes. Win was quick with a delicate sword, moved like a dancer, and was even competent with a bow. She was never far from a laugh, and her eyes always smiled. But she ate more than a grown man and broke wind freely. She often roamed as a wolf at night, howling and hunting until the early hours. She was part of a small pack of wolf-shifters who were more aloof. Luca only knew two of the other wolves, Bea and Iggy, two of the youngest fighters in the Menti camp. Geraldo informed him that what they lacked in size they made up for with ferocity.
Shia, a tall boy of sixteen, was a face-changer. He could shift into any person he had ever seen, including Luca. After a long day of training, Luca came across Shia wearing his own face outside his tent. The boy smiled sardonically at Luca’s utter shock. It was not just the fright of seeing himself as another person; it was the sudden realisation that Luca barely recognised himself. His hair was short and untidy, his face was more chiselled, and he even seemed shorter than he remembered. He did not like Shia after that. He especially hated the way the boy’s violet eyes followed him wherever he went.
Jossa was a tall, wiry young man around twenty years old who could move the air. His expression was perpetually serious. He tended to sit with Shia at the end of the night, along with more of the Menti soldiers that Luca had not interacted with yet.
Then there was Tania, with skin as dark as the Ash Mountains themselves. She was so beautiful that Luca blushed whenever he saw her. She was a water-wielder, who could create great swirls of water with nothing but her hands. She could form waves in her wine and splash people when they were attempting to drink broth. She had little patience for sword and shield, but she was good enough to hold her own against Luca. He soon found that most of the rebels held their own against him in training. As a prince of Estala he had been given the best sword master in the kingdom—as had Matias, Stefan and Alberto—but when Luca’s illness had begun three years ago, his training ceased, his muscles weakened. He had spent most of his time resting in bed, rotting away in sweaty sheets.
Luca trained with Nico today, Geraldo’s son. The boy tossed Luca his practice sword, but it fell short, landing a few feet away from Luca. As Luca took a step forward to collect it, he felt Geraldo’s eyes on his back. Geraldo took special interest in training that involved his son, glaring at them with an intensity that made Luca uncomfortable and Nico squirm.
“My son, the boy with an arm like a lass,” Geraldo quipped as he strode towards the two boys. “Get in position then.” Geraldo rolled his eyes as Nico moved his feet into a fighting stance.
Nico was not a fighter, which was plain for everyone to see except for Geraldo, apparently. He was a pale boy, sharing the same Irrinthian features as his father—dirty blonde hair, grey eyes, and a long face—but he was also plump, perpetually flushed pink from neck to cheek, and always slightly dishevelled. Nico fared poorly under the hot Xanti sun. His thin tunics soon stuck to his skin, and his hair was always plastered across his forehead. But Nico tried tirelessly during training. He got up when he was knocked down. He wiped the sweat out of his eyes and repeated the same move over and over again. He never cried when his father berated him. He kept going.
Luca won the fight easily and Nico yielded. The boy was puffing on the floor when Luca offered him a hand to get him back on his feet.
“Thanks,” Nico said.
“You got a blow,” Luca said. “Look, you even caught me through my mail.” He pointed to the spot on his arm that was bruised from Nico’s hit.
“You’re bleeding,” Nico said in surprise. “Hold on, I can fix that.” Nico grasped Luca’s arm over the cut, making him cry out. It stung as sharply as boiled wine on a wound. But after a few moments, the sharp sting faded, and Luca felt the pain ebbing away. When Nico pulled his hand away, the cut was gone.
“I’m a healer,” Nico said.
“It does not hurt anymore. How did you do that?”
Nico shrugged. “I think about healing the flesh, and the power spreads out from my fingers. Quick, my father is coming. We should look busy.”
“Too late.” Geraldo frowned down at them. “What is this? Are you kissing him better, Nico?”
“No.” Nico did not meet his father’s eyes. The pink flush on his neck turned red, and he fumbled with the sleeve of his tunic.
“Seeing as you’re doing nothing but standing around like a couple of girls, you can cook for the camp today.” Geraldo stalked away, yelling commands at Mentis practicing their powers.
“Your father demands a lot of you,” Luca observed.
“He does what’s best for me,” Nico said. The words struck Luca as sounding rehearsed. “Come, I’ll show you where the food stores are. Do you know how to cook rice?”
Luca shook his head.
Nico punched him lightly on the shoulder. “You’re not the son of a Lord no more. You’ve got to learn these things.”
It turned out that cooking rice was not so bad, or so hard, and Luca discovered that he actually enjoyed spending time with another boy his own age. He managed to deflect questions about himself until Nico stopped asking, and he soon fell into the rhythm of stirring rice in the huge pot above the fire. He learned how to pull water from the well and make a fire. Nico was a good teacher. His explanations were concise and to the point, and he had patience enough to let Luca find his way.
At the end of the day, they served their modest meal to the rest of the rebels before sitting in Luca’s tent to eat their own.
“What is happening here?” Luca asked eventually. He had told himself he would not care, that this was a place to hide from his father and nothing more. But he could not fool himself any longer. He was curious, and he wanted answers.
Nico shrugged. “No one knows. Father says a war is coming but he doesn’t know when and how.”
“How does he know about the war?” Luca asked.
“There are those with the sight. They’ve seen a great war between Menti and the royals of Estala.”
“Ahh. That is what he refused tell Brother Axil,” Luca mused aloud.
“I shouldn’t have told you.” Nico’s face turned pale. “Oh no. No. Don’t tell Axil. My father will be mad if he knows I told you. Father is very secretive about his Menti powers. I should go back to my tent. Father will want me to tidy up my mess. I’ll see you tomorrow in training.”
Before Luca could even open his mouth, the boy was running out of the tent and across the camp, leaving a dusty cloud of ash in the evening sky. Luca finished his meal in silence, contemplating what Nico had said to him. There was not supposed to be a great war. He was supposed to hide here away from his father until it was safe to start his life over again. And I am supposed to train my powers while I am here, he thought. No. Not that. He knew Geraldo wanted him to learn the fire power within himself, but he wanted no part of that. He kept blocking it out, hoping no one would call on him.
It was wrong that he had upset Nico. He had not meant to frighten him. In truth, he did not fully understand what it was he had done. Nico had told him Geraldo’s suspicions with little prompting. If it was such a great secret, why would he do that? Nico had trusted him, he realised. In that moment, Nico had trusted him, and let his guard down long enough to tell Luca about this war prediction. But of course, Geraldo did not trust them one little bit, and that was what Nico remembered before he ran from the tent.
Luca decided that he could not sit around for a moment longer. He should find Nico and tell him that his secret was safe. Otherwise, Nico would spend all night worrying about what he had done. At least this way he could reassure the boy. It was the least he could do after Nico taught him so much about cooking.
Nights in the Ash Mountains dropped to bitter cold extremely quickly. Luca regretted wearing a light tunic and trousers as he made his way through the camp. It was dark, but lit braziers and fires spread an orange glow across the tents. He saw Brother Axil sitting by a fire talking to a group of rebels. He laughed and joked and mopped up his broth with a heel of bread. Axil had needed little time to blend into the camp. He was Xanti himself. He spoke the language, he had the appearance of a native; he belonged here. Axil walked around relaxed and smiling while Luca was tense and anxious, forever shouldering guilt and discomfort.
It did not take Luca long to find the large tent belonging to Geraldo and Nico. It was almost twice as large as the others with animal skins stretched across wooden poles. He was about to fold back the opening when he heard voices coming from inside.
“…not tonight. I need a break, father.” Nico’s voice was high-pitched. Luca discerned a tremor of fear as Nico’s voice cracked on the last word. There was a sniffle, as though Nico was weeping, followed by a stifled moan of pain.
Gently, Luca peeled back a portion of the tent flap so that he could see inside. He angled his body out of sight, crouching low to stay in the shadows. The tent was almost completely taken up by a large wooden table. Perhaps that was where Geraldo organised business for the camp; it was certainly where his father would have performed his duties during a siege. Sat at the table was Nico, with Geraldo leaning over him. Geraldo blocked his view, but he could see Nico squirming in his seat and moaning in pain.
“Not quick enough; again.”
“No, Father, please…”
There was a lit brazier to Geraldo’s right, and as Geraldo moved closer to it, Luca realised that an iron bar had been placed in the flames. When Geraldo lifted the iron from the flames with a glove over his hand, the end was bright scarlet from the heat. It was a branding iron, Luca realised with horror. He was frozen, his body stiff with fear as Geraldo pressed the hot metal against Nico’s arm. The scent of burning flesh filled the air making Luca gag into the sleeve of his tunic. The plump boy squirmed under the branding iron, screaming through a bit placed between his teeth. Finally, Geraldo pulled the iron away, and Nico clutched his arm with his hand, wrapping his fingers around the wound.
“Concentrate,” Geraldo said. “You won’t get any better if you don’t concentrate.”
Luca backed away from the tent, sick to his stomach and shaking all over. He stumbled back to his tent and fell into his furs.




Reva

It was a week of learning for Reva. She learned that pigs would eat anything, that the nasty little beasts could be as mean as hags, and that the smallest one would always nip at her legs when she entered the sty. She learned that the women in charge of washing clothes would cluck their tongues and finish their conversations as soon as you joined them in the yard. She learned that she could spend all day walking in irons, carrying hay to the animal barns, picking olives from the grove, and stirring great pots of oatmeal and still live to do it all over again the next day. Her ankles were rubbed raw within half a day, and at night she collapsed onto her patch of straw with her body aching and tired. She had no tincture for the wounds between her legs, and nothing for the pain in her belly, but that mattered little now. The aching of her muscles hurt more. The worst from the birthing was over.
“Who are you, Menti?” Sister Valeria had asked on the first day.
“Raina.” Reva would not look at the woman when she spoke. Instead she found a spot on the wall above her head to stare at. “My father was a merchant killed by Prince Stefan’s men.”
The Sister exhaled in derision. “Well call me Queen Serena, our little lady is a joker. Do you expect me to believe that a merchant’s daughter was travelling through Estala with a handmaid?”
“She was my sister,” Reva snapped. “She was not handmaid to me, but Lady Ximin in Irrinthia. She had leave to visit us when Prince Stefan’s men attacked outside Unna.” Reva could not help the sly smile spreading across her lips. “Your Majesty.”
She did not need to be gazing into Valeria’s eyes to know that they had narrowed into hard little slits. Valeria’s hands balled into tight fists, too. “Get to work, Raina. Show us how hard a merchant’s daughter can work, or I will give you to the guards for servicing.”
Reva looked at Valeria for the first time and her stomach lurched with hatred. This woman was no Sister to God. She was evil. Corrupt. Reva’s mother and father had taught her that the Brothers and Sisters of the Enlightened God were good people in possession of great knowledge about the world. They told her how they used their knowledge, along with logic and reason, to make pure and just decisions in the name of God. How could this woman wear her robes and say these things?
Sister Valeria had turned away and Reva had held her tongue, but unspoken words of protest burned at the back of her throat. At one time, Reva would have spoken up for anyone, no matter what the consequences were, but not now. In the early days of her marriage to Francis she had spoken up many times. When Francis beat the servants she stepped in. When he berated a handmaid in front of her, she berated him right back. She got the back of his hand for all those occasions. Soon enough she stopped speaking up.
It was on the second day when the girl with honey hair helped her clean the pig excrement from the animal enclosure. They wore roughspun from head to toe, with dirty footwraps for shoes. Reva had not bathed for days. She stunk of pig dung, sweat, and rotten slops.
“It’s not so bad,” the girl announced. “I’ve done worse jobs. I’ve slaughtered chickens before. That’s not an occupation you want for the rest of your life. So you’re Raina? That’s a pretty name. I’m Karine.”
Reva felt a jolt run up her spine at the mention of the girl’s name. She had not wanted to know it. Now she was drawn in. The girl with honey-coloured hair knew her name and she had a name. She was rounded and whole now, not the caricature of an annoying pest who talked too fast that Reva had built up in her mind. Reva knew too much about this girl. It was already too late to protect her heart.
“It’s admirable, this silent treatment. You’re getting rather good at it. But it won’t work, y’know.” Karine shut her mouth and carried on sweeping up the pig muck. She pushed it into a pile in the corner of the enclosure.
Reva got on with her work, too, turning her back on Karine. They had almost completed the job. After scooping up the mess from the corner and heaving it onto the cart, they had just one more task to finish. The cart would then be wheeled to the outer fields, where all the muck would be spread on the soil to make it rich.
Finally Reva caved. “Why will it not work?”
Karine grinned and leaned against her sweeping brush. “Because I hate silence. And also, because you’ll be miserable if you spend the entire time you’re here not talking or doing much else except scowling at the pigs.”
Reva eyed the nasty little one with the sharp teeth. “The pigs deserve to be scowled at.”
Karine burst into laughter at that. It was infectious enough to get a smile from Reva. “That they do, Raina, that they do.”
“And what are you two laughing at?”
Neither girl had seen Sister Valeria enter the enclosure. Reva lowered her eyes to the pigsty floor and felt a rush of heat course through her body. She hated to admit that it was partly fear as well as disgust.
The crack of Valeria’s whip came as fast as lightning, so quick that Reva hardly knew what was happening until it was done. Karine screamed as the whip sliced into her back. Reva’s body froze as the whip came down again, cutting Karine’s already tender back. With her voice clogged inside her throat, Reva could do little except stand and watch as Valeria brought the whip down again and again until Karine collapsed to the ground. As soon as Valeria turned and left, Reva dropped down to help Karine up. Both girls were crying as Karine took Reva’s hand and climbed to her feet.
“I… I did nothing,” Reva stuttered. She could not believe she had stood there and allowed Karine to be whipped like a misbehaving dog. Who am I? she wondered. Am I not Reva Avalon, daughter of Isabella and Martin Avalon? Am I not just and fair, as my mother and father were just and fair? There was a sour taste at the back of her throat, the same throat that had betrayed her when she needed her voice.
“And I would have done the same,” Karine said.
But Reva did not believe it. Karine would never have stood silently if Reva had been whipped.
“There’s nothing to be done,” Karine continued. “Valeria is the law here and her way is what we must obey.”
Reva could not help but notice the way the bright life had gone out of Karine’s voice. She was not as animated as she once had been. She sounded empty.
“Let me help you back to the hall,” Reva said. “I will tend to your wounds. Is there a healer here?”
“I don’t know,” Karine said weakly. “Maybe one of the other prisoners…” She sucked air between her teeth, wincing at every step as they struggled through the courtyard.
The girls passed stony faces on their way to the prisoners’ quarters. None jumped up from their task to help them. They are too afraid, thought Reva. All of the women and girls were afraid of the guards who prowled the grounds in their mail and swords, and the Sisters with their whips.
Their living quarters took up the stretched space between the guard towers. It was a long, thin hall covered in patches of straw. At night, the Sisters walked up and down the lines of bodies checking each space was filled, then they filed out and slammed the great doors shut, locking them in. There were no windows in the hall, only darkness, unpleasant smells, and little air. Reva helped Karine down onto the straw and removed the shredded tunic from her back. Half a dozen bright red gashes spread from shoulder to hip. Her skin looked like it had been clawed by an animal. The welts were raw, tender, and red enough to evoke a stirring of rage.
Karine looked at Reva with swollen eyes. “Is it bad?”
Reva shook her head, afraid that speaking would betray her lie.
“The wounds need cleaning.” The silhouette of a girl emerged from the doorway to the hall. When she stepped forward, Reva saw that it was Lottie, a scrawny girl in charge with organising the cleaning. Reva had already spent many an hour scrubbing floors with Lottie, despite being kept in the prison for mere days.
Lottie disappeared from the hall and returned a few minutes later with a bowl of water and rags. “It’s cold,” she warned, before gently dabbing the wounds with the cloth. “Raina, we need bandages. There are piles of clean footwraps with the clothes.”
Reva hurried to the back of the hall where roughspun was piled high on the uneven shelves. The Sisters kept a small pile of clothing at the back of the hall during the day for spares. They were not supposed to take the linens without permission, but this was an emergency. She pulled lengths of wraps from the shelves and hurried back to Karine.
“We need a poultice, but if I take anything from supplies…” Lottie trailed off with a frown spreading across her face. “This is as much as I can do.”
“You’ve already done so much.” Karine reached across to take Lottie’s hand.
Reva and Lottie worked together to wind the thin pieces of linen across her back like bandages. When it was done, Reva went to fetch Karine a new tunic.
“Why are you taking that?”
Reva’s hand snatched away from the clothing pile. She turned sharply on her heel to face a stern face. The girl crossed her arms over an ample chest. She recognised Rosa from the frown alone. The girl manoeuvred herself between Reva and the shelves.
“Karine needs a new tunic.” Reva attempted to step around the girl, but Rosa blocked her path.
Reva gritted her teeth and looked up at the girl. She was older than Reva, in her early twenties at least, with pockmarked skin and amber eyes. Rosa might have been pretty if she ever smiled, but she did not.
“Karine should not need a new tunic. Karine has been here no more than five days, like you. Replacement tunics are not given out during the first month.”
“She was punished by Sister Valeria and now she needs a new tunic. Would you have her cleaning the pigsty naked?”
The corner of the girl’s mouth twitched up in a half-smile. “And why not? At least the guards would take pleasure from it.”
“Let me take this tunic to Karine, you unpleasant hag!” Reva could not believe the words that had come from her mouth but she did not regret them. She had spoken up and there was a part of her that felt proud as a lion.
Rosa, however, turned the same shade as Karine’s wounds. “Sister Valeria will hear about this.” She pulled the tunic from Reva’s fingers and tossed it to the ground. “Karine can stay naked for all I care. You are not taking that tunic. I will beat you myself.”
There was little that Reva knew about fighting, but she knew enough to know she would lose against this girl, and Reva did not have time to fight. She stepped away from Rosa, pulled off her own tunic and hurried to Karine. Without the tunic she was naked apart from footwraps and knickers, baring her breasts and her stomach. It was her stomach she most wanted to shield. The skin was still loose from her pregnancy, and there were red scars across her stomach, lines that were akin to the whip marks on Karine’s back.
“Here, take this.”
Karine’s jaw dropped. “That’s yours.”
“It’s filthy,” Lottie complained.
“She is bandaged up, that will protect against infection. She needs to stay warm. Rosa will not let me take a tunic and is threatening to tell Valeria about it.”
Karine’s eyes fell to her feet. “I don’t want to be whipped again.”
“Take the tunic. Go with Lottie and work somewhere quiet where you can take regular breaks.”
“And what about you?” Lottie asked. “What are you going to do in your undergarments?”
“I am going to finish cleaning the pigsty,” Reva said.
She tossed the tunic to Karine and marched out of the hall, holding her head up high as the chains around her ankles dragged along the courtyard stones. This time the stony-faced girls stopped what they were doing and gawped. Reva hurried across the courtyard amidst the stares and the laughter from the guards. Her haughty walk turned into a rushed stumble as she moved closer to the animal enclosure. The little pig stared at her with its beady eyes as she picked up her spade and cleaned out the pig muck.
“You do not frighten me,” she lied.




Stefan

Stefan thought little of Xantos so far. The Golden Bay stank. Gold Port was teeming with peasants selling foul fish, tough olives, and some sort of sickly sweet date wine that he had spat onto the walkway when a merchant came past their party with samples. He knew that the Golden Bay was named after the yellow cliffs that led all the way up to the Castle of the Sun in Obara. He knew that some of the Xantis made a fortune in the gold mines along the coast. He also knew that his father had no power here, and that was something he did not like one little bit. Still, he was a prince, he was rich, and he had a job to do.
Tucked into his doublet pocket was the paperwork from his father. Behind his back were the ships from his father’s fleet, taking up almost the entire harbour. They were waiting for an envoy from the Gold Council. Stefan sneered to himself. Who called themselves the Gold Council? Xantis were pompous idiots, he decided.
Stefan waited with his guards—wafting buzzing flies away from his eyes—and surveyed the Xanti people with dismay. Their colourful outfits were brash and uncivilised. They were so animated when they talked, and always laughing like idiots. The sailors coming down from the ships practically raced each other to the tavern, gurning at market girls on their way up from the docks. Stefan could not wait to be away from them. He hated the eyeballs that turned in his direction, viewing him with suspicion. Did they not know who he was? They should know a prince when they saw one. It was disgusting to think they did not.
The rest of the battalion waited on the ships in the port. Stefan had brought General Tyca with a strong cavalry of five hundred men, and General Coren, Lord Coren’s oldest son, with archers and infantry of almost a thousand. They were strong generals, though Coren had yet to prove himself in battle. General Barca had perished in the muddy landslide at Unna, along with the majority of his men. Barca’s son needed to gather the men left over and train the younger boys up to standard before they went into battle.
Though Stefan did not know the numbers of the Menti hiding like cowards in the Ash Mountains, he was confident that he could crush them with his fifteen hundred good fighters. Father’s campaign had all but wiped out the sorcerers and Stefan himself had executed many. He was confident that the fight would be quick and easy. Especially if he could get rid of Luca at the same time. He would never get another opportunity like this one.
Mikkel did not come back alone. The Irrinthian Brother strode towards Stefan and his guards with a Xanti in tow. Stefan could not help but notice how ridiculous his Governor looked amongst the dark-skinned Xanti. Mikkel’s gaunt, pale face was a sore thumb on a healthy hand.
“Your Highness, what a pleasure it is for our fair land to have you visiting us.” The Xanti bowed low with a raised eyebrow that Stefan felt was particularly mocking. The Gold Council may have granted Stefan and his father permission to be here, but they were not happy about it. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Lord Ramsiran, Lord of Asfaro and the Golden Coast.” The man was short and bald with deep brown skin and a mouth that was dry and cracked.
“Lord Ramsiran, thank you for the kind welcome to your lands.” Stefan glanced around the port in disdain. “What a colourful and vivacious place Xantos is. If only I had visited sooner.”
“We would have welcomed it,” said the Lord.
“I am sure you would.” You would have not.
“Come. Your soldiers can rest for a while longer. I have a litter and horses waiting to take us to the Golden Castle where we have refreshments ready.”
Stefan glanced to Brother Mikkel before turning back to the Lord. “I thank you for your kind and generous offer. But as my father’s correspondence indicated, the matter at hand is urgent. What we would be extremely grateful for is a guide to take us to the Ash Mountains along with extra provisions for the way.”
Lord Ramsiran shifted from one foot to the other. “Ahh, the Gold Council will be disappointed not to meet such a distinguished Estali prince. But I did expect you might feel that way, and that is why I had my men search out a merchant who regularly takes supplies to the nomads living in the foothills of the mountains.”
Stefan noticed that the Lord avoided using the word Menti to describe the people in the mountains. He also suspected that had he agreed to join the Council at the Golden Castle, he would have become embroiled in political discussion that would have significantly delayed his mission.
Lord Ramsiran wiped his hands on the colourful tunic stretched across his distended stomach before turning and gesturing to the Xanti soldiers waiting behind them. Two of them pushed a scruffy man before them. “We believe this merchant may have even seen your brother,” Ramsiran said. “He is a merchant who travels to the Ash Mountains delivering food. Good man, though he is relatively quiet. We have attempted to get more information from him but alas, the man…” He shrugged as though unable to do any more.
Stefan regarded the scruffy man with disdain. He wore the same garb as the other Xanti merchants moving around the port, colourful scarves as belts, and a cotton tunic over loose trousers. He was perhaps fifty years old, with dark green eyes. “What do you know, Xanti?”
“He does not speak the common language,” Mikkel said. “He is a savage.”
Lord Ramsiran bristled. “A savage?”
“Forgive my Governor,” Prince Stefan said. “He has learned many facts and languages, and read many books on many subjects, but he has failed to learn tact.”
Lord Ramsiran smiled and bowed. “Of course. We all have our little prejudices about our foreign neighbours. But it is worth reiterating that we are all friends here.” The man smiled, but all Stefan could think about was the Menti hiding in the mountains. Menti who had fought and killed Estalis and who had been protected by the Xanti until King Davead had been forced to ask for permission—permission—to eradicate them.
The merchant spoke in Xanti and spat on the ground.
“He says he saw no prince,” Ramsiran translated.
“The man knows more than he is admitting,” Mikkel said. “He is a bad liar.”
Ramsiran regarded Mikkel with a narrowed-eyed gaze of utter disdain but spoke to the merchant in Xanti.
The merchant muttered something back and Ramsiran probed further.
Ramsiran sighed. “It would seem that the merchant did take two travellers to the Ash Mountains. One of them was Xanti, the other was dressed as a Brother but smaller and Estali.”
“And now he will take us. Where is your cart, merchant? We demand escort.” Stefan stroked the pommel of his sword. He let his thumb trail over the lightning bolt carved there. Perhaps this is fate. Perhaps this is what Anios had wanted for him all along. This was his opportunity to wipe out the last of the Menti rebels, and would go a long way towards ridding the world of all Mentis forevermore.
The man spoke again in his savage language.
“He demands coin,” Ramsiran said with a grimace. “Which of course the Gold Council will cover.”
Coin? Coin? It is his privilege to escort the crown prince of
Estala.
“Perhaps that would work,” said Mikkel. “He is a merchant. We could use his provisions for the journey.”
“Very well,” Lord Ramsiran said. “And as a show of goodwill, the Gold Council will give you thirty men for the journey.”
Stefan gritted his teeth and held in a laugh. Thirty men. It was almost ridiculous. But it would have to do.
While Ramsiran negotiated a fee with the merchant, Stefan thought glumly about his brother, Luca. He had thought about him on the ship across the Sea of Kings. His brother had stood aboard a similar ship, seen the same yellow coasts on the approach to Xantos. His brother had stood here and spoken with the same merchant. Stefan was almost there. He was on Luca’s heels and would not be shaken off. Stefan was going to find him and he was going to kill him.
But first he had to kill his doubts. He had not spoken to Mikkel about his intentions for fear that the Brother would try to talk him out of the plan, as he had tried to do himself. No. Luca deserved to die for what happened to Matias. And with Luca gone, Stefan had the best claim to the throne after his father died.
It cannot be long. The man is old. Fifteen years perhaps. Maybe twenty. It is not so long. Is it? It seemed like a long time. Stefan wanted power and he wanted it now. It was his destiny, he knew it. And now he had a future bride waiting for him in Nesra’s Keep. He tried not to think about the way she had cringed away from him. Instead he thought about her plump lips and intoxicating vanilla scent. He thought about her shining hair and innocent eyes. Yes, he would marry her as soon as he could, and make her with child soon after. She was to be his bride and he was glad of it.
“He will gladly show you the way through the Shadow Valley to the Ash Mountains,” Ramsiran said.
“Good,” Stefan replied. “Jano, saddle my horse. Montano, go to the ships and inform General Tyca and General Coren that we will be leaving for the Ash Mountains.”
Stefan’s squire, Jano, a nervous boy with pimpled skin, shuffled away to prepare the horses. Stefan had been told thrice by the boy that the beasts were restless after the journey to Xantos in the ship’s hold. Perhaps the journey to the mountains would settle them.
“Alas, this is where I must say my goodbyes, Your Highness,” said the short bald Lord. “I do regret you not joining us at the Golden Castle. Perhaps after your journey back from the Ash Mountains. I would join you, but, well, the journey is harsh terrain and I fear I am too old for it now.”
“No sense of adventure, Lord Ramsiran?” Stefan smirked. “Well, I wish you well. After victory against the filthy Mentis hiding like cowering cats in the mountains, I will take you up on that offer of a visit.”
Lord Ramsiran’s brown skin turned an ashen grey and his lips twitched as he began to back away.
“Wait,” called Stefan. He reached into his pocket and retrieved the documents signed and sealed by the King of Estala. “The relevant documents from my father.”
Lord Ramsiran bowed as he collected the scroll, then scuttled away, leaving Stefan watching his stooped back with self-satisfaction. The man knows who has the power. I have the power.
“Your Highness, perhaps it would be best to spend a night in the tavern,” suggested a guard whose name Stefan had forgotten. “If you forgive me for saying this, the men are tired, the horses need rest and feed. They say that the Shadow Valley is long, sparse, and hot. We might make better time if we—”
“The merchant will travel with us with plentiful supplies. We have tents, water, and weapons. There is no reason to delay,” Stefan replied. He could not see where fifteen hundred men would sleep in the Golden Port of Xantos. They could make camp outside the port, but Stefan did not want the hassle of it all. “Do not question my authority again.” Stefan stared down the man. He was red-haired and red-faced, but he showed no more signs of disobedience. Lastly, he glanced to Mikkel, who offered him a slight nod of approval.
Yes, this was how Stefan would rule, with a firm hand and a strong voice. He would not stand for those wishing to talk back to him. If this red-haired guard wanted to question his authority again he would have him whipped—or maybe the three-time death for Anios would serve better. He would drink his blood and take his strength…
The squire returned with horses, the merchant readied his cart, and Stefan felt a tickle of excitement in his abdomen. Soon, they would be ready to leave.
Stefan decided to ride his horse around the port as the two generals disembarked the ships with their men and horses. Brother Mikkel rode with him and they bought sticky, sugary treats that Mikkel greatly enjoyed but Stefan found too sweet. The small pink squares were aptly named Zucari, which apparently meant “sugar” in the common tongue. By the time the men were ready, the Zucari sat heavily in the pit of Stefan’s stomach. For the first time, he realised the gravity of his mission. Now that he saw all the men awaiting his command, he wished he had not eaten that third sweet, or the olives from earlier. He frowned and nodded to the merchant to lead the way.
The merchant flicked the reins at his donkeys and the party moved out of the Golden Bay, leaving the rotting-fish smell behind them.
Stefan was glad to leave the stink and the noise in their shadow. He looked to the Ash Mountains now. The peaks of them were just visible in the distance. He stared at the great Zean Volcano and thought of the fiery strength within. Stefan himself was like that volcano, ready to erupt when it was time to show the world how much power he possessed. They never thought it would be me, he thought. They underestimated me. They shunned me. Father, Matias, mother… They treated me like dirt, but I am about to show them who I am and what I’m made of. He pushed back against that sickly, nauseating sensation in his stomach.
They rode on, atop their skittish horses. Stefan was almost unhorsed by his mare when the beast reared at a grass snake. He tightened his reins and leant forward in the saddle, failing to stop his hands from shaking. Horses were such ludicrous animals. He hated them with a passion. But it would not do to sit in the cart with the merchant. He must show strength. He had not brought a litter with them for that very reason.
It seemed that there was little outside the Golden Bay. Once the villas and taverns ended, the road snaked over the Dark River and into the Shadow Valley. Stefan choked on the dust churned up from the cart and the horses. His neck burned under the sun’s constant glare, and he drank plentifully from the wine skin. The sense of power he had experienced while gazing at the distant Zean volcano ebbed away quickly, leaving him irritable with the Xanti climate and doubtful about the impending attack on the rebel camp.
As they crossed the bridge over the Dark River, the sun dipped below the Ash Mountains, and a pleasant wind brushed against Stefan’s collar. His horse danced its way across the bridge, fighting against the bit the entire way. Thankfully the bridge was sturdy, with stone towers and a strong wooden floor. Stefan regarded the fast waters below with some trepidation.
But it was after they crossed the Dark River that Stefan learned what it was to be in the shadow of the Ash Mountains. Night came fast. One moment they were watching the sun fade below the mountains, casting the sky in a dusky red, the next they were hurrying to pitch tents in the dark, with his squire rushing around the valley searching for wood to make a fire. Stefan slipped down from his mount and was glad to feel earth under his boots once more.
“Take this brute horse away from me before I slit its throat with my sword.” Stefan threw the reins into the air for whomever was closest.
He stormed away from the horse, pulling his gloves off one finger at a time, when he turned towards the cart to see the merchant sitting there, smiling. The man leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees, with the reins from the cart loose between his fingers. The donkeys stood quietly, swishing their tails back and forth to swat flies.
“Who do you think you are staring at?” the prince asked.
But the man spoke in a language that Stefan could not understand. Savage, he thought. What kind of merchant does not bother to learn the common language?
The man is a fool, an idiotic fool. He would have words with Lord Ramsiran and the rest of the Gold Council after his mission was complete. They mocked him sending such a fool to spend time in his services.
“I want a guard on him,” Stefan ordered. “He is not to be alone.”
The guards, who were busy working on the tents and fires, stared at Stefan with blank faces. After a moment’s hesitation, one dropped the wood he was carrying and walked towards the cart. Stefan mused that his father should find better men to guard the heir to his throne. This was no good.
By the time the fire was lit, Stefan had donned his cloak and huddled beneath a poorly constructed tent. He pulled the heavy wool around his body to protect himself against the cold. What sort of climate was this? The place boiled in the day and froze at night. And the vegetation was beyond strange. There were no fields of green like in Lantha and Kestalon. Here, nothing grew except spiky plants and dry grass. It was a hard country. Dusty and unyielding.
His squire brought him wine, olives, honeyed figs, and flatbread. He ate with Brother Mikkel at his side. When the small meal was over, Mikkel told him everything the merchant had said about the Ash Mountains.
“He is tight-lipped and I do not trust him,” the tall Brother said. “He evades our questions about the Menti with vague replies, telling us he knows little about the rebels. Apparently they have half a dozen leaders, and he remembers little about their looks, let alone their names. I have had three men question him, and so far the numbers are between fifty and a thousand. But what we know is that they occupy the foothills of the Ash Mountain. We must anticipate powers from fire wielding to air manipulation. Some may change their faces, others may shift into animals, such as wolves or snakes.”
Stefan frowned, and the cold chill seeped into his bones. “So many as a thousand? Father has not given me the numbers.”
“Ah, the man speaks false. I do not believe for one moment that there are a thousand rebels waiting for us in the shadow of Zean. I will not lie to you, Your Highness, the fight will be tough. You have a cavalry, archers, and good fighters. And we have surprise on our side. There is no reason for them to expect an attack at this moment.”
“Unless they know who Luca is,” Stefan said. “Luca knows we are coming for him.”
“We will send scouts,” Mikkel replied. “They will travel like shadows through the foothills and send word of the Menti numbers.” He tapped Stefan on the knee and rose with a groan. “These old joints creak these days. Get some sleep, Your Highness. All will look better when the sun rises.”
Stefan wondered how his good mood had disappeared so quickly. He had three guards flanking his tent, though he did not imagine he would need them in this valley were God had clearly forsaken the place. He pushed his fingers into the hard dirt and wondered if Luca had camped at this very spot. Had his brother sat here contemplating his next move? Had he sat here and felt himself too young for his circumstances? He sighed. Perhaps Mikkel was right: He should sleep and rid his mind of these useless worries. Anios would not concern himself with such.
His bed for the night would be a pile of furs inside a rickety tent. It was not a bed for a king, but it would do. He sat down on the soft furs and began to pull his boots from his feet. He had moved onto his right foot when the tent flap ripped open and the knife came flying towards him. Stefan’s gaze was so fixed on the bright blade that he almost froze in one spot. His hands lifted automatically, and somehow, his fingers gripped the wrist of the knife wielder.
Lania Menti. Lania Menti.
The words rang in his ears. He pushed the wrist as hard as he could, throwing his body against the weight, but he was off-balance. His knees buckled, pushing him back onto his backside, while the attacker still stood, leaning his weight down towards Stefan.
“Lania Menti! Lania Menti!”
They were a scream. The screeched words came from the mouth of the merchant as he pressed down onto the knife, now inches away from Stefan’s breast. For the first time, Stefan glanced up to find the merchant’s rage-filled eyes staring down at him. The weight of the man pushed him down onto his back, while a droplet of sweat fell from the merchant’s brow to hit Stefan on the cheek.
There was an instant where Stefan believed it to be over. His forearms burned with exertion as the knife moved a fraction closer to his chest. The merchant gritted his teeth, and spittle flew from his mouth, but Stefan could not die today. It was not in his destiny. He was destined to be king of Estala, and no dirty Xanti merchant would get in his way.
He moved as fast as he could, mustering the last of his energy. It began with raised knees hitting the merchant with full force, then he pushed him back, let go of his wrist and rolled from the furs, finding his sword in the process. Stefan rose to his feet and unsheathed the sword.
But the merchant was nothing if not persistent. Yelling his bizarre phrase, the man raised his dagger and flew at Stefan, dodging Stefan’s blow and almost opening the prince’s throat. Stefan leaned away from the thrust, then brought up his sword to meet the next blow. He parried the merchant a second time when the tent opened and the guards rushed in. It took three guards to seize the man, while Stefan dropped to his backside with shock. He immediately shook himself and rose to his feet. Princes did not collapse in fear.
Brother Mikkel hurried into the tent. “Your Highness, are you hurt?”
It was all Stefan could do to muster the energy to shake his head.
“What was the man shouting?” Mikkel asked, moving towards the merchant, who was now subdued, but still refusing to stop staring at Stefan in a way that unnerved him.
“Lania Menti.”
The merchant began his cry until Montano beat the cry from his lips. The merchant sagged forward, with blood dripping from his mouth.
“Long live the Menti,” Mikkel said. “I should have known that a merchant who travels to and from the Menti camp would remain loyal to them.”
Stefan hated this man who had tried to kill him. He hated him for the assassination attempt, but he hated him even more for his loyalty.
“What shall we do with him, Your Highness?” Mikkel asked. For the first time since they had left Estala, the Brother’s eyes lit up. “Anios would welcome a sacrifice.”
Stefan locked eyes with the Brother. “I will drink his blood tonight.”  




Luca

Tania the water fighter resembled his brother Matias in not one feature, yet Matias was all Luca could see as he faced the girl. He rubbed his naked wrist and tried to control his breathing. Geraldo had pinned him to the ground to remove the iron bracelet. Now the fever spread through his body, creating the rivulets of sweat that were running down his temples as he stood under the Xanti sun and faced his opponent. Tania should be afraid, but the girl stood nonchalantly, resting one hand on her hip. She wore leather from the neck down. Only her hands and face were bare.
“Whatever you’ve got I can counter it.” Tania adjusted her weight from one leg to the other and picked dirt from her fingernails.
“I cannot,” he said. “I will not.” He turned and glared at Geraldo who stood to the side scowling.
Luca had made the mistake of telling Brother Axil about what he saw in the tent that night. He had decided then and there that he had no other choice. Luca had run away from the tent like a coward and he was ashamed of it, but what he had seen had been evil. How could a father inflict such pain and suffering on his son every single night? He remembered the stench of searing flesh and the look of agony on Nico’s face. He remembered how Geraldo had forced Nico to heal his own wounds. It was wrong.
After Luca explained what he had seen, Axil spoke to Geraldo about the treatment of his son. While Axil was berating the camp leader, he told Luca to stay in his tent, but Luca had disobeyed his Governor and followed Axil to see what was going on. In the shadows of the camp, he concealed himself and watched while Axil admonished Geraldo for his actions. The tough rebel leader had only shaken his head in response.
“Have you any idea what we’re facing? Every time new recruits come through that valley and join us, it opens us to the possibility of an attack. Davead’s men could be making their way through the valley at this very moment and we’re not prepared for it. I demand a lot from all of the powerful Menti in this camp and it’s no different for my son. He doesn’t get any special treatment from me because he’s my son.”
“It seems to me that he doesn’t get any treatment at all,” Brother Axil had barked back. “The boy deserves a father, not a torturer.”
Luca had shrunk back into the shadows at the sight of Geraldo’s fierce expression. The man’s nostrils flared as he lifted his hand to jab a finger at Axil’s chest. “He will need to know pain in battle. He will need to be able to face it and heal his injuries before it’s too late. The boy isn’t a fighter, don’t you understand that? I have to keep him alive somehow.”
“Why does the boy have to fight at all?” Axil replied. “Keep him out of the battle when the war comes. There are healers in war. They stay in the camp and help the wounded.”
“Because he’s Menti! Because King Davead won’t rest until all the Menti are killed.”
Luca saw Axil narrow his eyes. “What do you know of King Davead?”
“I know his ilk,” Geraldo said. His voice was strong, but Luca noticed how his eyes dropped and he took a step away from Axil. “He’s tried to wipe out the Menti before and he’ll do it again.”
Luca had snuck away from the men then. Now, while he faced a bored-looking Tania, he thought of that moment. Geraldo hid something from the rebels. There had been a moment where Geraldo realised he had given away the hint of a secret to Brother Axil. Maybe he knows Father, Luca thought.
“Get on with it,” Geraldo hissed, pulling Luca away from his thoughts. He stood with his arms folded and his legs akimbo, glaring under knitted eyebrows. “Tania, strike.”
“He’s not ready.” Tania lifted her arms in frustration. “Ludo, listen, you have to look inwards. What are you feeling right now?”
“Hot,” Luca admitted.
“Right, because you won’t let it out. You’re forcing yourself to keep the fire inside. It’s there, ready to use, but you’re resisting. Look inside to find the fire.”
Luca closed his eyes for a second, but Matias was there waiting for him. When he opened them he found himself panting for breath.
“Relax,” Tania said. It was easy for her. She was always relaxed. There was never a moment where Tania lost her cool composure. Luca, on the other hand, had constant anxiety, restlessness, and the weight of guilt pressing down on his chest. “Loosen your limbs. Shake out your arms and legs.”
When Luca complied, Geraldo burst into a belly laugh. “The boy’s a donkey!”
But Tania rolled her eyes. “Ignore him. Concentrate on your breathing. Relax your body and look inside yourself. You can do this, Ludo.”
Geraldo scoffed. “The little sneak can’t do anything. The little sneak is going to fail miserably when the war comes.” Geraldo had been saying that a lot recently. He’d taken to calling Luca a sneak and laughing every time he fell during training. Luca found himself against some formidable opponents: tall, strapping men swinging a blade with dangerous strength. He had gone to his bedroll with bruises and sprains at night, to wake in the morning and do it all again.
Luca did not care. He liked the pain. He deserved it.
“Attack him, Tania,” Geraldo commanded.
“He’s not—”
“Attack!”
A jet of water hit Luca in the chest, knocking him off his feet. Tania called the water back and held it in a ball between her hands. Luca pulled himself back up. She had pulled all the water from his jerkin and trousers. He patted himself down in disbelief.
“Dry as a bone,” Tania said with a wink. She bounced the large whirling ball of water between her hands. “Don’t you want to learn how to do this with fire? Try harder.”
“Again,” Geraldo ordered.
Another jet of water hit Luca before he had time to dodge. It left him winded on the compacted soil. He scrambled to his feet and sucked in a deep breath.
“Again!”
This time Luca dropped to his stomach and the water streamed above his head, missing by a finger’s width.
“Nice dodge,” Tania admitted.
“You can’t spend the entirety of war dodging blows,” Geraldo said. “You have to actually fight. The sneak thinks he can sneak around everything. The sneak will get himself killed that way.” Geraldo smiled as if the thought brought him pleasure.
Luca balled his hands into fists. The fever was coursing stronger than ever and Geraldo’s words cut too deep. He hated the man. He hated him almost as much as he hated himself. Geraldo was a cruel, vindictive bully and he longed to loose his fire on him.
“Use that anger, Ludo,” Tania encouraged. “Use it on me. I can block anything you throw at me. I’m water, remember. I destroy fire.”
But Luca could not shake the memory of the burnt-up corpse on the floor of his chambers. He could not stop replaying that moment over and over in his mind. There was the scent of burning flesh, the feeling of sweet relief, the power that made him strong, that saved his life… And took another. I will never take another life.
“This time, aim higher,” Geraldo commanded. “Attack!”
Tania sighed first, but she threw the water at him once more. Luca attempted to dodge to the side, but Tania redirected the water to follow his movements. Instead of throwing him back, the water wrapped around him, encasing him in the liquid.
Luca panicked as the cool water trickled down his nose and throat. Pure horror filled his mind when he realised that he could not breathe. His arms flailed as he tried to escape the water. He coughed and his lungs burned; he moved in frantic, jerking motions, completely at the mercy of this great, whirling jet of water encasing his face. It seemed to go on for hours until Tania finally called the water back and Luca dry-heaved until his stomach ached.
“How could you?” Luca shouted. “How could you make me feel like that?”
Tania avoided his eyes as she bounced the water from hand to hand. “It’s nothing personal. This is the training. We’ve all been through it and it’s tough, but you have to try. It’s easier if you actually attack me.”
Luca turned his attention to Geraldo. “You…”
“What?” Geraldo challenged. “What am I, sneak? Again!”
Luca dodged to the side, but the water chased him. He dropped to his knees, then leapt to his feet. He ducked, and the water ducked with him. He attempted to feign left, but the water encircled him with ease and he was trapped by its whirling, consuming force. He could not breathe. Geraldo laughed heartily as he lost control, flailing his arms again. Even though he knew it achieved nothing, Luca could not help thrashing his limbs, no matter how hard he attempted to stay still.
“Keep going,” Geraldo commanded.
Geraldo’s voice was distorted through the water, and Luca’s vision was blurred by the whirling pool before his eyes. His nose filled with the water and it trickled down his throat. There was no way to take a breath and his lungs burned. He choked and choked on the water, falling forward onto the ground.
“Keep going,” Geraldo commanded.
Luca realised he could do nothing. His fingers dug into the dirt, scraping his fingernails in the hard soil.
“No!” Tania pulled the water away from him, leaving a choked and weakened Luca scrambling on the ground. “He’s had enough.”
“I say when he’s had enough,” Geraldo barked.
“He was drowning. I won’t murder a boy for you, Geraldo, no matter what you’ve done for me, and for us.”
Luca felt Tania’s hands on his arms, pulling him up. As he struggled to his feet, Geraldo stormed away from them. When Geraldo was gone, Luca rushed to the tent where Geraldo had stored his iron bracelet. He was unsteady on his feet, and Tania followed him, helping him when he stumbled. The girl had a calming effect on Luca, soothing the fever that burned through him. Water to my fire, Luca thought.
“You know, it would be much easier if you at least tried in front of him,” Tania said.
Luca found the bracelet on top of a table filled with training swords. He pushed it onto his wrist and immediately felt the fever dissipate from his body. “I will not. I am too dangerous.”
“Maybe out in the world,” Tania said. “But not here in the camp. We’re all Menti here. If you think we haven’t all been through this stage then you’re wrong.”
“What have you ever done that is so bad?” Luca snapped. He could never imagine Tania causing harm to anyone.
“I almost drowned my parents. There was a flood in my village and I couldn’t control the water power. I redirected nearly all the river water through my village and into my own home. They found my little brother days later, half-drowned, half-starved, and trapped in a tree. People lost their homes and their possessions, all because my water power brought the river to us. My parents almost drowned in their own home when the water broke through our walls. It was all because of me, and I knew it because I felt it. The water found me and it moved around me like I was its leader.”
“What did you do?” Luca asked.
“I confessed it to the Prestis in my village. He is the holy man.” She ran a hand through her cropped, curly hair. “He told me what I was. I was Menti, and that was unholy. Mentis are instruments of the Gods we shunned, the barbarian Gods, the ones born of magic.”
“Even in Xantos? Mentis are outlawed here too?”
Tania nodded. “They hate us here like they do in Estala. I went crying to my mother after seeing the Prestis, and she sent me here to Geraldo. He took me in, fed me, clothed me. The other Mentis became my family, not my mother and father. You’ll learn that too. Your past doesn’t matter here. We all have one, we’ve all made mistakes. What matters is your future, and you don’t have one unless you learn to control the fire inside you.”




Reva

As Reva tossed and turned in her sleep, she dreamed of scaled skin and wings that stretched as long as a horse. Her husband Francis crawled out of the dirt, his flesh grey and rotting. Ammie lay in his arms, blood seeping from the wound in her chest while Sister Valeria whipped them both. Then Reva opened her legs and out crawled a babe, so monstrous that it could not be called human. It was a snake, scaled and ugly, with a pointed head and a tongue as red as blood.
Every night the dreams haunted her. Sometimes she dreamed of Luca standing under a hot sun smiling at her with his arms outstretched. But before she could go to him, the sun burned him to ashes.
She saw her parents die in her dreams. She saw Francis, Ammie, Luca, and everyone she had ever known die. She dreamt of her dead children, the ones who had never taken a breath. She dreamt of them all, and she woke even more exhausted than when she had gone to bed.
After two days of shivering in her undergarments, and avoiding the staring eyes of the guards, Sister Laurie gave her a new tunic and footwraps. Reva had not had much to do with Sister Laurie, but she did not seem as cruel as Sister Valeria. Reva was at least grateful that she had not had to steal a tunic and face the wrath of Rosa or Sister Valeria.
After the incident with Rosa and the tunic, Reva had learned more about Rosa. The girl had been in the Gardens for almost five years. Lottie had told her about the little gang to which Rosa belonged, and how they bullied the other prisoners. They were tattle-tales with loose tongues, whispering in the ear of Sister Valeria. And of that small gang of three or four girls, Rosa was the ringleader. Until… Lottie told Reva how Sister Valeria rewarded the other women by bringing them into the Sisterhood. They now travelled Estala finding more women and young girls to bring back to the Gardens. Only Rosa remained as Sister Valeria’s eyes and ears amongst the prisoners. Rosa remained loyal to Valeria in the hope that one day she would become a Sister too.
Karine had been quiet for days. She worked with Lottie in the towers where she could move slowly without Valeria’s whip lashing out at her. It was best that she stay out of the prying eyes of the Sisters, but Reva missed the sound of her voice. She had become accustomed to Karine’s chattiness, and even come to enjoy it. Since then, Reva had not made any more friends. She was the girl who worked in her undergarments with her breasts exposed. They whispered about her behind her back, and she did not think that what they said was pleasant. But it had all been worth it. She had not only helped Karine, but helped herself. There was a new piece of the old Reva pushed back in place.
There was a time to be brave and Reva had stepped up during that time. Ammie had known when to be brave, too, and Reva thought of her during the hard times. If only she knew how to be brave in her nightmares, perhaps she could wake feeling well rested instead of exhausted and drained.
Reva stumbled through her days, her body moving automatically and her mind lost to the physical exhaustion. Sister Valeria followed her almost every day, and gave her extra tasks. Reva had the worst of the jobs: cleaning out the pigsty, emptying the privy, cleaning the chicken coop. She went to her bed roll stinking of excrement from three species of animal. But even as she drifted into her nightmares, she thought of Karine, and she thought of that moment of triumph where she had found a piece of herself.
One piece. Small and seemingly insignificant, yet large to her.
Then, on her fifteenth day at the Gardens of Anios, Karine followed her to the pigs.
“I’m with you today,” the girl said.
Reva nodded.
“You’re skinny,” Karine noted. “You wouldn’t be so skinny if you didn’t work so hard.”
“Valeria watches me wherever I go.” Reva scraped muck out of the sty and pushed it towards the corner as she did every morning.
“She’s not here today.”
Reva’s head snapped up from her task. She searched around the side of the sty where Valeria often stood and watched. Then, she let her gaze follow the outskirts of the courtyard, checking every corner, every shadow: the nook by the chicken coop, the doorway to the guard tower, the archways beneath the Sisters’ hall. Sister Laurie was wandering slowly around the yard, nodding to the prisoners. But there was no Valeria.
“Maybe she grew bored of torturing you,” Karine mused. “After all, you’re taking it far too well.”
“What do you mean?” Reva asked.
“You’re doing every task she makes you do, without complaint, and you’re doing it well. It’s a shame you’re completely exhausting yourself at the same time. One of these days you’re going to collapse and never get up. Are you sleeping?”
Reva shrugged. “Some.”
“Hmm. Thought so. I’ve seen you toss and turn at night. They don’t look like pretty dreams of knights and summer weddings to me. You’re having nightmares, you’re working yourself to death, and you’re not eating enough.”
“They don’t feed us enough.”
“True. I can’t change that but I can help you with the work thing. Stand still. I’ll clean the sty.”
“But—”
“Still, Raina. I don’t think you understand what still is. You see, it’s when you don’t move. I think you’ll find that you are moving at this very moment.”
“Sister Valeria—”
“Raina, make the most of her not being here! Rest!”
Reva winced at the name, but she set the shovel aside and moved to let Karine take over. There was nothing wrong with the name Raina but she hated to lie to Karine. Her lips even parted with the intention of telling her the truth, of letting her know her true identity, but they closed again. She could not be that stupid. She could not even utter her real name aloud, though she did sometimes say it in her mind over and over. Reva Avalon. Reva Avalon. Not Unna, not Raina. Reva Avalon.
For the rest of the day, Karine told Reva stories as she shovelled the pig excrement. They were about Mentis and their power. Some of the stories sounded familiar to Reva. She even saw an image in her mind of her mother sitting on the end of her bed telling her about the water princess of the Insect Isles who created the Swarm Gulf to drown her cheating lover. She had forgotten all about that story, but Karine gave it back to her again.
“Do you know about the Dragon Kings?” Karine asked.
“Everyone knows about the Dragon Kings,” Reva said. “Nesra was the last of them, which is why they call the castle Nesra’s Keep.” She refrained from telling Karine about how she had once lived in the same castle.
“You don’t know everything though. I heard the story from a fire Menti. Fire Mentis know everything there is to know about the Dragon Kings.”
“Go on then, tell me everything.” Reva had taken to leaning against the sty fence, occasionally shooing away the little pig that liked to nip her toes.
“In ancient times there were four Dragon Kings ruling Estala, one in each corner of the realm. Ato ruled Banitha, tall and thin as a man, but a grand silver dragon with azure flames when he shifted. Dreak ruled Irrinthia, a pale-faced man with golden hair, and an emerald dragon with great spikes atop his head who breathed fire as yellow as the sun. Then there was Nesra, the King of Kestalon. He was olive-skinned and handsome as a man, but breathed a white-hot flame when in his dragon form, with scales of indigo and black. Finally, Esto ruled Lantha. They say his skin shimmered like copper and his eyes were a deep brown. He changed to a golden dragon whose scales shined like metal, and a bright orange flame.”
A shiver ran down Reva’s back. She had been born in Lantha. The Fiuryn Coast of Lantha was her home. And at one time, a great golden dragon had ruled her home.
Karine lifted her spade and tossed pig muck into the cart. Then she wiped sweat from her forehead—smearing dirt on her face—set down her spade, and rested against the handle. “The Dragon Kings had tempers as fierce as their fire. After fighting amongst themselves, the kings decided on peace. They would leave each other to rule his corner of the realm as long as each king left the other alone. Peace worked for a while, until the old hag found them.
“It was Esto who allowed her onto his council first. They say that the hag saved his son from an accidental death, and the king asked her what she would like most in the world. The hag answered ‘to serve my king with my wits, nothing more, nothing less,’ so Esto allowed her to sit on his council, even though his advisors were against the decision.
“And so, the hag—who was wrinkled and ugly and had a mouth full of rotten teeth—advised the King of Lantha on how to rule his kingdom. She wormed her way into his good favours with flattery, until King Esto considered her above all others.” Karine paused to cluck her tongue. “He should not have done that, because the hag had plans for him. She had plans for the kingdom. The hag whispered into Esto’s ear day and night about how he was the true ruler of Estala. The other kings were no good. They were poor kings, they let their people starve, they were weak, terrible, despicable. The hag told Esto that Ato should be the first to go. ‘He is a fool,’ the hag said. ‘A cruel fool without friends. You will kill him easily.’
“Esto listened to the hag. He met Ato in the air and destroyed him with flame. And this act destroyed the peace between the three remaining dragon kings. Dreak and Nesra joined their forces to attack Esto. Despite merging Ato’s army with his own, Esto was still outnumbered, and a bloody battle almost completely destroyed Lantha.”
One of the Sisters walked close to the sty, which prompted Reva into action, picking up a brush to sweep straw into the pile with the excrement. Karine busied herself with shovelling the muck onto the cart. Reva watched the Sister walk away before she turned to Karine.
“What happened to Lantha?”
“Well,” Karine said, slightly out of breath from the work. “As the war ended, the hag left Esto and went to Nesra to tell him that Dreak was building an army led by his son, Prince Arrin, another dragon shifter with ruby scales. She whispered to Nesra as she whispered to Esto until Nesra’s paranoia reached its peak and he launched an attack on his ally, Dreak. Yet this hag was clever, she had already been to Dreak and warned him of the impending attack. Dreak had his forces ready. The armies fought well and hard, and both Dreak and Nesra lost sons. Prince Arrin was murdered at Nesra’s own hands.
“Over a bloody battlefield the two remaining dragons flew at each other, tumbling and slashing with their claws. Dreak’s yellow flame met Nesra’s white flame, and their emerald and indigo wings clashed with each other. They say that common folk could not look up into the sky for fear of being blinded by the bright flames of the dragons. Yellow fire burned forests to stumps, white flame took down taverns. The fight went on for days, and dragon scales littered the fields for years to come.”
“Who won?” asked Reva.
“They both died. They defeated each other, changing to men as they fell from the sky.”
“Then what happened?” Reva knew the answer, or at least she thought she did, but she wanted the end of the story.
“The hag found a new ear in which to whisper. A man—no dragon—born a Lord with his own castle and men. The hag whispered that he should rule what was left of Estala. He was the one who should take the crown. He had been chosen by the Enlightened God. Together they shaped a new world and a new religion, one that was no longer forged in flame, but was built atop dragon ash. Together they promised to eradicate the magic that had destroyed Estala to begin with. No longer would greedy dragon kings overtax their people to pay for their finery. The common folk pulled down the grand castles and fought over rubies and diamonds.
“The new king destroyed all the castles but one, Nesra’s Keep, which he kept as a symbol of what once was. He built the Market Road to distribute goods from north to south.”
“King Mithrin,” Reva whispered.
“What?”
“That was his name. King Mithrin I. Ancestor to King Davead.”
“Yes,” Karine said. “You know your kings. I bet you learned it from your lord father.” She winked at Reva before continuing on with shovelling pig muck.
When Reva resumed her sweeping, she mused that Karine had been right about the story; there were details she had not known. Their names for one, and the details about the hag for another. She had been taught that the dragon kings were evil, despot kings who ruled Estala into the dirt. In a way, that was all true, but Karine’s story made them seem more… human. It was their lusts for power—their wants as men—that had started the wars, not a mindless dragon need for violence.
“Karine,” Reva said.
The girl lifted her head from her task and smiled.
“You have seen the marks on my stomach.”
“I have,” Karine said. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how much you miss your child.” Karine bit her lip and shook her head. “Many of the women mutter names in their sleep. I believe almost all of them are children.”
“There are no names for me to whisper,” Reva admitted. “None of my children ever took a breath. I was never able to bring them into this world—at least, not alive.”
Karine leaned over to Reva and clutched her hand. It was enough to bring tears to Reva’s eyes, but she blinked them away and let go of Karine’s hand. She mumbled about the Sisters seeing them, but her voice was thick, and her heart was full.
On the way back to their hall, which was more like a large prison cell than a hall, she noticed the other prisoners turning away from each other. No one talks, Reva realised. Only the washer women chatted as friends, while everyone else avoided eye contact. The girls travelled silently to their bed rolls and the Sisters locked them into their long, windowless cell.
As the women settled into their slumbers, Reva felt an urge to do something. Karine’s story had moved her. It was not the dragon kings she thought of, but the way she had stood and listened to Karine tell her story. She wanted to hear the voices of all the women in the prison. She longed to know them, to find out their histories. Where were they from? How had they ended up at the Gardens of Anios?
She sat up from her pile of straw. “I was given to a Lord when I was thirteen years old. I was little more than a child but I was his prize for his work for another man. My husband was a soldier, not a husband. He demanded obedience. If I stepped out of line I was beaten. I was tasked with one duty: to bear him a son, yet I could never do that. I have never brought a child into this world alive. You have seen my body. You have seen the scars I live with. I am a woman now, but I am a woman with losses and with pain. My parents were taken from me when I was young. I have known grief as you all have known grief. I was promised to another for most of my life, until I was claimed by my husband. He was a friend, and someone I kept in my heart. I have known love like you have known love. I am a prisoner, as you are prisoners.”
When she stopped talking, she was trembling right down to her ankle manacles. She lay back down in her bed and crossed her arms over her body for warmth. It was not the night air that gave her a chill, it was the stretching silence. No one moved, no one spoke. The hall was never silent at night, there was always the sound of people shuffling their bodies, coughs and sneezes, and snoring throughout the entire night. But for what seemed like hours—but was more like minutes—there was no noise at all.
Until one woman spoke up, smashing through the silence with her tremulous voice. “His name was Sam, and I loved him. We were fifteen and we used to meet behind the stables to talk some and kiss some. Oh, I loved talking and kissing with him. He’d always want more but I pushed him away and told him to wait until we were married. I knew we would be married when we came of age. He was stable boy to Lord Tyca and my father approved. He had a steady job, and we were poor as dirt. Father worked in the tannery and Mother was a servant, but she had so many children we never had enough food to go round. A stable boy was an honest job, they said, for a Lord was good, they said. Lords treated their servants well and appreciated loyalty.
“Then the rebellion started and the king’s men stopped in our village demanding bread and ale. We put up a soldier in our house, gave him our one bed, and the rest of us slept on the floor or out under the stars when it was warm. I never liked him, or the way he looked at any of us girls, like we were his dinner or something. He liked me to serve him his food and used to make me stand there and wait while he ate.
“It was a month later, when the rebellion was over, that he made the offer to Father. ‘Five gold crowns for the green-eyed girl.’ I begged Father not to let him take me, but five gold coins were enough to feed the family for months. Mother pushed me out of the door and closed it behind me, while Roberto picked me up and hefted me over his shoulder. He threw me on his horse and rode away with me. I still remember watching my tears fall onto the leather of the saddle as we rode away from my home, my village, and my Sam. I’ll never know how Sam reacted to my leaving, because I never got a chance to say goodbye.” The woman’s voice broke, but no one spoke until she continued her story. “I was married to Roberto for six months before my belly grew. I knew I was with child because I’d seen it happen to my mother time and time again. But no one talked to me. No one told me what it would be like, because I spoke to no one and never left our house.
“That was when Roberto started to get sick of me. ‘I cannot lie with a fat woman,’ he said, so he went off and found his pleasure elsewhere. I gave birth without him. I yelled for help and the butcher’s wife came to my aid. She cut the cord with a kitchen knife. I cleaned up the mess and got in bed and nursed my daughter, waiting for Roberto to come home and see his child.” She paused. Reva heard a sniff, and a long exhale. Then she continued. “But someone in the tavern told him the child was a girl. Roberto was so angry I’d not given him a son that he left that night with the tavern wench. I waited and waited with my daughter at my breast but Roberto never came home to me.
“He left me nothing, no food, no money. I went from door to door asking everyone in our village for work but none would employ a mother with a newborn baby. Then, one day, after I had spent all day walking from door to door asking for work, I came home to find my own door barricaded shut. A new family had taken it from me. They’d taken my home and wouldn’t let me back in. I didn’t have the money to travel home to my parents’ village. I had nothing, except for a crying baby and the clothes on my back.
“That’s when the Sisters found me. They took the baby from my arms and gave it to the family in my own home. They wrapped chains around my ankles and brought me here. Every night I feel a chill at my chest. That’s where Becci is supposed to sleep. That’s where she lays her sweet head when she’s nursing. They took her away from me, but I was grateful, and every night I cry for her.”
Reva brushed tears from her cheeks before hugging herself harder. The woman’s words moved her, and now her thoughts were filled with her losses. She opened her mouth to say something to the woman, but her voice was quieted when another spoke.
“Fifteen, I was, when the fever took Mother and Father. I slept on the streets for a time when a young healer’s apprentice of nineteen took pity on me. He said he needed a maid to keep his room clean when he was workin’ with the healer. He gave me a bedroll in the hallway and fed me a good breakfast every morning and I worked hard for him to keep his place in order, cook his food, and wash his clothes. At night we started talkin’ through the door until we fell asleep. He told me of his own parents who had him when they were older and died not long before I met him. I loved him then, for all he’d given me, and for the words he spoke to me at night. We married weeks later and I was happy.
“But all that changed when I told him my secret. You see, I’d been careful. I wore my iron bracelet day and night to stop the change. I knew I should of told him before we married but I was scared he’d break it all off and I’d go back to the street. I hated it there, I hated begging and I hated the cold, dirty nights. But I couldn’t live with him and not tell him my secret. I couldn’t. So I took my bracelet off and I showed him what I was. I changed into the dog before him and tried to show him that I wouldn’t hurt him. He was taken aback, he didn’t speak to me for a day and a night, but afterwards things started to go back to normal, though I was too frightened to take off my bracelet again.” The girl stifled a sob before she continued. “The Sisters came for me a week later.”
Reva wanted to reach out and take the girl’s hand but she had no way to know who she was in the dark.
More stories were spoken that night. They had all suffered. There were beatings, drunken husbands, near starvation, betrayal from loved ones. Many of the women had been persecuted for being Menti, others had suffered purely because of birth, because they were poor. But they all had a story and they talked long into the night.
Finally, it was Reva who spoke last. “We have shared tonight, and that is good, because we will never be alone again. When you are in darkness, I promise to always be the light guiding the way, and you will be mine. We are the survivors and we must never forget each other. You give me strength, every one of you.” She took the hands of those nearest her, and listened to the shuffling of bodies around her. They are holding hands, she thought. And her heart swelled.




King Davead

A goblet of the finest Lanthan wine sat untouched on the king’s desk. It shivered as the great man’s footsteps pounded across the room, rippling the surface of the red liquid. King Davead had been unable to sit still since his third son had sailed from the Bay of Kings to Xantos with a battalion of men. There was still no word and Stefan left almost two weeks ago. He paused by the desk to pick up the goblet of wine before letting his hand fall to his side. It was no good, the wine would not help, and he needed to keep a clear mind for any news from Xantos.
I must know, he thought. I must know if he is one of them. For if his son Luca was a Menti, he could come to terms with Stefan as his heir. As it stood, he could not stop thinking about Stefan. Had it been a mistake sending Stefan to deal with the Menti rebels? He had let his emotions get the better of him. He had agreed too quickly. Stefan did not make good decisions, and he had discovered after the ship had sailed that Brother Mikkel had travelled with Stefan even after he had requested that Stefan break ties with his Governor. He resumed his pacing. The Order of Insight was a troubling sect growing in power. Three years ago, when the Menti were rebelling yet again and the Hag kept reminding him of his prophecy, he had turned to the Order of Insight, a small but growing division of the Enlightened. They hated the Menti as much as he did and they had ingenious plans on how to control them.
The females were less trouble than the men. They did not have the same fighting instinct as the men. Most of them hid their powers and tried to live undetected. But Davead knew they were still dangerous, which was why he agreed to work with the Order. They sent their Sisters across Estala imprisoning the female Menti, putting them in irons and putting them to work. They farmed the land with their prisoners, and sent the goods down the Market Road to market towns across the realm. The king took a cut from their profits, ensuring that the deal enriched the Order and the crown simultaneously, while safely segregating the Menti. The thought of them all breeding made Davead’s stomach churn. He had even turned a blind eye to the Order executing Menti, and appointed Stefan with the task of sniffing out any Mentis leftover from the rebellion.
King Davead paced and paced as he waited for word. At every interruption he moved eagerly towards the door, but each advisor came begging for the royal seal on uninteresting decrees about budgets and taxes. At the end of the day, Davead dismissed them all and left his chambers and a plate of untouched food waiting on his desk. He took one guard with him as he walked up the steep steps to the All-Seeing Tower, groaning and complaining as his joints ached with each movement. There were days where he could not believe how old he was, and the thought of leaving Estala in Stefan’s hands frightened him more than the increasing aches and pains in his joints.
The Hag’s guard opened the door and he walked into the gloomy tower with the tiny slit of light.
“It has not been a month.”
The woman stood with her back to him, stirring something in a bowl. Davead held his sleeve to his nose against the smell.
“They have not emptied my slop bucket in two days, Your Majesty.”
“I will speak to your guards,” the king replied.
“Very good.”
Still she did not turn to him. He took a step forward with the intention of spinning her to face him. The woman should turn to talk to her king, she should show him respect. Yet he did not turn her. He stopped a few paces short and sighed.
“You want to know who will kill you,” the Hag said. Her spoon scraped against the stone bowl she stirred. Some of the mixture slopped over the edge, giving the king a view. The contents appeared suspiciously similar to blood and guts, making King Davead swiftly look away. He lifted his sleeve to his nose against the smell again. It had been a long time since Davead had smelled blood, guts, and excrement at once. Not since the battlefield, and he had never had much stomach for war. One of the few perks about being king was getting to hang back and let generals and sons take on the brunt. Once he had put on a show for his men for the sake of comradery, that was what he preferred to do. In truth, he had never had the stomach for it.
“Will it be my son?”
The stirring stopped. The Hag set down her spoon in the stone bowl of gloop and the king felt a cold chill run through his veins. But she still did not turn, and she did not answer.
“Will it be my son?” he repeated.
“You want specifics,” she answered slowly. “The sight does not work in specifics.”
Davead exhaled in exasperation. Why must the Hag speak in such riddles? “You came to me with a prophecy that a Menti would kill me and usurp my throne. Well, now I want to know which Menti will kill me.”
“You have asked that question before, and I had no answer for you then.” There was a note of warning in the Hag’s voice that Davead had not heard before and did not like. Still she stood with her back to him so that he could not see her face.
“You know something.” He reached for her shoulder to turn her to him, but the Hag slipped away, moving more nimbly than he imagined she could. “I command you to tell me what you know.”
He followed the Hag as she moved through the room. I must catch her. I must force her to tell me what she knows. His throat was dry with anticipation. As the old woman slipped through his fingers, he thought of nothing but Luca, his weakest son, his most charming son, a Menti with the rest, and the man to murder him. Do I want to know? Truly? The answer must be yes, a resounding yes, echoing from the mountains with a yes, yes, YES, because he could not stop chasing the old Hag around her room. At one point the slop bucket was tipped over and he gagged from the stench. She turned over chairs and threw her stone bowl to the floor before he cornered her and she slipped down to her knees.
“What do you know?” He towered over her, leaning forward to grasp her bony shoulders with his large hands. The smell was not so bad now; perhaps he had grown accustomed to it, or he simply did not care anymore. “It is Luca. Luca will kill me.”
But the Hag did not answer. Her old eyes brimmed with tears. She opened her mouth and the song of the old ones came out in a language that Davead did not understand. All he knew was that this was sorcery. He blocked his ears as the song infected him, moved him. He staggered back away from the Hag and closed his eyes, for his eyes were deceiving him. In the corner he had glimpsed the sight of a beautiful young woman with skin like copper and deep brown eyes. He shook his head in disbelief. It was the Hag, seducing him with wicked deceit. He opened his eyes and Luca sat there, huddled in blue robes with his hair cut short and his face gaunt. He took a staggering step back and almost dropped to his knees. Now it was Stefan, that red tongue of his snaking out between his lips.
The king could not take it. He would not see his sons like this. The witch was confusing him, breaking him. What if she was the Menti to kill him? He glanced at the door. Where was the guard? Was he locked in? His vision blurred as sweat ran into his eyes. He lurched forward, wrapping his hands around his son Stefan’s neck. He squeezed his fingers together until the Hag’s song ended, until her eyes bulged from her bones, until she sagged to the floor as deflated as a burst bladder. She was dead. The Hag was dead and he had killed her.
Davead’s gaze trailed around the room, at the spilled contents of her bowl, the spilled slop bucket in a puddle of urine and shit, and leaned over his knees to heave. Once finished, he stood, and knocked twice on the door of the Hag’s chambers. The guard opened immediately; he must have been imagining himself locked in the room. It was a trick, it was all a trick.
“Clean up this mess. I want the room empty and clean by tomorrow.”
The guard’s eyes widened when he saw the dead witch laid out on the ground. But the guard’s shocked expression soon dissolved into the relaxed look of relief. The king was not surprised. Sorcerers like the Hag made people tense. Why had he kept the woman alive for so long? Fear, he realised. I kept her alive for fear.
What did he have to fear now? The king walked away, remembering the visions of the girl, and his two sons. What did he have to fear? He should have felt as relieved as the guard, and yet the heavy weight had not shifted from his chest. The death of the Hag had done nothing to alleviate the weight of her prophecy.




Luca

Luca’s feet sank into the ashen earth. He stumbled his way up the barren hill until the lit braziers of the rebel camp were like large orange stars below. The stars above were smaller but no less beautiful, like white embers had been tossed into the sky.
It took him three attempts to slip the iron bracelet from his wrist. The first time, he pulled it to his knuckles, shook his head, pushed it back to his wrist and started back down the hill. After a few yards, he changed his mind and carried on back to the top of the hill. Then he managed to get the iron further along his fingers before pushing it back, with his forehead all sweaty and his fingers trembling. Then he gritted his teeth—tried to tell himself that he was being ridiculous—and yanked the thing all the way off and slipped it into the pocket of his breeches before he could change his mind once again. He had come here for a reason, and he would not leave until he had achieved his purpose.
There, the bracelet was off and he was a Menti, like Tania, and Win, and Nico. If Nico could heal people, that meant that Menti powers were not all evil. An evil God would not give men the power to heal. Though he had to admit that the power to manipulate fire did not seem just or good. Perhaps he would see it differently if he learned how to use it.
Luca stood with his feet planted wide apart and thought about Tania’s words as he started to practice. She told him to concentrate on the power within, so that was what he was going to attempt to do. But it was hard to concentrate when a flush of heat continued to work through his veins, and he saw his brother Matias lurking in every shadow.
“Luca, you are crazy,” he said aloud.
The sound of his voice helped to ground him. He was here, he existed, and he had his iron bracelet in his pocket. It was time to learn what he was capable of.
Concentrate on the power within. What did he have inside him? He had heat. Good. That was a start. He would think about that heat and what it meant. The heat gave him strength; he knew that from the day in his chambers when he thought he might die. But as he thought of how the strength had returned to his body that day, Matias popped into his mind again. NO! he told himself firmly. He would not think of Matias, not now, when he was alone, when the rest of the camp were asleep in their tents. He was up on a hill away from them all. He would not think about Matias, that was folly. What would it serve?
He screwed up his eyes and concentrated on the heat coursing through his veins. He thought of the ash beneath his feet and the volcano that had once spewed its fire onto the foothills. He thought of the power at the core of the great Zean, and the shadow it cast over Xantos. He imagined himself that volcano, with the power in his core, and the ability to erupt at any moment. Volcanoes could not control their eruptions, but he was not a volcano. He was a man, and men could control themselves, or at least most of the time they could. No. All of the time—he could control himself all of the time or else he would learn to.
It was then that he felt the great ball of energy forming inside him. That was it! There! The power had already begun to form. All he had to do was nurture it, to let it come forth. For an instant it surged, and frightened him enough to quell the rising power, almost completely snuffing it out. But then he let a little bit grow, before adding a little bit more, and another bit, until the ball of energy seemed at his fingertips.
Luca took a deep breath, allowing that energy even closer to the surface. Sweat rolled down his temples and down his back, but he did not shy away from the sensation of power as he had when he faced Tania. Instead he coaxed it a little further… and then…
Whoooomph.
It blast from him in a great orange-red jet of flames. It came so fast and so ferociously that Luca fell onto his backside shaking like a leaf. I am a volcano, he thought, and the shame washed over him, cooling his blood. The power he possessed had already taken the life of another. He climbed to his feet and brushed the ash from his breeches. There was a bright spot dancing before his eyes, the after-effect of the jet of flame that had burst from him. Where had it come from? Had it burst from his chest? Had it set him afire for a heartbeat? Or had it come from his hands? When Tania controlled water, she used her hands to direct it. Luca could not even remember holding his hands out. He frowned, trying to run through the actions in his mind. The fire had seemed so close, lying in wait beneath his skin, waiting for him. And now… now he felt content. The trembling of his muscles had dissipated, and the burning fever that had coated him in sweat was gone.
The next time he closed his eyes, Matias appeared but was gone almost immediately, and the usual sickening sense of shame did not trouble his stomach. Instead, he thought of the calm that came from using his power. He thought of the fire growing in a ball, filling him up and seeping into every empty space that Matias’s death had created, burning away his guilt, his shame. Maybe the fire did not have to make him feel worse; maybe it could heal him in a way nothing else could. Maybe he could eradicate those thoughts with his power.
This time, when the fire tried to burst from him, he held out his hands and directed it. The flames burst from his palm, hot, fast, and consuming, pushing Luca back. He watched the flames light up the sky before fizzling out as quickly as they appeared. He dragged a sleeve across his forehead and took a deep breath. There was still the sensation of peace spreading over his body, but his muscles ached in new ways. It was like training with sword and shield for hours, except this was bone-deep and heavy. He sat in the ash until the cold Xanti night-breeze lifted the hair on the back of his neck. He stood and looked down at the camp below. In a few hours the sun would come up, the heat would beat down, and he would have to swing a sword at the other rebels. He would be placed in front of Tania and forced to try to use his powers. Creating the flames on top of a hill by the volcano was one thing, but aiming that flame at Tania was another.
Unless… It was a fleeting thought, but nonetheless he had it. He shook his head; he could not. Then he mulled the thought over in his mind and considered it again. What if he left? Now. The others were asleep, so they would not see him go; they had not seen him climb the hill away from camp anyway. He could take a donkey and ride back to the Golden Bay, or he could climb the Ash Mountain range and look into the mouth of Zean. He thought of the insane story that Nico had told him the other day while they had been pitting olives for dinner.
“Don’t you know about the dragon kings?” Nico had asked.
Luca knew some, but the story was not one that was told in Nesra’s Keep. His father hated hearing about any kind of Menti, though he did enjoy talking about his ancestor, Mithrin, who had taken Nesra’s Keep a century ago.
“They say there hasn’t been a dragon shifter for years, but when the next dragon wakes, so will Zean, and it will cover the world in ash.”
“What happened the first time Zean erupted?” Luca asked.
“Under this ash is a city.” Nico had paused to cut a lemon in two and squeeze it over the olives. Then, he glanced around looking for Geraldo, and popped one into his mouth before offering one to Luca. “They all burned.”
As Luca stood atop the foothill and stared down at the camp below, a shiver ran down his spine. They all burned. Perhaps he would not run away to the volcano just yet. Perhaps there was credence to the idea of staying with the rebels and learning more about what it was to use Menti powers. Perhaps that was what he should do.
And so, he put one foot in front of the other, and began the steep descent back to the camp. It was not easy. He had not realised how much his practice had weakened him. He stumbled two or three times, even losing his footing enough to fall to his knees at one point. When he climbed back to his feet, he turned to look behind him, frowned, and carried on.
There was nothing but the stars above him: no clouds, no bats, no birds, nothing but the breeze. And when he checked behind him, there was nothing but the great mound of Zean, and a few shivering trees. Yet his skin prickled with the sensation that he was being watched. The breeze gathered, whipping up loose ash into the air. Luca pulled the collar of his jerkin closer to the skin of his neck and hurried on, ignoring the ache in his muscles. Now he realised that coming out here at night had been a mistake. Tomorrow morning he would be exhausted and Geraldo would want to know why. The man would know, he always seemed to know. Luca hated his scrutinising gaze, and the way he smiled as though he knew everything. Sometimes Luca wondered whether Geraldo was all-knowing, like someone with the sight. He certainly seemed to know everything, and he always used Lucas’s alias “Ludo” with complete and utter derision as though he knew it was a false name. God only knew what awaited Luca come the morning.
He hurried down the hill with his breath rasping from his lungs. It was folly to travel so quickly down such a steep and twisting path, but Luca could not stop turning to look behind him. More than once he felt he had seen a shape darting through the shadows. What if the Ash Mountains are haunted? he thought. What if I am being stalked by a ghost, the ghost of the dragon kings? He shook his head, pushing the thoughts from his mind. They were stupid—the thoughts of a boy, not a man who had escaped from Nesra’s Keep and come to Xantos to aid rebels. He was not a boy any longer and he should not think such things. Yet, as he walked towards the gold-orange braziers, Luca had to force himself to remain at a sensible pace and not sprint down the rest of the hill like a skittish pony.
The sight of the camp calmed his pounding heart. He saw his tent coming up on the right, the one he shared with Brother Axil. He saw Geraldo and Nico’s tent further up to the left. That sight brought him no comfort—all he could think about was the day he saw Geraldo branding his son and forcing Nico to heal the wounds. He’d had little love for Geraldo before he witnessed that, but now he had nothing more than contempt for the man. Luca knew what it was like to have an indifferent father, but a cruel one must be even worse. Nico did not deserve to be treated that way.
Luca continued down the hill towards his tent. He was a few yards from the large canvas now, and he was ready to collapse onto his bedroll. But his relief was short-lived when a low growl sounded behind him. Luca froze. He had heard rumours that mountain lions dwelled in the Ash Mountains, but the others had always said that they did not dare come near the camp. The growl rumbled like thunder behind him, and Luca slowly turned to face his follower with his heart hammering against his ribs.
It all happened so fast that Luca did not understand what had happened until it was over. The mountain lion lunged for him, and he flung out an arm to defend himself. Heat surged from him, throwing him down onto the ground. He turned his head away from the bright white flames that hit the mountain lion in mid-air and burned the beast to a crisp.
But the flames did not stop at the lion. They burst forth from his hands, hitting the canvas of Tania’s tent. Luca leapt to his feet and threw himself at the tent, beating the canvas with his arms, shouting “Fire!” at the top of his lungs over and over until his throat was raw. Tania came hurrying out of the tent, and the next thing Luca knew he was doused in water atop a collapsed tent with half the rebel camp staring at him.
It was Geraldo who pulled him roughly from the wreckage and set him back on his feet. “Fire wielders,” the man grumbled. “A complete pain in my arse.”  




Reva

The stories went on long into the night. There were no names, no faces, just stories, the same ones over and over again. Reva fell asleep holding a girl’s hand, but in the night it slipped from hers and she dreamed of Nesra’s Keep. Her bare feet slapped against the tiled floor as she sprinted through the corridors, speeding around the corners with her gown flowing out behind her. Her fingers traced the carved cornices, the fine tapestries, and the large stone sills beneath the arched windows. It was exactly like the keep in summer, with bright sunshine filtering in from the warm southern sun, and sea air fluttering tapestries along the wall. The guards stood sentry to the throne room with their scarlet capes draped elegantly from their shoulders.
“I am late,” Reva whispered as she threw open the heavy doors into the throne room.
But the room was not the long hall she had expected. There was no king, no throne or dais, and no frescos painted high up onto the arched ceiling. Instead, she stepped gingerly into a small, dim room. Her arms groped around to help her find her way through the darkness. She knew she should go back, but instead she stumbled on blindly until a flame ignited, lighting her way through the dark. Reva walked towards the light until she realised what she was walking towards.
Luca stood holding a candle. He was wearing the same fine doublet and carried the same sword as the last time she had seen him, right before she was taken by Francis Unna at the king’s court. He was older now, with shorter hair and bruised skin beneath his eyes. They were sad, she thought, even though he was smiling and beckoning her towards him. She lifted her skirt and ran towards him, but Luca always seemed just a little bit further away.
Then she woke.
There was a tense atmosphere in the hall that morning. The other prisoners shifted, shuffling straw around the stone floor, or cleared their throats as they rose to start the day. Reva rubbed her eyes and regarded the other women. Nothing had changed. She sighed. Perhaps the stories they told did not mean as much as she thought they had. She climbed to her feet and dusted straw from her roughspun tunic before heading to the doors to wait for the Sisters to unlock them. When the doors swung open and air rushed into the stuffy room, the prisoners all stepped into a line, queuing for a piece of stale bread and a cup of water like they did every morning.
Tightness worked its way through Reva’s chest. This was not living. This was some other existence where a person was reduced down to nothing but hollowness. She was not a person anymore, she was a thing who cleaned up shit and scrubbed floors and harvested crops. Her entire existence was measured in the amount of olives she picked at the end of the day, or the cleanness of the floors stepped on by the Sisters. Last night was supposed to change everything. They were supposed to be together now, not apart.
She ate her bread and drank her water—though she took no pleasure from either—and set to work in the sty, shovelling the dirt away. It was later in the day, when she dragged the cart filled with muck out of the courtyard and over towards the fields, that she noticed the change. There was laughter. For the first time since Reva had been imprisoned in the camp, she heard the sound of laughter coming from other prisoners and not the Sisters.
They are talking, she thought. They are talking and making jokes. It worked!
As she dragged the cart along the path out to the crop fields, Reva nodded and smiled to the other prisoners. They nodded and smiled back. It was small, but it was a victory, and the tightness compressing her chest began to fade away.
The rest of the morning flew by in a blur. Reva worked mostly alone, but she enjoyed hearing the sound of murmuring threading through the prison. There were more smiles than she could count, and hushed giggles intoxicated the women. Sister Valeria walked around the enclosure with a deep frown furrowing her brow. She lashed out with her whip at anyone giggling. She barked orders to the prisoners, hissing when they dallied. It was after a lunch of broth and damaged apples that the punishments began.
As Reva came into the courtyard from scrubbing the floors of the guard tower, she found the youngest strapped to the post in the centre of the courtyard, her tunic shredded and blood seeping from wounds up and down her back. Reva dropped her bucket and brush to run to the child when a crack sounded and her back burned.
“Where do you think you are going?” Valeria barked.
Reva turned to face the woman. “What did you do to her?”
“Punished a thief,” Valeria said with a smile playing at her lips.
“It was one tomato,” the child croaked.
“You did that for the sake of one tomato?” Reva was sickened.
Another crack sounded out through the air. Reva winced, but this sound came from the distance, though it was unmistakeably the sound of a whip hitting flesh.
“Get back to work!” cried another Sister. She towered over a woman cowering in the corner of the courtyard.
Reva tried to take a step forward but Valeria placed a bony hand on her shoulder and dug into her flesh with her fingernails. When Reva attempted to shrug the hand away, the grip tightened.
“Can we not take a moment to catch our breaths?” Reva asked. “Must you work us to death? We are no use to you dead.”
Valeria spun her so that Reva came face to face with the bulging eyes of the Sister. “There are more of you. There will always be more of you, and we can round you up like dogs whenever we want. You think you are special, merchant girl, but you are not. There are a dozen Menti girls waiting to be rounded up and put in chains. I can replace you whenever I want.”
The realisation hit her like a runaway horse, hard and fast. It made her insides slither and squirm in fear. She stared uselessly down at the iron chains around her feet.
“That’s right,” Valeria continued. “You are never getting out of this. You will die in this prison. Now come on.”
“What?”
Valeria pushed her shoulder with the heel of her palm. “Walk.”
“Where am I going?” The tightness wrapped around her chest and Reva felt as though she could not breathe. Something was wrong. She searched the faces of the other prisoners around them in the courtyard. That was when she saw Rosa’s smirk and cold eyes. No.
“You are coming with me.” Valeria pushed her forward, forcing Reva’s legs to finally move.
She shuffled along next to Valeria with the weight of the other prisoners’ faces watching her with every step. She could do nothing but allow the hateful woman to guide her towards the west guard tower. When she saw the building looming ahead, bile rose in her throat. It was a common threat, but Reva had never heard of it actually happening. The Sisters said it all the time, said they would give you to the guards. The men lived far away from their homes surrounded by women young and old. Men had needs, the same as women but sometimes fiercer. Her legs did not want to move, she did not want to continue. If only she could run away—but she could not.
“Not there,” she begged. “Not the tower.”
But Valeria pushed her forwards, digging her knuckles into the small of Reva’s back. They kept going, closer and closer towards the tower, inching forward. When Reva slowed down, Valeria cracked her whip and Reva fell to her knees. Then the Sister grasped her by the hair and yanked her back to her feet. She stumbled, tripped, and sobbed as Valeria pulled her into the tower. Reva bit her lip and tried to calm her pounding heart in the gloom of the tower. She wrapped her arms around her body, cowering beneath the penetrating gaze of the guards. One glanced up from his plate of fresh peach and figs to wink at her. Another paused from sharpening his blade to eyeball her with a hungry stare. Where are these men from? she thought. Are they felons? Petty thieves… or worse?
But Valeria pushed her away from the guards and into a narrow hallway with a low stone ceiling that Reva would be able to touch if she lifted her hands above her head. The air was close and hot, and took the breath from her lungs. The corridor sloped down, with torches burning on either side, the flames almost touching Reva’s shoulders as they walked down deeper into the bowels of the tower.
What is this place? she thought. The corridor came out to a long room filled with iron cells on one side, and a wall dripping with moisture on the other. The smell made her gag; it was mould and excrement and rot mixed into a repulsive concoction. Valeria pushed her past the iron cells as she nodded to a guard sat at a crooked wooden table on the side of the room with the dripping wall. He looked up from picking his nails with his blade.
“Put her in a cell,” Valeria ordered. “The one at the end.”
Reva’s eyes followed Valeria’s gaze along the row of cells to a wooden door set in the stone wall of the tower. There was a barred window the size of a loaf of bread part way up the door. She shivered.
“Right you are, Sister,” said the guard. Reva regarded him for the first time. He was older, perhaps fifty, with grey in his beard and lines etched into his skin. But he moved with ease and held his knife as though he knew how to use it. “Come with me, lass.”
When his fingers wrapped around her arm, Reva shivered again. She tried not to look at those filthy hands touching her. She decided to obey by walking in step with the guard as he led her towards the dark, heavy door at the end of the room. When she turned back, she saw Sister Valeria smiling, and running the length of her whip through her fingers. I have never hated a woman so much as her, Reva thought, and the thought unsettled her.
The guard used two keys to unlock the door, and a heavy bolt to open it. The cell itself was more like a coffin than a room, barely wider than the span of her arms. Her chest was tight again. She could not breathe as the heavy door slammed behind her. She had told herself to stay calm and be brave, but she sank to her knees and sobbed instead.
“I wanted to make a difference,” she said to the cold, stone floor. “I wanted them to be happier.” But she had brought pain to herself instead.
It was there, in an untidy heap on the ground, sobbing and gasping for breath, that she eventually fell into a slumber. She did not know how she fell asleep, only that it must have been caused by pure exhaustion. After all, she was little more than a bag of bones after weeks of travelling through Estala on the run from Prince Stefan’s men, and then working with little food or water until her body hurt all over. She was glad of the sleep, glad that the darkness overtook her and erased her memories, if only for a short while. If only they could be erased forever, because the pain of waking almost made the sleep not worth the respite.
Because the cell was so small, she was not able to lie with her legs straight, and she woke with terrible cramps in her legs, and an ache in her knee joints. She climbed to her feet and circled the small room. Five steps, she thought. Five steps and I have walked the entirety of my cell. At one time her spacious chambers had seemed confining and suffocating; now she knew what true confinement was.
A clanging sound made Reva gasp, and at first she thought the cell door was being opened, but then she saw the glint of light coming through the door, the size of a letter. Through the draw fell a cup of water, spilling on the stones. Her throat was raw and dry. She lurched forward and caught the cup at the last moment, draining the few mouthfuls left in the vessel. Then she snatched the moulding bread from the ground and devoured it, mould and all. An hour later her stomach lurched as if to vomit the contents, but Reva sat and focused her mind until the urge went away.
She sat like that for a long time, doing little but thinking and listening. Sometimes she heard the voices of the guards chatting to each other. Every time the sound of voices drifted up to her cell she expected the door to open and she wrapped her arms around her legs and pressed herself up against the wall, but no one came. Once she overheard a conversation between two guards gossiping about another guard and a Sister. The conversation was crude and explicit, to the point where Reva wondered if it was true. She could not imagine any of the Sisters performing the acts they spoke of, but then before she had been taken to the prison she could not have imagined a Sister killing her handmaid or whipping a child until she bled.
In the dark, solitary cell, Reva found herself falling into a rhythm. She would sit and listen intently to the sounds of chatter when her water and bread fell through the opening in her door. Afterwards, she would fall into an uneasy sleep where she dreamed of the people she once knew: Ammie, Francis, Luca, her parents, even the king. Then she would wake with cramp in her muscles and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, so dry she considered licking the moisture from the stones. After the sleep she would walk her five steps around the cell over and over until she was dizzy. Then she would sit and eventually fall asleep, before hunger gnawed at her belly until the bread came again.
There were times when the cell was so hot she sweated until her tunic was stiff beneath the arms, and then there were times when she was so cold she huddled into a ball and wrapped her arms around her bones for warmth. When a rat came to visit she fed him a crumb from her bread. But when she tried to stroke his dark fur, the rodent crawled back through whatever hole he had emerged from.
At one point Reva played with the tiny slit of light coming from the barred window of her door. She lifted her arms and moved them, watching the light travel over her skin, marvelling at the layers of dirt that caked her. There was little way of knowing time. The light from her door never faded, never extinguished. She had no way of knowing whether the food she received always came at the same time, or whether the guards brought it at their own wont. At one time she tried to count the amount of times the bread and water had been delivered, but she soon lost count. Her thoughts fractured, to the point where she could no longer concentrate on anything for any more than short amount of time.
But she was lucky that at least Ammie would visit. She ran her fingers over Ammie’s chest and marvelled at the job they had done sewing her up and piecing her back together.
“Did it hurt?”
“Oh, no. Well, perhaps for a moment.”
“Did you see your family?”
“Of course. They hugged me and told me that I must come back to you, that you needed me.”
“I always need you, Ammie.”
“But you should not.” Ammie lowered her head and fixed Reva with a penetrating glare. “You should need yourself and yourself alone. Who do you think is going to help you now? Who do you think will rescue you? Who do you think will help you?”
“Why, you, Ammie. Is that not what you always do?”
Ammie shook her head. “Why don’t you fight, Reva? You used to be so good at fighting.”
“I tried. I told them my story. We… we told each other our stories, but look what happened. The Sisters locked me in here. I am dying, I know it. I am wasting away until I will be no more than bones on top of stones. I am fading.”
“No. You are not wasting away. I should know about bones, Reva. You are not yet bones. You know what to do.”
“I do?”
“Yes. You know how to fight. And you know how to be clever.”
Ammie leaned forward and whispered in Reva’s ear.
That was when she heard the sound of the bolt scraping open and a key turning in the lock. The great door was heaved open, and two faces emerged from the doorway. Reva began to cry as Ammie disappeared, leaving her with Sister Valeria and the old guard with the greying beard.
“She’s been talking to herself for hours, that one,” said the guard.
Valeria smiled down at Reva. “It’s time for you to leave, merchant girl.”
A strong hand reached down and pulled Reva up from her armpit. She tried to stand up straight, but her weakened legs buckled beneath her, forcing Valeria to take her weight. Reva realised at that moment that she was crying, and that tears were dripping down her chin.
She cried as they dragged her back up to the guard’s living quarters, and cried when they pulled her out into the bright sunshine that made her screw her eyes shut in pain. She cried as they dragged her through the courtyard, and cried as they dumped buckets of cold water over her and threw a clean tunic at her. She even cried as they took her to the hall and left her to change.
But when Sister Valeria left the hall, Reva stopped crying, because she knew what to do.




Stefan

Sweat soaked his brow and seeped through his jerkin. The Xanti sun emanated its relentless heat, sizzling Stefan’s skin and turning him a shade akin to Brother Mikkel’s potions. He had tried to stay in the shade for as long as he could, but that meant staying away from his generals, and missing out on what they had to say. However, it turned out that they had little to say, at least while they waited for the scouts to return from their mission. Stefan regarded the Shadow Valley with disdain. It was too open, too vulnerable. They had been travelling through it for days and he hated it.
After the death of the merchant, Stefan had sent scouts through the valley to find the rebel camp. They came back with news that his battalion was visible from the foothills of the Ash Mountains and that was too dangerous. All the rebels had to do was climb the highest of the foothills next to great Zean and they would see his entire unit, horses, archers, all of them. Then they would lose their main advantage—surprise. With Brother Mikkel’s approval, they had sat down and figured out a winding path that took them away from sight. It was still somewhat open, but unless the rebels were expecting an attack, they should remain undiscovered. It would add at least three days onto their journey.
His men rested east of the long, open Shadow Valley, between two hills leading up to the Ash Mountains. There they discussed further plans for the attack on the rebel camp. They sent out scouts for a second time, gathering more information on the camp, including numbers. Stefan was anxious to hear what they had to say, but he was confident that the rebels would be ill-prepared. He remembered how his father had annihilated the rebellion when he was a child. There was no chance that the rebels had managed to gain enough strength to defeat his battalion.
“We should travel around the valley between the foothills towards the volcano,” General Coren said. “Take half the men east, half the men west, and approach them in pincer formation.”
“Flank them on both sides with full force,” Tyca agreed.
“What does it matter?” Stefan said with a sigh. “They are underprepared and undermanned. We will beat them no matter what we do.”
But the two generals ignored him and continued their discussion.
“Do not be so sure,” Mikkel said softly.
Stefan had not heard the Brother approach, though his spine straightened when he felt the man’s breath on his neck.
“What are you talking about? We know that they are weak and unorganised. Father beat them back during the rebellion, leaving just dozens. That was four years ago and they have been hiding in this forsaken place all this time. There is not a chance in all the kingdoms that they are at any kind of strength.”
“They are still sorcerers,” Mikkel continued. “And sorcerers are unpredictable. Never assume you will win, my prince, for assumptions are worth less than feathers weigh.”
Stefan rolled his eyes and rubbed at a sore spot on his thumb. Some creature had snuck into his tent last night and pricked his thumb. The bite had not troubled him in his sleep, but now it throbbed and the end was swollen and pink. Mikkel had applied some sort of tincture to the wound but it did little to ease the soreness.
“Fear not, Your Highness,” Mikkel continued. “With the right guidance and the correct approach, you will crush the sorcerers.”
“I am not afraid,” Stefan said, pouting and rubbing his thumb.
“They are here,” spoke General Tyca.
“The scouts? Well, it is about time.” Prince Stefan stepped forward to stand in line with his generals and wait for the two young soldiers to join the camp. They had chosen the youngest and quickest, for the job required travelling by foot and an ability to hide should the enemy come close. Still, the two young men had taken their time.
“Your Highness.” The shortest, a young man of no more than fifteen, with olive skin and dark eyes, bowed to Stefan and waited for the signal to tell his information. “I bring news from the east of the camp. I saw no more than a hundred. Of those, at least thirty of them are old, children or infirm. They have a camp, food, and they are training. I saw young men and women training with sword and shield. And…” The man paused. “I saw their sorcery. Anios protect me, I saw it. It was unholy. They manipulated air to their own will, and created gusts of it to knock others down. I saw a girl change into a dog, and water thrown like a ball.”
“Did you see my brother?” Stefan asked.
“I did not, Your Highness, but I did not go close enough to see faces.”
Stefan turned to the other scout, a tall, wiry young man of nineteen with thin lips and a protruding nose. “And you? What did you see?”
“I saw the same, Your Highness. From the west I saw their animals, little more than a half dozen donkeys. There was a tent with some weapons inside, but I did not see much else that was different. There seemed to have been a fire. One of the tents was burned.”
“A fire.” Stefan rubbed at the bite on his thumb. “And my brother?”
“I am afraid not, Your Highness. But perhaps he is disguised in some way. There were people changing into other beings. It was foul, Your Highness, a crime against Anios.”
“These rebels need wiping out,” General Coren said. “After we find your brother, of course. It may be difficult if there is some sort of disguise. I have heard that Menti can wear the appearance of another. In the same way they shift into an animal, they become another person.”
“We must not be afraid to kill the sorcerers for the sake of keeping my brother alive,” Stefan said. “The king said so himself. My brother does not deserve to live for what he did to Prince Matias, and anyone who thinks otherwise is a traitor.”
The generals silenced and the scouts stared at their feet. Stefan relished the moment of power.
“Now, tell us everything else you learned.”
The two scouts drew maps in the dirt while the generals nodded sagely. Stefan watched Mikkel’s face as his men talked of battle tactics. He held his tongue and decided to let the seasoned generals make all the major decisions.
“I do not like the sound of these powers,” General Tyca said. “They say that one Menti is worth a dozen trained soldiers. It is hogwash, no doubt, but we shall proceed with caution all the same.”
“A few powers will not stop the man who is the embodiment of Anios,” Mikkel said, gazing at Prince Stefan.
“Of course,” the general muttered, his cheeks turning bright red.
Stefan frowned. His men were supposed to be followers of Anios but he could tell that they often feigned their beliefs. He had little love for the two generals, but he needed their expertise on the battlefield.
“Take bread, cheese, wine and whatever we have left from the merchant’s cart to the troops. Water the horses and tell the men to sharpen their blades. We will attack the rebel camp under the night sky and we will not leave any man alive,” Stefan said. General Tyca opened his mouth to speak, but Stefan cut him off. “My brother is no longer a prince and no longer my father’s son. He is a murderer and a Menti. I demand his head.”
“Very well, Your Highness.”
The men bowed to him and hurried off to pass the orders along.
“You must prepare,” Brother Mikkel said. “You will drink the potion and then we will pray to Anios.”
“So be it,” Stefan replied.




Luca

He woke to water pouring over his face, trickling down his nose and into his throat. Luca sat up and coughed, wiping the water from his eyes.
“Thought you might need to cool off,” Geraldo said. “Get up.”
There was no need to change. Luca had fallen asleep in his clothes, which stank of stale smoke. He winced as he pushed his weight onto his feet and a searing pain radiated out from his hands. When he regarded the blistered skin on his hands, the events of the night before came flooding back. He had set fire to Tania’s tent and almost set the entire camp alight.
“That’s right,” Geraldo said. “You are a special kind of idiot. Are you wearing your iron bracelet?”
Luca glanced down at his left wrist and nodded. He had been such a fool coming back from the hills without putting on his bracelet. He knew how important it was to control his powers, and yet he had completely forgotten about it. Still, had he been wearing the bracelet, the mountain lion would have torn out his throat. Perhaps that would have been for the best, he thought.
Brother Axil came bustling into the tent as Geraldo was escorting him out. “Let the boy rest, Geraldo. He is hurt and needs time to heal.”
“And what do you say, Ludo? Are you ready to accept your punishment for being the biggest donkey in the camp?”
“I am fine, Governor,” Luca said. “I deserve to be punished for what I did.”
“For protecting yourself and the camp? I think not!”
Geraldo snorted. “A fine job he did of protecting the camp. He could very well have burned the place to a crisp and us along with it. Step aside, old Brother.”
Geraldo gave Luca a shove but Axil flew at the man.
“You will not lay a finger on the—”
Luca held his breath. Axil could not reveal his true identity. He could not.
Geraldo’s eyes narrowed. “Go on, old man. I cannot lay a finger on whom?”
“A boy so young,” Axil finished, licking his lips nervously.
Geraldo shoved Luca through the opening to the tent and gave him a little kick towards Tania’s burned tent. “I can and I will, if the boy deserves it. Now, Ludo, you’ve got your work cut out, but a few hours should do it. Nico will show you where the supplies are.”
“Wh-what is it you want me to do?” Luca asked.
“What do you think, fool? Build your friend Tania here a new home. The better you build it, the more pleasant her home will be. Think you’re up for the task?”
Luca surveyed the burnt remains of the tent in dismay. The dry grass was blackened, and the mountain lion’s body was little more than a blackened shell of an animal. The smell turned his stomach, bringing to mind the image of his brother’s ashes. But instead of allowing his mind to wander, he steeled himself and thought of making things right with Tania. She did not deserve a home like this. She had done nothing wrong, this was all his doing, and he would rectify it even if he had to work all night to do it.
“Yes, I can do it.”
Geraldo slapped him hard on the back, but for once it did not feel like a threat or derision, it felt almost like respect. Luca bent low and began to clear the debris away from the burned tent. He worked methodically, placing any items that he thought Tania might want to keep in one pile, and the completely destroyed items in another pile. He even moved the remains of the mountain lion away from camp and buried it in the ash-filled soil. All the time he moved, his fresh burns stung. The blisters cracked and bled. Eventually, he became accustomed to cradling the hand with the worst of the burns, while moving debris with his good hand. But when it came to rebuilding Tania’s tent, he needed both hands.
“Let me look at them.” Nico shuffled up to Luca and gestured for Luca to place his hands out in front of him.
“Your father will not like this,” Luca said, sweating from both the pain of his burns and the hot Xanti sun. “He wants me to suffer.” But the pain was so bad that Luca held out his hands anyway. No amount of punishment could hurt as badly as his blistered hands.
“Father sent me,” Nico said. “He isn’t a monster, Ludo.”
Luca thought of that terrible moment in Nico’s tent and shook his head. “Are you sure about that?”
Luca flinched as Nico wrapped his healing hands over his burns. As the boy’s healing powers flowed into his broken skin, he let out a sigh of relief as the pain dissipated. When it was done, Luca realised that Nico had turned pale.
“When the war comes I need to be stronger,” Nico said sadly. “There are thousands of them and a hundred of us. I need to be able to heal us all before we die. Father has seen it.”
Luca turned sharply to the young boy. “He has seen it?”
Nico dragged his sleeve over his sweaty forehead and exhaled. “I am not supposed to tell anyone.”
“So Geraldo has seen the future.”
“A mere glimpse. Why do you think we act as though we are safe here? It’s because Father knows what’s to come. He knows we’re safe in the valleys, but he also knows that war is brewing. No one will attack us here because we have spies in the Golden Bay. If anyone comes to kills us, the spies will warn us or stop them. But when we’re ready, we will face the war that Father has seen, and that is more frightening than any attack on us right now.”
This was worse than he had imagined. If Geraldo had the sight, and had seen a future of war and death, that would be a huge blow to the Menti. Luca was shocked to realise that he cared deeply for this group of rebels, small and disorganised as they were. He looked around at Tania, Win, and Shia. There were young children laughing and throwing themselves into the ash while older men and women went about their daily tasks. He could not let any of these people die. But then, what could he do? He was awful at using his powers, and his sword and shield technique left something to be desired. He was an adequate fighter and a dangerous Menti who would as likely kill his friends as his foe. What could he offer them?
“Did I ask you to build a tent or gossip with my son?” Geraldo’s gruff voice sparked Luca into action, but not before he flashed Nico an apologetic smile.
It turned out that Luca’s tent building skills were as bad as his fire wielding. As he hammered wooden poles into the ground and stretched animal skin over the frame, the tent wobbled and almost collapsed. He eventually managed to stabilise it but the entire structure leaned to the left. Luca regarded it with some disdain before gathering as much rope as he could find to try and pull it further to the right. He had been working on the tent for hours under the hot sun, turning away food with the promise of eating after it was done.
“I can stand leaning to the left, you know,” Tania said with a grin. “Why not give up, Ludo? You’re clearly not cut out for this work.”
Luca bit his lip and turned away. He had wanted to fix his error before Tania saw his pathetic efforts. He had also wanted to deliver a heartfelt apology, but now she was here, the words refused to come, and he felt ridiculous for everything that had happened.
“Did that mountain lion take your tongue in the attack?” Tanis asked, teasing.
“I do not know what to say. I ruined your home, and then I built you a poor alternative.”
Tania tilted her head and gazed into his eyes in a way that somehow did not make him feel uncomfortable. But then she was an expert at making people feel at ease. It was her natural affinity to water, so calm and soothing.
“What were you doing, fire boy?”
“I was practicing, actually,” Luca admitted. “I went up towards Zean where it was secluded. Only… I forgot to put the iron back on when the mountain lion attacked.”
Tania laughed. “You know, no one else has been attacked by a mountain lion since we settled here. You have the worst luck, Ludo. I think that’s what I’ll call you from now on, Ludo the unlucky.”
Luca laughed, but deep down he longed to tell her who he was and where he was from. He hated to lie, especially to Tania and Nico, who had been nothing but welcoming to him since he arrived.
“Do not worry, I will not be using fire like that ever again. I think I have learned my lesson now.”
Tania shook her head. “You are wrong, Ludo the Unlucky. Practicing your fire was the best decision you’ve made since coming here. Be more careful next time. If you’d told me, I could have been there ready to put out your fire.” She pinched him on the chin and smiled broadly when she left.
It was at least five heart-beats before Luca remembered how to move. He shook his head and touched the place on his chin where Tania had touched him. As he managed to use the rope to pull the leaning tent over to the right, he thought of her smile often. He had not thought of a girl’s smile since Reva. It was agreeable, but at times he lost his breath, and his stomach ached with more than hunger.
When the tent was done, Luca stepped back and admired his handiwork. It was not perfect, or attractive, or even straight, but it was the best he could do, and he had worked hard all day. And truth be told, Luca enjoyed the hard work. It is not every day that a prince gets to use his hands to create something, and it is not every day that he builds a home for another person. Perhaps he enjoyed being Ludo more than he enjoyed being Prince Luca Sarinthi.
“That is the ugliest tent I have ever seen,” Geraldo said in his usual growl. “Tired, lad?”
“Yes,” Luca said, mopping his brow with the sleeve of his tunic. He had shed his jerkin partway through the build. Some of the other rebels walked around bare-chested, but Luca did not feel comfortable removing his tunic, so he suffered in the heat. Geraldo himself was naked to the waist. His olive skin glistened with sweat, and his chest was covered in fine, dark-gold hair.
Geraldo tossed him a skin of water. “Your day is not over yet, Ludo. Come with me.”
Luca gulped down the water as he followed Geraldo across the camp. Despite the excitement of the fire, the camp seemed relaxed. Shia’s violet eyes followed him as he moved, changing from Geraldo’s form to Tania’s and then to Luca’s. Geraldo shouted at the boy to stop messing, and he turned back into himself, grinning. Tania had created a ball out of water and was kicking it from her foot to her knee and then letting it roll up and down her arms, leaving glistening water droplets over her skin. She sent a small, playful stream of water in Luca’s direction and giggled behind her cupped hand. Two wolves bounced through the camp. Luca knew one was Win; the other could be Sarya or Hal. Two other rebels practiced sword and shield while Nico built a fire ready to roast a goat for the meal tonight. There were men and women working in the field of crops, children bathing in pails of water, people repairing their homes or performing errands around the camp. Geraldo took him away from all of that. He took him to the trenches dug outside the camp, the place where the rebels came to do the business that all people must do. Luca wrinkled up his nose at the smell.
“Ripe, is it not?” Geraldo asked. He did not so much as turn his head away. Instead, he reached across to a shovel placed in the ground and tossed it to Luca. “Fill them in. Then dig a new trench five yards out. The place is stinking up the camp. The women will be round soon to burn herbs to cover the smell.”
Before Luca could open his mouth, Geraldo was gone, his broad back swaying with his powerful gait. Luca shook his head. He should not have thought that his punishment would be as meagre as rebuilding Tania’s home. Of course not. Geraldo was not a man to treat such stupidity lightly. Even though Luca’s muscles ached and he was out of water, he picked up the shovel and began filling in the putrid trenches, trying his best to breathe through his mouth. The job was time-consuming, and by the time Nico started serving up the goat, Luca was filthy from mud and had blisters on his fingers. He stopped to watch the rest of the camp eating their food around the fire. But shortly after, he sighed and continued on with his task. Even as the sun was setting he dug and dug the trenches.
It was Axil who brought him food and water. Luca had a short section of trench left to dig, and the excrement had now been safely covered. He was dirty, especially his hands, and he had a sick feeling in his stomach that not all of the dirt covering his skin was mud, but even so, he ate everything Axil brought for him, stopping only at sucking the meat juices from his fingers. Instead, he wiped his hands on his breeches.
“You have worked hard today,” Axil noted. “I am not sorry for it. This kind of work is good for you. It clears the mind and it strengthens the body. It was harsh, but it is fair, and you will be better for it.”
Luca nodded in agreement. He had barely thought of Matias all day and he did feel better, at peace for once.
“You did not do anything wrong, Luca,” Axil said. He spoke quietly so that the camp would not hear him call Luca by his real name, but the camp were too far away and too concerned with drinking wine to hear anyway. “It was admirable to want to learn your powers. You are taking steps towards becoming a better man and a better Menti.”
Axil patted Luca on the shoulder and returned to the camp, leaving Luca wondering if a Menti was still a man, or if a Menti was different. Perhaps it did not matter so much. He was a Menti but he still had the same parts of a man. He had a heart and a stomach and blood inside him. He knew little of his powers or where they came from—some said that man mated with magic in ancient times—but his powers did not seem so evil now. They were not what the Enlightened called evil or cruel; they were not good either. They were tools, and it depended on the man to wield them to either good or evil. The thought comforted him as he completed the last of his trench.
But instead of walking back to the camp, he turned towards the great volcano and thought of the previous night where he had used the fire from inside his body. He was exhausted tonight, but maybe that would be a good thing. Maybe it would help him learn to control the extensive powers within. He glanced back at the camp below, and for a forlorn moment wondered if any of them would notice if he disappeared. They seemed content with each other. He was on the outside looking in. Of course Axil would search for him. Tania and Nico would, too; Geraldo would probably be pleased. Luca did not seriously contemplate it, but he wondered again what it would be like to slip away into the dark. Instead, he decided to climb the tallest of the foothills to sit and watch the others as they danced and drank the night away.
It was a stunning night, with stars shining brightly above. The outline of Zean was a large dark triangle shape cutting through the glow of the moon. Luca could see for miles when he reached the top, and he saw all the glittering fires below. Too many fires.
Luca’s blood ran cold. There were more than camp cookfires spread across the foothills, there were torches moving towards them from the Shadow Valley. He turned left and right, to see more torches heading in all directions. An army, he thought, moving too fast to be an infantry. The king has sent a cavalry unit to kill me.
He did not think then. He ran. The pleasant breeze slapped him hard in the face as he stumbled down the hill. His lungs ached, he ran so hard. And this time, he did not set a home on fire. Instead, he shouted as loud as he could.
“Attackers! They mean to attack! A cavalry! An army. They are here. They are here!”




Reva

It would not be easy, but she was prepared to work hard. There was a good chance she could fail, but the chance was one she was willing to take. She would need to convince the other women in the prison, but she was confident she could. Apart from one, anyway.
But first, she needed a confidante. She needed someone on her side, and that person was the only girl she could trust. Karine. The girl sat and listened to her with wide eyes. Then Karine was quiet, contemplating all that Reva had said. They had waited until the others were asleep, and then Reva had whispered all of her ideas into Karine’s ear, so close that her lips brushed the girl’s ear lobe. Reva found herself holding her breath while she waited for Karine to respond. And then it came, the nod, barely visible in the dark light of the hall.
“I’ll help you. I’ll help us.”
The next day, as they cleaned out the pigsty together, Reva and Karine watched the rest of the prisoners go about their chores for the day. Occasionally, Reva would nod discreetly towards a girl and Karine would offer her opinions: “too grouchy,” “too suspicious,” “too timid.”
In order for Reva’s plan to work, they needed a girl from the kitchens to help them. Two days before, as Valeria had left her sobbing in the prison hall, Reva had walked up to the great door of their prison and examined every part of it. For once, she was alone in the hall, and she had the opportunity to go unnoticed. With her red, swollen eyes, she saw what it was she was looking for, and then she sat down on the straw and thought about what she needed to do.
Karine was a start—a good start—but Reva had always known that Karine would help her. She had always been a good judge of character, and Karine struck her as a girl with a good heart. Besides, anyone who prattled out whatever silly thought came into their head was not exactly a closed book. It was the others she was worried about, so she decided to start small. First, they needed a trustworthy girl from the kitchens; then she would test the water with the others. There was a lot that could go wrong and they needed to move quickly, but Reva was determined to tread carefully. Thoroughly.
“It is no good. We cannot trust any of them.” Reva took her frustration out on the muck, sweeping it away vigorously.
“I know what to do,” Karine said. Reva leaned towards Karine, while sweeping at the same time. The girls did not look at each other for even a second. They had become adept at whispering secrets while working. “We go to Lottie. She works in the towers and knows the women in the kitchens. She might even be able to go in there herself.”
Reva nodded. “Very well. Tonight we speak to Lottie.”
Reva felt a thrill work its way down her back. Parts of her plan were coming together, she could feel it. But still, her arms shook with nerves as she pushed the cart out of the courtyard towards the crop fields that extended out past the prison gates. She eyed the guards standing by the portcullis of the gate. There were two lookout spots on top of the prison wall. On each spot stood a guard watching everything that went on in the courtyard and beyond. Reva’s eyes dropped to her feet.
Even with the stench of pig muck rising from the cart, she appreciated the freshness of the northern air. She had come to love it, almost. She turned back, to glance at the imposing sight of the Tasme Mountains north of the camp, then she looked to the haunted Dourwood Forest to the south. She stared at the forest for so long that she hit a stone on the path and almost upended her cart. She paused to catch her breath before continuing on. The long period of isolation in the tiny cell had weakened her body but not her mind. Reva straightened her back and went over her plan one more time.
Much of it hinged on one assumption, which she prayed was true. Sister Mellie—the Sister in charge of the running of the kitchen—was an older woman in her sixties with a mind that was slowly unravelling. All the prisoners gossiped about how Mellie misplaced her wooden spoons. Once, Reva had found one in the chicken coop, and another time, one of the fieldworkers found a spoon hanging from an olive tree. There were rumours that Mellie cooked buttons and coins into the loaves of bread. Therefore, Mellie would not notice if a certain utensil went missing from the kitchens.
Reva was sent to the mill in the afternoon, where she spent hours grinding grain into flour and bagging it into sacks. Karine was sent elsewhere, perhaps to the guard tower or the animal enclosures or out in the fields. Reva went through everything in her mind. On a daily basis, the prison was split into different work areas. A group of fifteen to twenty prisoners went out into the fields with five guards and three Sisters. The tower and living quarters of the Sisters had another ten prisoners cleaning clothes and chambers and working in the kitchens. Three Sisters and a guard watched over them. Then there were another ten to twelve prisoners working in the animal enclosures and courtyard, where four Sisters and five guards walked up and down. A group of five worked in the olive grove, with two Sisters and a guard, and ten in the mill, with one guard and a Sister. Every prisoner walked with restrictive chains on their ankles, stopping them from running. Every guard carried a sword, and every Sister carried a whip and a dirk.
Somehow, Reva had to trick every guard and every Sister in the camp, including eagle-eyed Valeria, who had a habit of following her around the courtyard when she was moving pig muck or collecting eggs. Reva could tell when Valeria was watching her, because her skin prickled in the same way it had when she had almost turned into whatever monster her Menti power transformed her into. Valeria was Ammie’s screams and Karine’s wounds. She was cruelty itself, and her presence brought bile up from Reva’s stomach. Her mother used to say people got what they asked out of life, but Reva was not sure if that was true anymore.
That night, after their regular meal of broth and stale bread, Reva sat close to Lottie and whispered her message. As they made their way back to the hall, standing in a line so that the Sisters could count them, Reva checked for Rosa. She knew that Rosa was a significant threat to her plan. She had to make sure that the girl was ignorant to what she was doing. But Rosa acted as she always did, as an outsider.
Lottie came to her that night and lay on the straw between her and Karine. It was through quiet whispers that they told her the plan, and, like Karine, Lottie was quiet afterwards.
Eventually, Lottie cupped her hand over Reva’s ear and whispered, “I’ll get it for you.”
Reva grasped Lottie’s hand with her heart pumping. It was beginning.
The next day, Reva ensured she was the last to leave for breakfast by pretending to oversleep and then fiddling with her ankle chains until the others left. Some of the prisoners wound footwraps around their ankles to prevent the chains from rubbing. She did that now, bundling the linens up and over her feet. When the others had left, including Rosa, Reva stuffed more of the linens underneath her patch of straw. The linens were replenished each morning and a small amount of stock was kept in their hall until they were locked in at night, when one of the Sisters would take them away. It was bold to steal linens, but Reva had watched Rosa and the Sisters carefully over the weeks she had been there. While they tended to count the number of tunics folded on the shelves, the footwraps were often bundled together to save time. She knew that if she took just a few at a time, the Sisters would not notice. After all, the linens were short and weak. Their uses were limited. However, Reva had an idea to overcome that issue.
She managed just one heel of bread that morning, but adrenaline kept her going throughout the day anyway. There was little else to do but wait until Lottie helped them in the kitchen. Karine offered small smiles of encouragement throughout the day, but they both knew that their hopes were pinned on Lottie. Reva walked a knife’s edge until evening. Even the slightest commotion had her startled. Her bones almost leapt out of her skin when a young prison girl smashed a plate as they ate their broth that night. When Reva collapsed onto her straw, she felt beneath for the linens. They were still there. Then Lottie lay down beside her and pressed a cold implement into her hand. Reva’s heart skipped a beat. She got it.
When the others were asleep, Reva, Lottie, and Karine whispered their plans behind cupped hands. They had the bare bones, now they needed to lay the flesh. It would start with the leader of each work party. In the structure of the prison, there was no official leader for each party, but it usually happened that the oldest or most experienced of the prisoners became the natural leader for the rest. For the kitchen and tower cleaners, that happened to be Lottie. For the courtyard and animal enclosure workers, it was a thickset woman called Iva. For the field and olive grove workers, that person was Oona. It was agreed that Karine would speak quietly to Iva, and Reva would work on Oona.
The next morning, Karine was the last to join the others for breakfast, while Reva kept an eye on both Sister Valeria and Rosa. It was better this way. Valeria and Rosa were suspicious of Reva, while Karine slipped by unnoticed. Only Reva saw Karine hurry out of the great hall and to the back of the queue, her face and neck bright red. Reva prayed Karine would calm herself before accepting the morning bread and water from the Sisters.
There was a sombre mood in the prison today. The Sisters had been working the prisoners harder than ever. One of the oldest of the women—a woman in her seventies called Alis—had collapsed after a long day and been dumped in the prison hall by the Sisters. Reva and Lottie had laid damp linens on her forehead when they could, but the woman was weak. Lottie worked with her lips in a tight line, which made Reva worry that Alis would not make it. If Alis did not recover, it would be the first casualty since Reva joined the prison, though the others spoke of previous deaths. The most common cause of death was exhaustion after being worked long and hard by the Sisters. The young and hardy coped with the harsh regime, but the older and weaker soon struggled.
That was exactly why Reva’s plan needed to work, though she suspected it was too late for Alis.
Reva was a bundle of nerves as she pushed her cart out to the fields. She knew little about Oona and they rarely had a conversation. Sister Laurie stood chatting with one of the guards, barely paying attention to the prisoners. That was a stroke of luck. Reva thought back to that moment in the solitary cell when the guards had talked of relations between the Sisters and the guards; maybe there was some truth in it. Whatever the reason, it made it easier for Reva to sidle up to Oona as the woman oversaw the emptying of her manure cart.
As the other prisoners busied themselves with emptying the cart, she spoke quietly to the woman. “If I needed your support, would I have it?”
Oona was not a woman to cross. She was tough. Four years she had been in the prison, and she had survived that long by working hard, keeping out of trouble, and staying out of Sister Valeria’s way. Reva knew all of that from what Lottie had told her, but she hoped there was still a desire for a different life inside Oona. She hoped, and she prayed, that she was making the right decision to include her in the plans.
“What support?”
Reva swallowed as she avoided Oona’s penetrating green eyes. “Will the others follow you when the time comes?”
“What time?”
“Just answer me yes or no.”
Oona’s eyes narrowed for a moment, and then they flicked up to Sister Laurie standing with the guard. She lifted a foot, unshod, covered in filthy linens. There was dried blood on her toes and around the iron shackles. Reva saw the woman contemplating her words and realised that she understood.
“I will. If you’re smart enough to plan this.”
Reva exhaled. She glanced across at Sister Laurie and the prisoners but none of them had heard. They had not said anything explicit, but even the slightest hint of a plan would be enough to ignite any of the Sister’s suspicions.
“I am. Thank you.”
Reva joined the other prisoners to help shovel the manure onto the fields, then she pushed her empty cart back to the courtyard. She spent the rest of the afternoon clearing out the chicken coop and collecting eggs to take to the kitchen. There, Lottie nodded and smiled at her. Reva could see the bright shine on Lottie’s eyes, and the slight flush on her cheeks. The plan was coming together. Reva’s stomach fluttered like bees trapped in a jar as she finished off her chores for the day. Since she had decided on the course of action she was going to take, she had actively attempted to regain her strength, which meant eating and drinking as much as she could, taking breaks whenever she dared, and sleeping well. The latter was the hardest. Her nightmares had calmed, but she was constantly too excited to sleep through the night. She usually ended up staying up late to whisper plans with Lottie and Karine.
That night, Lottie brought another stolen item from the kitchen, which Reva hurriedly hid beneath the straw, which was already padded out with linens. This was the last item they needed, and the most difficult to conceal. It meant that they would have to carry out the plan tomorrow night, and they had to make sure it all went smoothly. Reva thought of the guards who stood sentry on the prison wall next to the gate with some trepidation. Then she began to tie the linens together, weaving a strong rope.
The next morning, Reva whispered in Oona’s ear, Karine went to Iva, and Lottie spoke to her kitchen and tower staff. No one was to tell Rosa. In fact, Reva worked closer to Rosa than she ever had before, finding excuses to move to and from the courtyard to the fields to check that the girl was busy with her work and oblivious to what was happening in the camp. Each time she expected Sister Valeria’s hard hand to grasp her by the shoulders and pull her off to the cell in the dungeon again.
But those hands did not clasp her bony shoulders. Rosa did not look up from her work. Valeria was occupied with chastising another weak girl struggling with her work. Reva balled her fists and continued on. She thought about her plan to stop herself interfering; she thought about the guards on the wall and the chains on their ankles and the things she was asking of Lottie and Karine. It would all be worth it. She hoped. It would stop Valeria from bullying these girls. But the guards… she worried about them. There were some guards that worried her more than others.
Their nightly broth tasted of nothing. The prisoners walked slowly to the prison hall, all in silence, and waited patiently for the Sisters to count them as they filed into their chamber. Reva walked over to her bundle of straw and tried to calm her pounding heart. Close the door, she thought. Close the door and leave. She glanced back at Karine, who had moved behind Rosa without Rosa knowing. You can do this, Karine. She smiled at the girl with the honey hair, the girl who was every bit as brave and loyal as Ammie. No. Reva closed her mind against that last thought. Karine would not end up like Ammie.
Her heart thundered in her ears as the thick door dragged along the ground and came to a close. There was the sound of the draw bar dropping into place, and the prisoners let out a sigh of relief. Reva waited until she heard a muffled cry followed by a thump, then she took out her hidden treasures from under her straw and hurried back. It was dark and she bumped into other women, but they guided her to where Karine had hold of Rosa. Together they gagged and bound the girl. Rosa squirmed and screamed through her gag, but it was nothing but a muffle. They dragged her to the back of the hall so any guards outside would not hear her.
Reva crouched low next to Alis. The older woman was still suffering from exhaustion. “We are escaping the prison. I want to take you with us—”
“Oh, leave an old crone like me behind,” she said with a croaky laugh. “I’ll be watching this one.” She cocked her head towards Rosa. “And making sure she shuts her fat mouth. Pull me over to her, will you?”
Reva and Lottie lifted the old woman and carried her towards Rosa. They set her down carefully, and propped her back against the wall.
“Thank you,” Reva said.
When she turned her back on Alis, Reva’s stomach lurched. But they all knew that they could not take Alis with them. It hurt to leave someone behind and, absurdly, Reva thought of kings and how they made decisions to benefit the realm as a whole at the expense of the few. She took a deep breath, and recovered the stiff iron ladle from behind the linen cabinet.
“Are you ready, Lottie?” Reva asked.
The girl nodded. Reva strode across the hall, almost tripping over the bundles of straw. She saw the glint of the knife in Karine’s hand. They were the two items Lottie had stolen from the kitchen. The ladle was easy. It was no great stretch that Sister Mellie could misplace a ladle, but the knife was another matter. It was not the first knife to be stolen from the kitchens. The prisoners often gossiped about plucky prisoners cut down by the guards after attempting to escape with a knife in their hand. Reva knew that Sister Mellie was easy enough to fool, but she imagined the other Sisters checked the kitchen for utensils such as knives. They had a small window in which to utilise their advantage. And it started now.
Reva pressed her ear to the door. Over the last few weeks, she had spent a lot of time asking the right questions and listening at the right time. She had long suspected the guards were more concerned with the courtyard gate than they were the gate to their chambers. That was because the guards—and the Sisters—figured that the prisoners would not be able to travel far beyond their sleeping quarters, and they were right. But Reva had an idea to overcome that weakness.
She listened intently, her heart the loudest sound as it thrummed in her ears. There was nothing. No movement, no sound whatsoever.
“The guard has gone,” she said. “They are eating supper in the tower.”
That was another part of her plan. Each night, as the Sisters closed the door and left them in darkness, Reva had counted the seconds in her mind. She figured out that it was mere minutes after the doors shut that the sound of laughter came from the towers, sometimes accompanied with music. That was when the Sisters and the guards took their supper. That was when they were the most vulnerable. Reva knew there had not been an escape attempt for a number of years. The occasional prisoner made a run for it in the fields, but they were underprepared and always fell at the Dourwood Forest, only to be cut down by a guard. The guards and the Sisters were so confident they had thought of everything that they had become complacent, and Reva was ready to take advantage of that complacency.
Satisfied they had picked the correct moment, Reva lifted her head and felt along the edge of the door. There. The rusting hinge at the bottom of the door. She jammed the handle of the heavy ladle against the lip of the hinge and worked it. She pressed so hard that when it gave way, she fell forward and hit her head on the frame. But it hardly hurt one little bit. She brushed the bruise with her fingers, and set to work on using the ladle on the second hinge. This one was tighter, but she was able to use the slight give gained from removing the first hinge to get the handle of the ladle into the slither of a gap between the hinge and the wood. But once it was there, the ladle was stuck. Reva was not strong enough to prise open the hinge. She pushed and pulled but the hinge would not budge.
“Let me help, Raina,” Karine said.
The two girls put all their weight into the operation, and at one point, when the solid iron handle bent slightly, Reva was convinced the ladle would snap. But it did not. It held, and the hinge worked its way out of the wood. Reva smiled, and wiped sweat from her forehead. They had removed two of the three hinges from the door, but there was still the draw bar on the outside to consider. It was a heavy, iron bar that rested on two holders on the outside of the door. But Reva had an idea for dealing with it. First, it meant pushing the door to the right, which she directed Karine to do, then she had to slide the handle of the ladle through the gap between the frame and the door, wiggling it little by little until it rested beneath the heavy iron bar. Then she had to try and lift the bar up, which was not going to be easy.
Reva thought of the guards and the Sisters eating their supper in the guard towers. They would not be in there all night. At some point, at least one guard would come to check on them, and they had much to do yet. The sweat rolled down between her shoulder blades as she pushed the ladle upwards. Karine was joined by Lottie and another girl as they hoisted the door as far as it would go while still bolted on the outside. Reva pushed the ladle up, and finally the bar began to move. She heard the scrape of iron against iron as the metal bar moved up. She gave it one last push and the bar slipped out of its hold, loosening the door. It was still locked on the right side of the door, but they had released the bolt, and taken out two of the three hinges on the door. Now they needed to open the door wide enough to let one of them out. Someone small. Lottie.
This was the part Reva was dreading. She gestured for Karine to give Lottie the knife and then looked at the small girl.
“Are you ready?” Reva asked.
Lottie nodded. Her eyes were steel and stone, hard and grey. She squared her shoulders, ready for the next part of the plan. Reva, Karine, and several other girls pushed the bottom of the door until it twisted far enough for Lottie to squeeze through. Then they let the door move back into place. Reva twisted the ladle in her hand—it was now scraped and bent from the work—and began to pace the short space in front of the barn door. Her hands and face were filthy with dust and there were splinters sticking out of her skin. She busied herself with digging out the splinters and tried not to think about Lottie out there on her own.
“What happens now?” asked one of the other girls. The voice came from the centre of the throng of prisoners, hidden by the night shadows.
“We wait for Lottie to return,” Karine said. “She’s creating a distraction.”
“We wait for now,” Reva said. “Then we escape this forsaken prison. When we get out there, we stick together as much as we can, but if any of us are separated, we head for the beaches, do you understand? Get to the beaches on the coast. If you do not find the group, stay away from the Market Road and any of the larger towns. The Sisters will come looking for us, I know they will. Use your wits and stay safe.”
A murmur ran through the group until Reva shushed them. She needed to listen at the door. She tried to pull the door away from its frame so she could see into the courtyard, but aside from the dim light of braziers in the distance, she saw nothing. Reva returned to digging out her splinters, and when she was done with them, she bit at her fingernails.
She had moved onto her second hand when she heard the shout. It did not come from Lottie, that much she knew. It was the sound of a guard shouting, though Reva did not know to whom he shouted. Shortly after the shout, footsteps sounded, approaching the door at a fast pace. Reva held her breath as a key scraped the lock. Reva and the others took a step back. Reva held the ladle aloft as heat spread from her chest to her jaw. Her palms were sweaty and she feared she might drop her meagre weapon, but she had the others to think about. She must strike the guard hard and true to give them a chance to get out.
When the wood of the door grated against the floor, she raised the ladle even higher, poised to bring it down against their foe. Light flooded the hall, and for a heartbeat she was near blinded, but then she saw the long, fine hair of a girl haloed by the bright blaze outside. Lottie stepped into the hall.
“We must go now,” she said. “It’s done.” She lifted an iron ring fitted with keys. “And I stole this while I was out there.
Reva peeked past her friend to see the cause of the light, and she smiled. Lottie had done it. She had set fire to the storehouse, and all the guards and Sisters were running to save their goods.




Luca

Geraldo’s voice boomed over the sound of frightened people scurrying through the camp. Luca stood in the centre and watched men hurry to the weapons tent, pulling mail and leather armour over loose tunics. The women scooped up their children and looked to their husbands. But Geraldo kept a cool head. He gave orders to the non-Menti women, children, and elders—anyone too old to swing a sword—to run towards Zean. They were to go as high as they possibly could, high enough that a horse could not reach them, and to take food and water with them. All others were to arm themselves. Luca finally snapped out of his fugue, and hurried towards the weapons tent for sword, shield, and armour.
Tania was already there. She was the one who thrust a hauberk in his direction, and boiled leather armour for him to don. It was all ill-fitting and loose, but it was better than nothing. He took a plain sword that was light and sharp enough, and a large heater shield painted in black but scraped and chipped from use.
“So the king’s men have come for us,” Tania said as she practiced her water magic in the palm of her hand. “We will show them how the Menti fight!”
But Luca’s chest tightened when he saw Tania’s wide, excited grin. He had heard Matias’s tales of war, and there was no honour in the things he told him. Matias had seen men begging for their lives, honourable soldiers hacking at yielding men, and the way common folk were abused after the battle was won. Luca was not excited about the prospect of fighting his father’s men. He despised the thought that people would die. People he respected.
Tania grasped his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Ludo. Now is the time for you to use your powers once and for all. There is no need to worry about burning down the camp now. It’s time to loose all you have on the men who have come to kill us. You must do it. I will be here to help you.”
Luca gripped his sword as they left the tent and joined Geraldo in the centre of the camp. They were outnumbered, Luca knew, and that frightened him. Nico hurried around the camp lighting braziers and torches—otherwise they had only the moon to guide them. Axil came to Luca’s side.
“Time to remove the bracelet, my prince,” Axil said.
Geraldo overhead the word ‘prince’ and narrowed his eyes at Luca, but he did not say anything about it. Luca stared down at the iron bracelet around his wrist. He knew the old man was right, but it was still hard for him to remove the band. But he did, and he gave it to Axil for safekeeping.
The first wave came from the east. Luca watched the unit crest the hill and wait. At first, he wondered if they were waiting for them to attack, but then the rain of arrows began to fall.
“Jossa!” Geraldo yelled.
A wiry boy with dark skin stepped forward and raised his hands. Luca had seen him around the camp and was aware of his powers, but he had never seen them in full force like this. The arrows were swept away with a wave of his hand, sending them scattering towards the tents instead. Luca was awed by the power of Jossa’s retaliation. It sent a backdraft of strong wind into his face, whipping up the ashes around them.
But the archers were ready for more. Another set of arrows came hurtling at the camp, forcing Jossa to use his powers again. As the arrows were blown away at the command of Jossa, an infantry began to make its way down the hill towards them. Luca gripped the hilt of his sword and swallowed nervously. This was his first taste of battle, and adrenaline coursed through his veins. The faces of the soldiers came into view. They were all Estala-born, he knew that, with the same olive-tinged skin as his own and the chiselled cheekbones of underfed foot soldiers. There was a growl by his side as two large wolves padded next to him. One must be Win; the other could be Iggy or maybe Bea, still young, but fearsome in their wolf form.
“Attack!” Geraldo cried, and they ran as a unit towards the soldiers.
The wolf next to him leapt into the air, knocking a small soldier onto his back. Luca parried a blow, and hit his foe squarely in the chest with his shield, barely in time to dodge another blow. He spun on his heel and turned to face his attacker. The man was older than some of the others in the infantry—he must have been thirty, maybe more—and his eyes widened with recognition when he saw Luca advance with his sword held high. But the man did not turn and run, nor did he fight with purely defensive blows. He came at Luca with the full force of his sword, aiming for his head and chest.
Luca realised in that moment that the king had ordered his death. The soldier had recognised him and went for the kill anyway. Luca dodged a blow and swung his sword, slicing through the man’s throat. He turned away at the point of death and continued through the battlefield with blood splattered across his armour.
He felt a sudden surge of panic run through his body, but he quelled it by concentrating on his foe. He blocked with his shield, stabbed with his sword. The piece of steel was more a part of him that it had ever been before. His body followed the footwork he had learned in training without so much as a conscious thought, yet the fight was unlike anything he had experienced before. The blows were harder, scrappier, and often knocked him off balance. One sword caught his arm, slicing into his flesh, yet he hardly felt it. He was lucky enough to move out of the path of a blow that might have taken his head, by stumbling after blocking a different soldier with his shield.
Tania appeared at his side—her sword coated in blood—and a jet of water pulsed through the unit, knocking enemy soldiers to the ground. She cut through a man on his way to attack Luca and nodded at him with a smile.
“Get back, Ludo,” Tania instructed.
Luca hurried to stand behind her, and watched as Tania created a mighty wave that crashed through the infantry, knocking the soldiers to the ground. Then, Luca and Tania hurried back to the other rebels as a second attack came from the west. This time, the king’s cavalry approached the camp, galloping down a steep slope to join them in the valley.
The cavalry archers loosed their arrows, but by now Jossa’s powers were diminished. He managed to knock less than half away on this attempt. The others pelted the Menti, and Luca watched in horror as a wolf was knocked down. Axil took an arrow to the arm. Luca’s heart twisted when he saw the pinched expression of pain on the old man’s face. He had been brave to fight, and Luca had seen the Brother of the Enlightened swing his sword as well as any fighter, but his place was not on the battlefield.
“You must go to the healers,” Luca told his mentor. “Nico will heal you.”
But the old man grasped Luca on the shoulder and said, “Today you will use your powers, Luca. The Menti cannot survive without you.”
“Come, let us go to the infirmary tent.” Luca began to lead Brother Axil away, but an enemy soldier ran at them. Luca parried the blow and cut him down. A heartbeat later, a riderless horse galloped into his path. He staggered back, colliding with Tania, and Axil hurried away. Luca watched his Governor enter Nico’s tent with a sigh of relief before he turned back to the battle with a pattering heart. The cavalry were cutting through the Menti fighters with ease. Tania managed to unhorse several of the fighters, the wolves attacked with ferocity, and he had seen Shia transform himself into the faces of the enemy as he whirled through the battlefield, stabbing men while wearing their own face. But the numbers were not in their favour.
Luca saw Geraldo in trouble. He had been set upon by three enemy soldiers, and though the man was strong enough to take on two men, the third was advancing with his sword ready to plunge into his back. Luca hurried towards the fight, met the soldier’s steel with his own, and pushed the man off balance before running him through the belly with his sword. Geraldo dealt with his two attackers before turning to Luca.
“That was well done.” Geraldo’s eyes turned towards the cavalry. “We need something done about them. Use your powers.”
“What if I hit our men?”
“They will follow me. I will pull them away from the main fight.”
Before Luca could reply, he was distracted by an attack from a wild-eyed young man screeching his way through the battle. The soldier was covered almost head to toe in blood, dirt, and ashes. Luca managed to get his shield up in time, but the young soldier hit the wood so hard a large chunk was cut from the centre, and the blow pushed him back onto the ground. Luca rolled to the left as the aggressive soldier aimed his sword for his throat. He was half-risen and on his knees when he raised his sword to meet another blow. Luca realised that his opponent was a far better fighter than he, and Geraldo was busy taking on a soldier on horseback. Tania had her hands raised, a stream of water pushing the enemy forces back. The ground was slick from Tania’s water, and as Luca tried to get to his feet he slipped in the mud.
The soldier pushed his sword down towards Luca, using all of his weight to push the blade towards Luca’s throat. It would take one enemy soldier to realise he was vulnerable and the fight would be over. Matias always said you did not spar in a battlefield, you stabbed, hacked, unarmed your foe, and moved on. You did not stop and fight just one opponent, especially if you were a prince, because there would always be someone waiting to stab you in the back. The battle ends when the army commander dies. Or, in this case, the battle would end when the wanted party—Luca—was killed.
But Luca did not want to die, and he especially did not want to die on his knees in the mud. He manoeuvred his weight to the left, pushing the soldier’s sword away in the process, and rolled away from his opponent. Then he leapt to his feet and attacked the soldier while he was off balance. Steel sang against steel until the boy landed a blow with his shield, winding Luca. He almost fell to his knees, but forced strength back into his body, dodging a blow from the right, narrowly missing an arrow, and getting his shield up as another blow came down. Screaming a battle-cry, he charged forward, shoving the shield against the boy. When he plunged his steel into the flesh of his enemy, a surge of hatred, fear, and frustration spread through him all at once. The boy’s wild eyes glazed over at the moment of death. Luca emptied his stomach on the patchy grass beside him. His knees began to weaken, and it was only when a hand grabbed hold of his arm and pulled him up that he regained his balance.
“Ludo!” yelled Geraldo. “Ludo!”
Luca was lost in those wide eyes, eyes he had watched glaze over as the boy—such a good foe, an honourable challenger—had died. A hand struck him hard around the face. For a moment, he thought he saw Matias standing before him, but then he remembered that he had killed Matias as well. He was a killer.
“Luca!”
This time the voice came from a distance, almost floating over the battlefield screams. He blinked, trying to get his eyes to focus as the blurring figures blazed through the camp, covered in blood and fire. He blinked again and saw an overturned brazier on the ground, and fire-arrows flying through the air. How long had the battle been going? It was still the dead of night, and the sky was a cloak of darkness, but there was light around him. He realised with a jolt that the tents were on fire.
“Did I do it?” Luca asked.
“No,” Geraldo said. “They are loosing fire arrows at us. Look, there sits the leader with their archers over on the hill.”
Luca stared up towards the hill Geraldo was pointing at. “I should go to them.”
“What madness are you speaking?”
“I should go. I am their prince.”
Screams sounded through the camp. Luca wanted nothing more than to block them out. Perhaps if the cloak of darkness could fall a little lower… At least then he would not see…
“They are here for me,” he said. “I could have stopped this. I should have stopped this.”
“Aye, well, none of that matters anymore. Whoever you are, you’re a Menti now, which means you’re one of us.”
“No,” Luca said. He pulled free from Geraldo’s grasp and staggered through the camp towards the men on the hill. “No, I must go to them.” He stared up at the shadowy figures waiting for him. There was a unit of archers and a man sat atop a horse flanked by more soldiers. Geraldo was right, the archers had stayed with their commander, a man who was not fighting with his men. But who was it? Who would the king send to kill him? And who would sit on the hill and not fight with the rest of the soldiers? Who was important enough not to risk his life?
Luca knew immediately who it was. There was one logical option. His brother: Stefan.




Stefan

Brother Mikkel lifted the torch higher. From his position on the hill overlooking the Menti camp, Stefan could see the battle in its throes. The Menti had fought well against the attack from the east, but their blasphemous powers were fading against his cavalry, and now his men had set fire to their camp. Many of the Menti were rushing around like fools trying to put the fire out.
But more than anything, Stefan wanted to see his brother. He wanted to gaze upon his face as he died. But try as he might, he could not see his brother’s face in the dark, and Brother Mikkel had insisted that the prince not join the fray. Though Stefan saw the merit in him not joining the battle—he was the heir to the throne in Estala, after all—there was part of Stefan that wanted to bloody his sword. Perhaps then his men would finally respect him like they used to respect Matias. His older brother always fought alongside his own men, though Matias was something of a trusting idiot. That was why Matias was dead.
“They are outnumbered and weakening,” Brother Mikkel said triumphantly. “You will need to reward your generals when we give word to your father of this great victory.”
“It is not a victory until my brother is dead,” Stefan said. “I will not rejoice until I am brought his head.” Stefan gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on his reins. The horse danced beneath him, agitated and eager for battle.
“Loose!” called General Tyca, and another round of fire-coated arrows rained down on the camp below.
“They tire,” Mikkel said. “They barely shifted the arrows this time. I can see only one wolf now. The water wielder has almost come to a stop after turning the camp into a mud-filled cesspool, and the rest are little more than necromancers.”
Stefan had seen a man change his skin into another man’s skin, a girl change into a wolf, and several of his own men had stabbed themselves with some kind of mind control trick. There was a young Menti throwing weak fireballs at his men, but he had seemed too short to be his brother, though they were a distance away and the evening was dark. It was possible that one was Luca. Stefan hoped the boy dead. That was his one wish out of all of this.
“There is a man approaching, Your Highness. Shall I send soldiers to deal with him? Perhaps the Menti want to parley?” General Tyca said.
“Lift the torch. I wish to see his face,” Prince Stefan commanded.
A shiver ran down Stefan’s spine. He knew, with almost complete certainty, that the man approaching would be Luca. He leaned forward across his horse’s neck to get a good look at the man. The figure was in shadow for an agonising amount of time before the flickering torch finally lit his face. It was him.
“Let him approach,” Stefan said, sliding down from his saddle.
“Your Highness, it is Prince Luca!” Mikkel said. The Brother stepped in front of Stefan and blocked his path. “We know nothing of the boy’s powers. There is evidence to suggest he is a powerful Menti—”
“Out of my way, Brother Mikkel. I wish to see my brother.” I wish to see him dead. “Archers, your new target is the prodigal Prince Luca! Await my command. Nock!”
The men nocked their arrows and aimed towards the solitary figure climbing the hill. Stefan took a step forward, making sure to remain far enough away from Luca so that the arrows would not hit him in an attack.
“Stop!” Stefan bellowed. “That is quite close enough, brother.”
“Very well.” Luca stood.
Stefan hardly recognised the boy. He was taller, stronger, and tougher. His hair was short, his soft face hardened, and he was covered in mud. There was blood on his sword, and a glint in his eye that Stefan had never seen there before. The boy was a mess, yet jealousy arose from Stefan as he gazed upon his brother’s visage. Prince Luca had grown into a fighter. Stefan stood straighter. So be it; Stefan was a commander, and he had led his army into a victorious battle.
“Your men cannot win, brother. Are you here to surrender?” Stefan asked.
“I am here to surrender myself,” Luca replied. “Leave the camp alone and take me back to father. I know he wants me dead, and if that is the case, he can kill me himself.”
Stefan laughed. “It is not Father who wants you dead, brother. It is I.” Stefan took satisfaction in watching Luca’s eyes widen in surprise. How stupid was the boy?
Luca let out a sigh. “Of course. I do you a disservice, brother.” Luca’s voice was sharp, sarcastic. “After Matias died and I went into hiding you became heir to the throne. You would not want my living getting in the way of that.”
There was a squawk in the air. Both Stefan and Luca raised their heads to the sound. Stefan could have sworn that the sound was from a hawk, and yet it was strange that a hawk would fly over the foothills at night. Perhaps it was here for the dead already. Soon crows and wolves and mountain lions would fill their bellies with the dead. Stefan shuddered.
“So be it,” Luca said. He dropped his sword to the ground. “Execute me. I killed our brother, Matias. It was not intentional, but it happened and I deserve to die. But leave these people be. They have done nothing to the king.”
“Except train for battle while hiding like cowards. They are blasphemous to the Prince of Truth, Anios. They are sorcerers and deserve to die for their crimes. And tell me, brother, what kind of sorcerer are you? Are you a dragon, dear brother? Did you breathe fire on poor Matias and burn him to ashes?”
Luca hung his head. “No. I am no dragon.”
“A common fire wielder, then? Father always said they were common as coppers, but the dragon is a golden crown. Do you remember? He said a lot of things about the Menti. Do you remember what he used to say?”
“Yes.”
Stefan could not help but smile. “He would say that by using their powers of sorcery, the Menti damned their eternal souls. He said that the Menti were little more than animals to control and nothing like men at all. Their minds are defective. They cannot think like I can, or Brother Mikkel here, or even General Tyca. Poor, poor, Menti.” He pouted, enjoying himself. “When I kill you, your soul will shatter into a thousand pieces and you will cease to exist.”
“I do not care for my eternal soul. Just stop killing those people in the camp.”
“Execute him, good prince,” Mikkel interjected before Stefan could speak. “Now is the time.”
Stefan turned to glare at Mikkel. How dare he speak in such a way? How dare he undermine him? He rubbed at the soreness in his thumb, still throbbing from the bite, and now turned a slight purple colour. Overhead circled the hawk, squawking and flapping its wings like a mad thing.
“I mean it, brother. Stop the killing or I will be forced to stop you myself,” said Luca.
Stefan turned on him, striding towards his brother, not caring about the range for the archers. “You will not threaten me! Who do you think you are? You are no prince, that is for sure. You are a common murderer and a Menti. Father sent me here to rid the world of things like you, and that is what I intend to do. I will begin with you, and then I will slaughter your friends one by one.” Stefan drew his sword and approached Luca.
Luca snatched his sword from the ground and the two blades met. Stefan attempted to knock Luca off balance with his blow, but he was surprised to discover that Luca was far stronger than he ever had been back in Nesra’s Keep. In fact, it was Stefan who found himself stumbling back up the steep slope, blocking Luca’s blows as best he could. His brother came at him from every possible angle, forcing Stefan to fight defensively, dodging and ducking and parrying until sweat formed along his forehead. Enraged, he threw himself as his brother, knocking him onto the hill. He lifted his sword, ready to force it down through Luca’s throat, when Luca punched him hard on the chin, throwing him back. Stefan leapt to his feet, but Luca was one step ahead. He grasped Stefan from behind and placed the dirty blade of his sword against his throat.
“Stop the fighting and I will come with you to Nesra’s Keep,” Luca said.
“Kill him!” Stefan commanded. “Loose!”
“No,” General Tyca commanded. “It is too dangerous, Your Highness. The arrows will hit you.”
In the fray, Luca and Stefan had been turned around to face the other men. That was when Stefan realised Brother Mikkel was not with the rest of his men. He is behind us, Stefan thought. He will end this once and for all.
“I do not wish to kill you, brother,” Luca said. “Despite everything you are still my brother and we were raised together as children. I have never wished harm on you. But I must protect those people in the camp. They do not deserve to be slaughtered like animals. Menti are not animals—we are men, women, and children, with the same thoughts and minds as men. Our powers are not evil, I have learned that now—”
Luca’s prattling was interrupted by a cry and the beating of wings. Luca’s grip loosened on Stefan, giving Stefan the opportunity to break free. General Tyca was immediately at his side with his sword drawn. Behind Luca, Stefan saw the great hawk clawing at Mikkel, whose dirk had fallen to the ground.
“You meant to stab me in the back,” Luca said. His voice was breathless with surprise. “You knew he was behind me, Stefan, and you would let me die a dishonourable death.”
“It is the death that befits a sorcerer.”
Stefan attacked with his general, running at Luca while his back was turned. Luca spun on his heel to face them, and in that brief moment, Stefan saw a hardness in his brother’s eyes that almost forced him to feel pity. He saw the betrayal of his actions etched into Luca’s face. And then Luca lifted his hand, and the world went white.
Intense heat burned at his face and chest. A high-pitched scream ripped through the air. It all happened in the space of a heartbeat, but at first Stefan thought the scream came from him. Then he realised it did not. The scream came from General Tyca as he perished in the flames. Stefan, though burned, was not perishing. He was changing.
The sensation was almost a relief, as though his body had been waiting for this moment for his entire life. It felt natural and unnatural all at once. He could feel his bones moving beneath his skin, slipping and sliding into place. His arms extended, further and further until they were no longer arms but great wings reaching out to the sky. His skin hardened under the flames from Luca’s hand. When he looked down at his body, he saw the scales. His breath was deeper and raspier, and his feet were more like great scaled paws with sharp talons.
Luca stumbled away, tripping over his heels, his face slack with shock. Stefan opened his mouth and roared. And as he roared, a great plume of fire was expelled from his jaws. He saw Mikkel take cover behind a rock, and Luca narrowly missed the flames by sprinting away. Stefan stopped his great roar of flames, and turned to follow Luca. He flapped his wings, but he could not get enough traction to fly. He did not know how to fly. He followed Luca on foot, with his great clawed feet pounding the ground. He was taller now, towering over the men below. He saw many standing in awe, pointing in his direction. Bow to me, he thought.
And then he saw Luca, with a girl now, the one with the water. Another Menti joined them, the one with the air. Flames burst from Luca’s hands, hitting Stefan in the chest. His scales protected him, but the fire still burned and he roared in pain. He reciprocated by roaring fire, but this time the girl with the water powers let loose a plume of water, cooling his flames, along with a gust of wind from the other, which blew the rest of his fire-breath away.
Stefan felt suddenly exhausted and afraid. He had never transformed into a beast before, and he did not understand the extent of his powers or how to utilise them. When another stream of fire hit and burned his wing, Stefan turned and began to run away. He ran with great lolloping strides away from his burned men. He ran up the next foothill and down the slope on the other side, all the time attempting to flap his wings and failing.
I am worth a golden crown, he thought. I am a dragon. Yet I cannot even win as one.




Reva

It was the first time Reva had seen the destructive nature of fire. Lottie had set fire to the straw inside the storehouse, and soon the barn was completely alight, forcing the Sisters and guards to scurry through the courtyard carrying pails of water. Half the water slopped over the edge of the bucket onto the stones. Thick black smoke plumed out from the barn and disappeared into the dark sky above. Orange and red flames danced, and loud bangs and pops sounded from the fire as the contents exploded from the heat. Reva felt the strong heat on her skin as she directed the prisoners through the courtyard.
Many of them held hands as they moved, which was what Reva had instructed them to do. With the difficulty of movement from the chains, it only took a mere trip to send any number of them tumbling to the ground. But if they held each other, they could balance more easily and not lose anyone in the process.
The courtyard gate loomed ahead, made from tall, thick wood. Lottie had the keys from the guard, which was a stroke of luck and made the plan even easier. Reva held the knife from the kitchen, gripping it hard with her sweating palm. Karine was next to her, carrying the heavy ladle. Reva hated to admit it, but she was afraid now—more afraid than ever. But it was not for her own life; at least, not just for her own life. It was the lives of the girls around her that concerned her. She had instigated this mad scheme to escape from the prison. She had asked Lottie to set fire to the barn. She had hidden the stolen items from the Sisters and tied up Rosa to stop her running to Sister Valeria. They were looking to her for leadership, but the truth was, she was not exactly sure what to do next.
The plan was to get through the gate and get out of the prison. But what if they were seen? It was night, but the fire was so bright that they were easily visible in the courtyard. Yes, the Sisters and the guards were busy putting out the fire, but they would still stop the prisoners from escaping.
And then she had a thought.
Instead of heading straight to the gate, Reva veered left towards a small shed of gardening and farming equipment kept in the courtyard. Karine bashed the old lock with her ladle and the shed door swung open with ease. The Sisters were not concerned with a shed when their prisoners were locked away and their guards kept watch every night from the garrison.
“Pick up anything you find that might be a weapon,” Reva said to the girls and women behind her.
One woman retrieved a pitchfork. Another took a heavy trowel. Reva smiled to herself when she saw Oona take the shovel Reva had used to clean out the pigsty every morning. Yes. Now the prisoners had the chance to fight their captors with the tools they were forced to work with every day of their imprisonment.
They hurried out from the shed after most of the women had found a tool with which to defend themselves, and made their way to the gate. Reva led the women around the perimeter. The storehouse lay to the west of the prison, so they stuck to the shadows in the east of the enclosure, keeping themselves as flat against the wall as they could. Reva passed the sty as they came closer to the gate, and thought of the little pig that liked to nip at her toes every day. She thought of the filthy footwraps she wore daily and the filthy tunics they could rarely exchange or wash. She thought of the freezing cold water that was poured over them as a sorry excuse for a bath, and the nights they lay shivering and wet, trying to get enough sleep for the day of hard labour to come. She thought of the guard sitting with the Sisters eating fresh grapes, flatbread, and olives, while they survived on thin broth and hard bread. But most of all, she thought of Ammie bleeding into the forest floor while Sister Valeria stood over her.
Reva had to force herself to get to the gate. She longed to run towards the flames, to find Sister Valeria and drag her into the fire so she could watch her burn. But she had a responsibility to the women. She had to open the gate. She nodded to Lottie, who had the key to the lock. Then, she and Karine lifted the heavy bar that blocked the wooden gate. That was the easy part. The next gate, on the outskirts of the animal enclosures, was a heavy portcullis that had to be hoisted up. They had been lucky so far, but the guards still resided on the look-outs next to the portcullis, and that was the one part of her plan that had kept Reva awake at night. She had been watching as they had crossed the courtyard and she had not seen anyone leave or enter the courtyard via the main gate, which meant the guards flanking the portcullis would still be there.
They opened the gate wide enough to let through the women two at a time, but not so wide that it attracted attention. As the prisoners filtered through, Reva passed the knife to Karine.
“When you get to the portcullis, climb the steps to the look-out platform on the wall and silence the guard. Have Lottie do the same on the other side. They will be watching the fire and not expect you. Are you strong enough to force the blade through a guard’s throat if you have to?”
“Yes, but—”
“Good. Then take his sword and get three women to work the hoist for the portcullis. Send another three to open up the cowshed, the stables, and the goat enclosure. The animals are worth more than we are. If the animals escape, the Sisters will round them up before they will chase us. Get as many of the women on horseback as you can. Three of us will fit on one horse, we are all light as a feather. Oona might need one to herself—”
“Why are you telling me all of this? You can do it yourself!” Karine’s eyes were glassy in the orange glow of the fire.
“I need to go after her. I need to make her pay.”
“Raina,” Karine said.
“Do not… That is not even my name.”
“I know that,” Karine said. “Do you take me for a fool? Of course your name isn’t Raina, and you’re not a merchant’s daughter. You’re the lady to a dead Lord and someone that the king or the prince is looking for. Don’t give me that look. I know you haven’t entrusted me with your name, but you have trusted me with your life, so you think something of me. Heed my words, my lady, going after her will bring you nothing. You will not be satisfied, you will not find justice—you will find nothing but emptiness and certain death. Come with us and live.”
The last of the prisoners slipped through the gates as Reva turned to face the burning storehouse. She could not see Valeria’s face, though she recognised many of the guards and Sisters as cruel and violent people. And yet, perhaps Karine was right. If Reva went to exact her revenge, would she even have an opportunity? Reva had lived her life by surviving. She had survived her parents’ murder. She had survived her unpleasant marriage and all her stillborn children. She had survived the raid on Unna Castle, and Prince Stefan’s men in Hareno. Now she must survive once more. She nodded to Karine, and they passed through the gate, pulling it closed.
They moved through the shadows towards the stables. As they moved, Reva whispered her plans to the prisoners. First, they would have two women slip into the stables and begin bridling the horses. Reva and Karine were to silence the guards. They chose five other prisoners to let out the cattle and goats after Reva and Karine both waved linens as a signal. Then, the horses would be brought out, and the portcullis would be opened. It was a lot to ask of her women and yet she had faith in them. She glanced at the faces of the women now, as they clutched their tools and weapons in tenacious fingers. They were strong women, all of them, brave in the face of real fear, real danger.
When they reached the stables, Reva nodded to the two women she had chosen, Angelica and Eloise. Both were familiar with the horses, as well as strong and capable. The Sisters might have fed the prisoners little more than what they needed to survive, but the farm work had strengthened them and made them hardy. Reva knew Angelica and Eloise would succeed. It took no more than a few attempts to open the stable door, and the two women slipped in quietly while the guards were preoccupied with the fire. Reva could see their faces turned to the fire, their flesh lit by the orange glow. Her stomach lurched at the thought of confronting the guards. She recognised them both. They were young, fit, and deadly. She swallowed dryly.
On went the prisoners in their solemn line. Next it was time for the women to slip across the other side of the enclosed space to where the cattle barn and goat herd were. Reva instructed all the women to press their bodies against the wall directly beneath the two guard towers. Then she ordered five women towards the enclosures, watching in the dark as their faint silhouettes melted into the shadows. She prayed that the commotion in the storehouse hid the sound of their chains. She could barely hear them herself.
Have they found the hall empty yet? Reva wondered. If they found them too soon, all their work would come crashing down. It could happen at any moment. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves.
“Karine,” she whispered.
The girl turned to her.
“Swap weapons with Oona.”
“Why, Raina?”
“Because you must take out your guard with one blow, and you need a bigger weapon to do it with. We will walk up the steps together. Count with me.” Reva counted with Karine until they established a rhythm. “One step per count,” Reva continued. “I counted the steps the last time I came to the fields. There are forty steps on each tower. One step per count. On the forty-first count, you hit the guard as hard as you can with the shovel so that he goes down. If he does not go down on the first hit, do it again and again, do you understand?”
Karine nodded. Reva could not see the expression on her face, but she imagined her to feel as disturbed as she did, and no doubt look as pale.
“We need both guards to go down at the same time, otherwise they will see the other being attacked and be warned. Surprise is our greatest weapon here. No one expects us to try and escape, because no prisoner has tried to escape in many years. This is our one chance, Karine. Like you said, let us live, and let us live without chains.”
She pressed her forehead against Karine’s and then broke. The two women moved to each tower, with the rest of the prisoners touching their shoulders for support. When Reva reached the bottom of the steps, she peeked over the other prisoners’ heads and nodded to Karine.
One…
Two…
Three…
Reva’s grip tightened on the knife.
Four…
Five…
Six…
Seven…
Eight…
Nine…
Ten…
Could she live the rest of her life with blood on her hands?
Fifteen…
Sixteen…
Seventeen…
Eighteen…
There was a chance she would not make it out of this alive. What if he saw her first? What if…
Twenty-one…
Twenty-two…
Some of the steps creaked under her weight and the chains were always a hindrance no matter how slowly or how gingerly she moved. Yet the sound of the shouts coming from the courtyard were louder. She prayed that they drowned out her movement.
Thirty-three…
Thirty-four…
She was so close now. She could smell the man’s beer. That was good. If he was drunk, she would have an easier time.
Thirty-six…
Thirty-seven…
Be ready, Karine…
Thirty-eight…
Thirty-nine…
He was not looking at her. That was good. She gripped the knife.
Forty…
He heard her. She saw him turn.
Forty-one…
Reva threw her weight towards the man, lucky enough to catch him off guard and send him flying. She thrust the knife up under his chin, hard enough to draw blood. With her free hand she yanked the sword from his belt and threw it down the steps. There was no time to worry about Karine, she had to hope that her friend had hit the guard as hard as she could, like Reva suggested.
“Get off me, bitch,” the guard spat. He was young, with a pleasant, handsome face—or at least it would have been, had it not been for the large scar running across his nose and the absence of five or more teeth.
Reva saw his hand reach up to grab her. She pushed her full weight down through her knee, driving it into his crotch. The man called out in pain, but Reva silenced him by pressing her hand over his mouth. She had to move fast if she was to get out of this alive. The easiest way would be to slit the man’s throat, but she could not bring herself to do it. Instead, she pulled some of the extra linens she had bundled into her undergarments and wrapped them around his head, creating a gag and a blindfold. Then, she turned the man onto his stomach, and bound his hands and feet. She rose, with her heartbeat running wild, and lifted her last piece of linen into the air.
She had to wait a just few moments before she heard the grating sound of the portcullis being raised, and the barn doors opening. Reva crouched down next to the guard and let out a long sigh of relief. She wiped away forehead sweat with the back of her hand and climbed down the tower steps on unsteady legs, to be met with smiles from the prisoners. Angelica led a horse towards her.
“You first, Raina,” the girl said.
Reva regarded the fine, chestnut mare. “No, I must ensure your—”
“You have earned it.”
Angelica and Eloise lifted Reva onto the back of the mare. Because of her chains, she was forced to ride sideways, but she had learned that way back at Nesra’s Keep, and she had good balance. She took hold of the reins. The others helped Karine up next, and Lottie behind.
Reva watched with pride as the other prisoners helped each other onto the horses and held onto one another for support. The portcullis was raised and secured. They were ready to go.
But up ahead, the courtyard gate was opening, and the guards were filtering through.
“We must go!” Reva called out.
“The portcullis,” cried Oona. “I can lower it when you are gone.”
“No!” Reva began.
But it was Karine who kicked on their horse, sending them galloping through the gate and away from the prison.
“Let her do it,” Karine whispered as their mare began to fly. “She will save our lives.”
Reva glanced back at the guards running through the courtyard gate and realised that Karine was right. Then she gazed at the cattle and goats running outside the prison camp, some heading towards the Dourwood Forest, some scurrying around the enclosure towards the Tasme Mountains in the north, all scattering like beetles. The portcullis and the lost animals would keep them busy for a while. Reva and the rest of the prisoners were heading towards the forest, and then, hopefully, to the coast. Lottie knew a blacksmith outside of Monte Port who could cut away their chains.
“The beaches,” Reva called to the women. She was not sure if they could all hear her but she was desperate to reach them. This had always been the part of the plan she had not been able to organise well, because she had not been certain whether the beginning of the plan would work. “Remember what I said. Head towards the coast and meet on the beaches. Be careful. If you are split from the group, be careful.”
Her words were lost on the wind as the horses sprang forward. She could only hope that the others had heard her and committed her message to memory. But for now, they rode. They rode into the Dourwood Forest in complete darkness with the howling of wolves around them. The horses had to slow down to remain surefooted, but Reva was adamant that they remain on horseback. Speed was the most vital part of their escape. Oona’s sacrifice had to mean something. She thought of what Sister Valeria would do to Oona and her stomach flipped. She shook the thought away and concentrated on their task. Alis and Oona must not die for nothing.
They rode with shouting at their back almost all night long. But they rode true, and they came out of the Dourwood Forest to see the black smoke of the storehouse fire still pouring into the morning sky. Some of the women were struggling to remain on their horses after the exhaustion of the escape.
“We must not stop,” Reva urged. “We must be strong now more than ever.” She kicked on her steed, but not so fast as to leave the others behind. She turned back, anxious that the darkness would end up with the girls getting split up or lost in the forest. She was so sure that they were heading in a straight line. But what if they were not? What if they were heading in a circle, or worse, back towards the prison?
Reva chewed on her lip. She wanted desperately to stop, make a fire, and curl up on the soft leaves to rest, but she could not. There would be guards following them. They had worked hard to ensure at least a slight time advantage. If they stopped to rest, they would surely lose that advantage. She squinted through the dark trees, trying to make out what lay beyond. She could not see anything. Eventually she stopped trying to see. She just carried on. On and on, not looking back, with Karine dozing on her shoulder.
It was daybreak when Reva first saw the thinning of the trees. She nudged Karine awake, who had forgotten she was on horseback and almost slipped straight off. With a yelp, Karine grabbed hold of Reva’s waist at the last moment, almost unseating them both.
Reva readjusted herself and pointed ahead. “Look,” Reva instructed.
Karine followed her finger to the glimpse of sun through the trees. They had made it out of the Dourwood Forest. They had not been attacked by ghosts or wolves, they had survived this far, and Reva’s heart swelled. When they reached the edge of the forest, Reva waited for the others to catch up. There was little time to perform a headcount. She hoped that no one had been lost along the way. No one spoke up to say so.
“We ride towards the cliffs,” Reva instructed. “When we get there, we have to let the horses go and climb down.”
There was some murmuring amongst the group, but Reva did not stop to hear the women’s concerns. She rode on. She wished she could hear them out, but there was no time, and she needed to follow her plan right to the end. It was a good plan, it would work.
“Will your blacksmith help us?” Reva whispered to Lottie.
“He will,” Lottie said.
Reva noticed the slight tremor in her voice and it made her nervous.
She led the party towards the west coast of Estala, remaining close to the entrance to Dourwood. From the location of their exit from the forest, they had not taken the most direct route between the prison and the cliffs along the coast, but she hoped that galloping the horses towards the cliffs would make up for it. They merely had to ensure that they did not get too close to Hareno village, where Reva had almost been taken by Prince Stefan’s men.
The sight of the edge of the forest was painful to Reva. It was where Ammie had been murdered. Part of her wanted to stop and find Ammie’s body, if it was still here. Had it been eaten by wolves, or stray dogs? She could not think about it. She could not stop, either. She knew that. She steeled herself and rode on.
When they were close enough to the edge of the realm, Reva and the others dismounted and let go of their horses. Reva gave hers a hearty pat on the shoulder. The horses had served them well. They had been brave through the forest, and strong, too. Without them they would surely be captured and dragged back to the prison.
Karine walked along the cliffs before dropping to her belly and leaning over the edge. Reva walked over to join her.
“We take this path,” Karine said. “It’s not as steep here. We might be able to walk the first section. Then there’s that jagged face to climb across. If only we had rope.” She frowned. “We’ll need to hand holds. Then, there’s something of a path leading down to the beach. It’s narrow, but it seems safer than anywhere else.”
Reva squeezed Karine’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
Reva and Karine gathered the women in a line. Karine went first, demonstrating the tiny steps and handholds in the rock. During their late-night whisperings, Karine told her that she had spent much of her childhood living on the coast of the Sea of Kings, where she would clamber up and down the cliff to collect mussels along the shore. Reva herself had spent the first ten years of her life living on the Fiuryn Coast, but she had been a lady, and ladies were not supposed to climb cliffs. Now she wondered if she would be strong enough.
The line of women made their way down the cliffs, with Reva taking the rear in case any of the prison guards or Sisters of the Enlightened were following. She still had the knife tucked into the waistband of her tunic. For once she was glad of the lack of boots. Through the thin footwraps she was able to feel the crevices with her toes. The rock was hard and hurt her feet, but it did not matter, all that mattered was finding a place to put her toes. And not looking down. Karine had told all the women that. Do not look down if you want to survive. Down is where Sister Valeria waits for you. Down is nothingness. Life is keeping your head up and finding a toehold. Reva followed that advice completely, never looking down, not once. And when her tired, hurt feet touched the sandy beach, something extraordinary happened. She was covered in arms. The faces of the prisoners pressed against hers. She was kissed on the cheek, and hugged tightly. Her hand was grasped and squeezed, her shoulders patted by hard hands. There were tears. And then she turned to her left, and she saw the sea.




Luca

“That wasn’t the foretold battle.” Geraldo shook his head. “I didn’t see it. Why didn’t I see it? That was not it.” He kicked the soil and tensed his fists, his face puce with anger and frustration. They had lost Bea, the young wolf shifter, as well as two alchemists, and the infirmary tent set up by Nico was full of injured rebels. Geraldo blamed himself. In truth, the battle could have ended much worse. They were lucky.
Luca could not find the words to comfort him, so he remained silent. He did not think the battle was Geraldo’s fault, but he wished he could go back and convince the man to take better security measures. The rebels had been safe for years. They had wrongly presumed that their location remained a secret kept within Xantos. But it would seem that the word had reached Estala, and with Luca’s arrival in the camp… No, the blame did not lie entirely at Geraldo’s feet; it also fell on him. He had not told anyone of his true identity, and by coming here he had risked all of their lives.
Luca pressed his hands against his knees and stared up at Zean. It was mid-afternoon and the Xanti sun baked down on the camp. Or, what was left of the camp. He was sat in the mud, but he did not care. He thought of Stefan, and what he had seen.
Stefan was a dragon.
He tried to piece together everything that had happened during the fight between him and his brother. Luca had taken a slight advantage during their sword fight but what came after was a blur. A hawk had attacked Stefan’s Governor and saved his life. Then, in a fit of rage, he had used his fire power to attack Stefan. That is where his reminiscence faded even further. He remembered hitting Stefan with the fire, and Stefan changing into a dragon. His fire had killed one of Stefan’s generals, but he was not sure about the Governor.
Stefan himself had been a dragon. A great ebony dragon with orange flames. He thought of Stefan’s wings that had spread out as wide as a house, and a shiver ran down his body. Luca was not the only Menti in his family. As it turned out, Stefan was even more powerful than Luca, and had Tania not showed up when she did, Luca would most likely be dead.
“Are you listening, boy?” Geraldo demanded. “I said that was not the battle foretold.”
“What of it?” Luca snapped. “Does it matter? We beat them anyway. They ran away like frightened dogs.” His bravado hid the guilt churning away inside.
“Oh, it matters,” Geraldo continued. “It matters because we’ll be facing them again, mark my words. You’ll be fighting that dragon brother of yours again.”
Luca did not want to think about fighting the dragon again. It had been hard enough this time. The thought of facing the dragon again made his bowels want to loosen.
“Hypocritical piece of shit,” Geraldo exclaimed. “He teams up with the Order of Insight and fights against the Menti when he’s one himself. You mark my words, a reckoning is coming. It’ll be your family against the rest of us. Your family. The ones you failed to tell us about. That’s not very trusting is it, Luca Sarinthia?”
Luca had nothing to say, so he hung his head.
“Trust is earned, boy. For what it is worth, I care little about your status at birth. You’re one of us now. You’ve earned that right at least, even if I like you little.”
Luca turned to Geraldo for the first time. His words had surprised him.
“Now be gone. Go and help that pudgy son of mine to tend to the wounded.” Geraldo made a gesture akin to shooing away an annoying dog.
Luca did not linger. He made his way to Nico’s infirmary, where he was healing as many of the wounded as he could. The tent had been hit with fire arrows during the battle, leaving scorch marks on the torn canvas. The camp had worked hard to put out the fires, starting with Nico’s makeshift infirmary so that the wounded were safe.
“What can I do?” Luca asked.
“Those soldiers need their dressings changed,” Nico instructed. “The bandages are on the table over there.” Nico wiped sweat from his forehead. The boy was pale and his hands were trembling.
“You need to rest,” Luca said. “You have used too much of your power.”
Nico shook his head. “I have to help them.”
Luca’s gaze travelled across the tent. Every space was filled with wounded—of both Menti and Stefan’s soldiers—helpers, like Tania and Win, or equipment like bandages and ointments. In the tent across the camp, the Menti alchemists were brewing healing potions.
“You cannot help them if you make yourself sick,” Luca reminded him. “And I think you are exhausted enough to be unwell. Take an hour. Take two. Sleep. I will look after the wounded.”
Nico frowned, but Luca saw that the boy was heeding his words. He handed Luca a damp cloth and made his way out of the tent.
“I’ve been telling him the same thing for hours but he doesn’t listen to me,” Tania said. Her dark skin had taken on a slight grey colour. She was tired, too, but seemed to be holding up better than Nico. “The kid’s as stubborn as his father.”
Luca collected bandages to take to the wounded soldiers. He smiled briefly at Tania and was about to continue on with his work when he stopped instead. “Thank you.”
Tania’s eyes dropped to the ground. “It was nothing.”
“You saved my life,” Luca said.
“It was nothing.”
“You were the fiercest fighter out there,” Luca continued. “I never knew that water could be so deadly.”
Tania’s eyes flashed and she shot him a mischievous grin. “Oh, you would be surprised.”
As Tania’s eyes found him, Luca felt a flush of heat work its way up his body again. He dropped his gaze and turned to tend to the soldier. He busied himself with treating the wound rather than thinking of Tania. His reaction to her gaze and her touch frightened him. It was as though the more he knew of Tania the less he thought of Reva, and he did not like that. Ever since he was a boy, Reva was his love. She was his intended, and then she was the one thing he wanted but could not have. He had even thought of her when he lay on his deathbed in Nesra’s Keep months ago. It seemed even longer. So much had happened, so much had changed, that it seemed a lifetime ago. Matias, he thought, with some pain. He longed for his brother to see him now. He longed to share these thoughts with Matias.
What would his older brother tell him to do? Reva is lost to you. Tania is here and she is beautiful. She may not be exactly like Reva, but she has many good qualities. Kindness, ferocity, spirit…
“I know you,” rasped the soldier. “Prince Luca. You… you…”
“Try not to speak, you will exhaust yourself,” Luca said. He worked methodically, gently unwrapping the bloodied bandage in the way Nico had taught him.
“Doesn’t matter now,” said the soldier. “I’m a goner.” He pointed to the wound on his stomach. “Never seen a soldier come back from one of these. Your lad tried to heal it. I reckon it slowed it down some but not much else.”
“He is resting at the moment. I will ask him to try again when he is well enough,” Luca said.
“Aye, well I don’t care nothin’ about my life. It ain’t worth it. I wasted it, y’see. Never was s’posed to join the army. I needed the wage. Seemed like a good idea at the time. And I never liked that brother of yours. Always liked you more, to be honest. But then you went and killed the heir and all ’ell broke loose. Prince Stefan,” the soldier spat his name, “is no honourable leader. You need to watch ’im, Your Highness. He’s a nasty one. He drinks the blood of ’is enemies at night. They say it makes him stronger, but he ain’t strong at all. They say he’s the embodiment of Anios, not that anyone knows who Anios is. Some God of truth or somethin’ like it. No one believes it. Not even his best pal, that Brother. Mikkel. A funny bugger, that one.” The soldier paused to groan as Luca removed the part of the bandage covering his flesh. “There it is. My blood. We all have it, don’t we? I’ve seen Menti blood and it looks just like mine.” He grasped hold of Luca’s shoulder and pulled him lower. “Kill your brother. Do it soon. That one will take the world down with ’im. He’ll turn the realm into ashes.” The soldier’s eyes rolled back into his skull, and he rasped his last breath.
Luca laid the man’s head down onto the tent floor and gathered up the bandages. It was then that he realised his hands were shaking. He closed the soldier’s eyes and turned to take the dirty bandages out of the tent and inform Geraldo of the death, when Brother Axil approached him.
“He died,” Luca said.
“I see that,” Axil said.
Something unspoken passed between the two of them. Luca remembered their journey together, when he had been ripped apart by grief and guilt over the death of his brother. Brother Axil had told him to forgive himself, and told him that it was not his fault. But it was not until now that he began to see the truth in Axil’s words. He did not forgive himself yet, but he finally understood that one day he might be able to, and that was enough for now.
“Geraldo will arrange the man’s burial,” Axil said. “How are you, Luca?”
“Truthfully? I am taking in everything that has happened. Stefan… Stefan is Menti, and he is a dragon. He is more powerful than I am, Brother Axil, and that is frightening, for me, for Estala, for everyone.”
Axil nodded solemnly. “I understand.”
“What are we going to do about him?” Luca asked.
Brother Axil’s cold blue eyes seemed sad then. “We are going to defeat him, Luca. That is what good men do when corrupted men harm the world. Stefan has crossed that line. He has become a danger to the realm, but I believe you have the power to stop him.”
“He is stronger than I am.”
Brother Axil led Luca out of the tent and into the centre of the camp. “He is stronger than you, Luca, but he is not stronger than us.”
Luca nodded. The fight was not his alone. It was with the Menti rebels, too. He had Geraldo, Nico, Tania, and the others. And they could find more. They could travel and recruit more rebels to their cause. The thought of war made Luca’s insides twist and tighten, but the thought of his brother in power was worse. The thought of Menti slaughtered for who they are was worse. He would step up, and he would fight. He would do it for Matias, and Reva, and Tania, and Nico. He would do it for himself, so he could view his reflection and no longer feel shame.




Stefan

Stefan woke in the Shadow Valley with two thoughts on his mind: He was naked, and his face was burned. When he felt the raw skin on his cheek he cried out in pain. Then, he looked all around him, checking for Menti rebels. They had not followed him. That was good. The rest was not.
He climbed to his feet and assessed his location. On the journey to the foothills of Zean, he had remarked how most of the Shadow Valley appeared the same, and now he thought it again. He had been lying in a small patch of rough grass next to a barren tree. His boots were gone, as were his clothes. The sun was high in the sky, warming his skin, aggravating the soreness of his face. He longed for shade, but there was nothing except the barren tree.
Water, he thought, as he staggered forward. He knew enough about the sun to figure out how to travel east, which was where he believed the Dark River flowed. Water would cool him. Water would quench his thirst.
He moved stiffly, with aching muscles, and a tired back. He was exhausted, like a lame horses worked to death.
As Stefan stumbled through the yellow grass of the Shadow Valley, he thought of the battle at the rebel camp. He thought of his own transformation into dragon, and then he pondered that the facial burns had not been enough to punish him for what he was. He did not deserve to live. He was tainted. He was Menti. Brother Mikkel had always told him that he had been chosen by Anios. Stefan had never been chosen for anything before, let alone by a God. But what kind of God of Truth would choose a liar? All Menti were liars. They lied with their sorcery. It was false, all false. Only men could live true. Menti were like animals, at the mercy of their desires and powers.
Yet Stefan was one of them.
He longed to fall to his knees and weep. But he did not. He took another step. And as his feet faltered over a tree root, he balanced himself and kept going.
Father will kill me, he thought miserably. I have failed. I am good for nothing. Alberto will take the crown. I am Menti.
It was those last three words that echoed in his mind. I need water. I am Menti. If I can reach the river… I am Menti. Perhaps Brother Mikkel… I am Menti. It punctuated his every thought. I am Menti. I am Menti. I am Menti.
When the dark river came into sight, Stefan broke into a run. It was a limping run, like a mongrel dog with a deformity. He staggered forward, almost hopping in his haste to reach the river. The water was enticing, teasing, so close and yet far enough away to make his body hurt with the effort of reaching it. When he was just a few feet away, Stefan lost concentration with what his feet were doing, tripped, and landed on his belly just shy of an arm’s reach from the river bank. He crawled the rest of the way repeating his mantra: I am Menti. I am Menti. Fresh water might help to heal him but it would never take that away from him.
He wriggled down the bank of the Dark River towards the water. Here the grass was as green as emeralds, but the water ran dark. Stefan tried not to think about why the river was such dark shade of blue. Instead he concentrated on how the gushing waters would cool his burned skin. He was glad for the foam forming on top of the river as it rushed towards the Ash Mountains. He did not wish to see his reflection.
He edged forward, wondering how much a death by drowning would hurt. Gripping the grassy bank, he eased his face into the water and cried out in pain when the coolness hit the inflamed flesh on his cheek. The burns were bad, he was sure of it. His brother had ejected white hot flame towards him, and he had suffered for it. Stefan would have killed his brother had it not been for the Menti whore who helped him. He drank from the river, thinking about Luca and how close he had been to killing him.
Stefan’s claim to the throne was never secure, not with Luca still alive, even if the boy was a filthy Menti. I am Menti. But Stefan could hide his powers, while the whole of Estala knew about Luca and the death of Matias by now. Luca’s shame was out in the open, but Stefan could hide his away.
He rose from the river and walked along the bank to where the water was calmer, offering a mirror on the surface. There, he dropped to his knees and gasped. He closed his eyes against what he saw. I am Menti. And then he thought, I am a monster. When Stefan opened his eyes, he knew it was true: He was a monster.
Luca’s fire had burned the entire left side of his face to the point where it was barely recognisable as a human face. His skin was blistered and red; his eyebrows and eyelashes were burned clean from his skin, and even much of the hair on his scalp had been burned away. He ignored his reflection, leaned forward, and cupped his hands to fill them with water. Then he poured the water over his head, and down his painful burns.
“I am Menti,” he said.
He did it again, thinking of his brother Luca. Maybe, just maybe, if he poured enough water over his head, he could be born again. Born clean and pure this time. He rose to his feet, and stepped down the bank towards the water. His thumb throbbed once more. He had forgotten about the injury, but he looked down at it now. His hand was swollen, the thumb a purple colour. He had not noticed it before, so concerned was he with his face. Well, no matter; so much of him was broken anyway. He stepped into the water and strode in until it rose up to his shoulders.
He kept going. He wanted to submerge himself in the water. The Order of Insight believed that water could cleanse the soul, which was why they often drowned their sacrifices. Stefan had taken part in them before. They were the threefold deaths. Drowning,  hanging, stabbing. Stefan thought of the captain and the way he had struggled under the sea water. Then Stefan had driven the knife into his gut before the Brothers had strung him up at the entrance of their cave.
Stefan’s death would not be threefold, but at least it would be cleansing. He took another step forward and the water hit his nose.
“Your Highness!”
Stefan ignored the voice. He needed this. He needed to swallow the water and let it all go. Let go of Luca, of his father, of the struggle to be who he was supposed to be. I am Menti. That was not who he was supposed to be. No one wanted that, least of all him.
“Prince Stefan!”
He lowered his head into the water and closed his eyes. The water filled his ears so that he no longer needed to hear the voice. Stefan released the air from his lungs and waited for the water to fill every empty space in his body.
But a splash sounded behind him, and arms wrapped around his body. He pulled away from those arms as they dragged him back towards the river bank. He tried to shout, “No, I am Menti!” but the words were little more than a gurgle. Back he was pulled, back to the river bank, back to the world, back to the things he longed to forget.
“What are you doing, my prince?” It was Brother Mikkel. Of course it was Mikkel. His faithful Governor never failed to protect him.
“I… I…” Stefan coughed up water, spitting it all over himself. “I am Menti.”
And then he began to cry. Brother Mikkel held him as he cried, naked as a baby, wet as a newborn, and sobbing like one too.
“So be it,” Mikkel said. “You are Menti, what of it? Anios has made you that way, but it does not mean you must act like the others. This is a test, my prince, is it not? There are no other dragon Mentis, are there? I know of none. You are still chosen. You alone still hold the most almighty of powers in Estala and Xantos and beyond. You, my sweet, sweet, prince, are the chosen leader to cleanse this world and bring Anios back to us.”
Stefan inhaled, healing his lungs. “I am?”
“You are.”
Brother Mikkel helped Stefan to his feet, removed his robes, and wrapped Stefan in them. Mikkel stood before the prince in a light roughspun tunic. The Brother wrapped his belt around his waist, the one with the lightning bolts etched into the leather, and suddenly, Stefan seemed more like himself in that belt.
“I lost my sword,” Stefan said with a laugh. “When I shifted into the great dragon I lost all of my belongings, and all of my clothes.”
“Most shifters do,” Mikkel replied. “That is one of the ways we seek them out. If we hear tales of men or women appearing naked in towns and villages we seek them out and hunt them down.”
Stefan mused that had he not been born prince, he might have been one of those shifters hunted down by the Brothers. But, of course, Stefan was not any kind of shifter. He was a dragon. He was the only dragon in the known world and that meant he was not like the others. Thank Anios for Brother Mikkel. Had he not discovered Stefan, he would have drowned like a common Menti. He would never have come to realise his quest was not yet over. Anios had not deserted him. He rubbed his throbbing thumb and leaned against Mikkel as they made their way back through the Shadow Valley.
“We will make our way back towards the Golden Bay,” Stefan said. “There we will seek a healer and my injuries will be tended to. Then we will travel to Estala, if there are enough men left to sail Father’s ships home. Lord Ramsiran will have to wait. I need to be back at Nesra’s Keep immediately.”
“As you wish, Your Highness,” Mikkel said. His thin lips formed a smile. “And what will we do once we reach the kingdom of Estala?”
But Stefan did not answer. He simply returned the smile.




Reva

Reva had spent most of her life by the coast. She had always loved the saltiness of it all, and the cold breeze that came from the sea. The first thing she did was remove her dirty footwraps and paddle in the ocean. It was a more northern sea than anything she was used to and the cold water made her gasp, but she loved it all the same, even when the sand rubbed against her blistered skin.
The women were exhausted, yet they had a vibrancy that Reva had never noticed before. They were reborn with freedom. Together they hurried along the beach heading south. They needed to find a secluded spot to leave the beach and head towards Madero, a small village outside Monte Port. They had to be careful at Monte Port, for the Sisters sent goods to be loaded onto ships there, and they often imported food and drink up to the Gardens. Reva knew that the Sisters would be preoccupied with the fire and the missing animals, but she would not be surprised if they had already sent people down to the port to watch for them.
When they were further along the beach, she told the girls to show more caution. They walked closer to the cliffs, staying out of the open stretches of the beach. Reva longed to walk in the sea again, to let the cool water soothe the sore skin on her ankles from where the chains had rubbed her raw, but she could not. She had to keep a level head and think one step ahead of the Sisters.
By the time they reached Monte Port, the adrenaline of the escape had begun to wear out. They were dehydrated and hungry. Reva considered stopping to catch and cook crabs before they carried on to Madero, but she was worried it would slow them down too much. They helped each other as they climbed the sand dunes to the east of the port. Reva stopped and assessed the best way to circumnavigate the port without being seen. They would need to hang back, and climb the dunes bent low to stay out of sight. Then they would need to stay away from any roads or paths that seemed well worn.
“I’ll go on ahead,” Lottie said as they climbed the last dune. It was steep, and Reva had sweat running down her back. Lottie’s face was pale and she gasped for breath as she tried to speak. “I’ll speak to Diego and beg him to help us.”
“Be careful,” Reva warned. She had a sick feeling in her stomach that something awful was about to happen. She imagined Ammie’s stab wound and the red blood seeping out onto the forest floor. Forgive me, Ammie, she thought. Forgive me for not coming back for you.
They found a secluded spot tucked between the last two dunes and decided to wait there for Lottie to return with Diego. Reva rested her head against Karine’s shoulder and longed to sleep. Her eyelids drooped and stuck every few moments, but then her mind would wake her. Lottie had been in a prisoner in the Gardens of Anios for almost a year. What if this Diego had moved away from the village? What if Lottie was found on the way to Madero? A young girl in chains would not be treated well. There were worse people in Estala than the Sisters of the Enlightened, though there was little worse than being kept in chains. She ached. God, she ached. She had not realised how much until that moment. If a physician had told her that her body was broken from head to toe she would have believed him.
Reva shook herself to stay awake. She decided to check on the others. It was dangerous for them all, even tucked away in between the dunes. She crawled along the line of women, most of whom had drifted into slumber. They are so tired, she thought. But they are so brave. Her throat thickened with emotion as her gaze drifted from one face to another. These women had followed her. They had braved it all for the hope of finding a better life. Instead of sitting back and accepting their fate, they decided to carve their own destiny, and she loved every one of them. But she was sure that there were fewer faces than before. She was missing people, and that made her heart skip a beat. Had they lost women in the Dourwood Forest? It seemed the most likely. It had been dark and everything had happened so fast. Great shame washed over her. She pushed them too hard. She left people behind. But how could she have done it any other way?
Reva crawled slowly up the sand dune to get a better look at Monte Port. It had been months since she had seen anyone apart from those in the Gardens, and it seemed jarring to see people moving around once again without chains or robes or armour. She saw nobility wearing doublets, merchants in thin but colourful jerkins, and women in long dresses that swept down to the ground. For the first time in her life she missed those dresses. She missed the reds, blues, and greens of the fabric, and the intricate pieces of embroidery on the sleeves and bodice. At one time she had hated learning how to embroider cloth, but now she would happily sit for hours and stitch her own dress in order to be rid of the dirty, ripped tunic she wore.
The port bustled. It was not as big as the Port of Kings, but there were plenty of merchants unloading their goods, and beautiful tall ships with pristine white sails flapping in the wind. Sailors sat on the decks, leaning back with their eyes closed to catch a moment of peace. But through all that, Reva saw one figure who took her breath away. She ducked down behind the crest of the dune and sucked in a deep breath to calm her heart.
It cannot be, she thought. How has she made it here already?
Reva allowed herself one more peek over the top of the dune to find that it was true and her eyes were not deceiving her. Sister Valeria was in amongst the people of the port. She was talking to a captain, smiling and nodding in such a way that it turned Reva’s stomach. The woman was playing on her image as a Sister. She was pretending to be holy, holding herself slightly hunched forward in a humble pose. She watched Valeria pat the man on the shoulder as if in thanks and then move onto another, this time a fisherman selling white fish from a tray about his neck. Then, after more flashes of her gentle smile, she moved onto a group of sailors throwing dice on the gangway.
A hand grasped Reva’s shoulder and spun her around. Reva’s arms flew up defensively, but were brushed away.
“Reva! Diego is here! He’s going to cut our chains. Reva, look, I’m free! And soon you will get to know what kind of Menti you are!” Lottie gushed.
Reva took hold of Lottie’s hands, not even glancing at Diego. “We must work fast. Sister Valeria is at Monte Port.”
Lottie’s legs were indeed free, and Reva noticed that Diego had found Lottie new clothes. It was a simple dress that was too loose at the waist, but it had been a good idea. Now Lottie could walk through Estala without notice.
“Then we work fast. Diego, quickly.”
Reva could not express the relief of being free from the shackles around her ankles. Despite the danger of Sister Valeria a few feet away, Reva could have thrown her arms around Karine’s friend Diego and hugged him until his ribs were sore. She rubbed the tender flesh on her ankles and wiggled her feet in the air while Diego moved on to the others with his small saw and cutters. He was a young lad, and clearly nervous. He often glanced up at Lottie and she smiled at him with encouragement.
“He loved me once,” Lottie admitted as she passed a skin of water to Karine. Diego had brought olives too, which they ate greedily. “It was longer than a year since we last saw each other, but he did love me once. We were to be married had the Sisters not taken me.”
Reva chewed on a fingernail, longing for Diego to hurry. With their legs free of shackles they could move faster, but they were still dressed as dirty prisoners. They had to get away from the port and they had to split up. It was their best chance at survival. This was the part of the plan that Reva had not yet figured out. Who would help her? Where could she go? She had half a mind to travel to Nesra’s Keep and beg an audience with the king, but who would let her in? She did not look like a noblewomen. She peeked above the sand dune again. Sister Valeria was still walking along the gangways of the port, and now she realised that Valeria was not alone. There were two guards with her. It was not a large enough party to capture them all, but it might be enough to hurt them. Perhaps Valeria had no intention of herding the prisoners up to take back to the Gardens; perhaps she was here for revenge. The thought was not a pleasant one.
“Eat something,” Karine urged, handing Reva two olives.
She took them, but they tasted bitter as she chewed them. It was the first morsel of food to pass her lips since their broth and bread before the escape. They had been working all day before the escape, then they had not slept—they rode all night and walked all morning. Reva did not want to tell them that they might have to fight.
“We need to leave this place,” Reva said. “Diego, where can we go? Where will we be safe?”
Diego’s mouth opened and closed. He was an attractive boy, with large blue eyes that struck Reva as kind.
“If I were you,” he said licking his lips nervously, “I’d head south. If you can steal clothes or wash in the sea, you might find work at Tianti or maybe Ilkta Markets. But you must be careful. There are outlaws who travel along the market road. Some of you would be best going to Reyalon or to your families. Or…” he paused. “If you can get across the Sea of Kings to Xantos, they say there is a rebel camp in the foothills of the Ash Mountains.”
“A rebel camp?” Reva asked.
“There are Mentis there. The same Mentis who tried to rebel against King Davead when he outlawed sorcery. If you can get there, the other Mentis will give you shelter.”
Reva pulled Diego into her arms. “Thank you. Thank you for everything you have done for us. Now, go. Go and remain safe.”
“Where are you going to go?” Karine asked, as Reva watched the young Diego hurry away from them.
“I think I am going to the Ash Mountains of Xantos,” Reva said. “I think I want to find the rebels and learn what it is to be a Menti.”
Karine squeezed her hand. “I would like that too.”
Reva gazed down at the broken iron chains lying in the sand. “It is strange but I always think of Unna castle when I see iron. Part of me misses it.”
“What’s Unna Castle?” she asked.
“It was the place I had lived before I was caught by the Sisters. It was not a happy place to live, but I miss it all the same.”
“Why does iron remind you of the castle?”
“There was iron all over the castle. Francis had it designed with iron spread all over the walls and door, and even our bed. I was encased in the iron.”
Karine frowned. “He knew what he was but I suppose he did not know who you were. Raina—”
“My name is Reva.”
“Reva, iron does not only suppress our Menti powers, it does more to us, more to women.”
Reva turned to look at Karine.
“The iron stops our babies from growing. It interferes with our breeding. Do you understand?”
“What?” Reva breathed.
“You told me once that you could never bring a baby into this world. You said you left all your unborn children in your old home. Yes?”
“I did,” Reva admitted.
“It was not your fault, Reva. It was the iron in the castle. It stopped you from giving birth to a healthy child.”
“And… and it makes them… deformed?” Reva asked, her voice quivering.
“The iron confuses our magic. Sometimes the child can be half a person, and half the shift-form of our being. So… so perhaps whatever you are when you change…”
Reva felt her knees weaken. Karine had to grip her by the elbow to stop her from falling into the sand. The world spun around her in a hazy blur. Could it be true? She had lived with the guilt of her miscarriages. She had worn the pain on her body, from her scars and her sagging stomach. She had believed herself at fault; she had known it, deep down. It had been part of her, part of what she had believed was her. And yet… and yet… What if it was true? What if it had been the iron all this time and she had never known? Karine gripped her by the shoulders, shaking her back and forth, but why? Because she was sobbing. She was sobbing and she was not doing it quietly.
The women crowded around her. So many faces staring down at her. Did they know? Did they know her shame? Or was it shame no longer? She fell backwards and slid down the soft dune. It was never my fault.
Ammie would be happy for me.
Francis would forgive me.
I have a chance for another life.
Or so Reva thought. Until she heard the screams and the lash of the iron-chain whip. Karine fell away from her, with her hands outstretched, and Reva clasped a hand over her mouth. She blinked once… twice… and she saw Ammie laid on the ground with her lifeblood pouring away.
Not this time.
As Sister Valeria and the two guards attacked the prisoners, Reva felt a ripple surging through her body. Her arms became wings, her legs became scaled, and her back stretched out into a tail. She towered above the women. Sister Valeria redirected her attention from whipping Karine to Reva’s new form, and the whip fell from her hand. Karine pushed Valeria away, and Reva moved on instinct. It was instinct to lunge forward and clasp Valeria in her jaws. The blood of the Sister was warm but tasted bittersweet. She lifted the woman—screaming and writhing against her sharp teeth—and carried her out to the sea. Reva was vaguely aware of the common-folk screaming and shouting as Reva tossed Sister Valeria out to sea. She watched the woman who had put her in chains land in the water, and she roared. She roared out her pain and her anger. She roared for her lost parents, lost husband, lost friend, and lost children.
She roared fire until she could roar no more.
And when it was over, she found herself curled up, naked—Reva again—being lapped gently by the tide. Karine rushed to her side.
“You are a dragon, Reva,” Karine said. “A dragon.”
Reva stared up at her friend. Had she imagined it? Had she truly stretched out her arms until they had become wings? Had she watched her skin turn to scales and breathed hot, yellow fire onto Sister Valeria in the sea? Had she taken another person’s life for the first time ever?
Yes, she knew. She had done all of those things. Karine was right, she was a dragon, and now, she knew, she had a path to follow.




King Davead

There was news at last. It had been more than a week since he had returned from his flight, and he had barely slept since then. It had been foolish, what he had done; he knew that now. But his curiosity had overcome his caution, and he had flown out to the Ash Mountains.
There he had seen his son, Prince Luca, working. Working hard. He watched the boy build some sort of home with his bare hands before digging trenches in the stinking air beneath the Xanti sun. For the first time in his life, Prince Luca was acting like the son he had always wanted Luca to be. He was strong, capable, and not afraid of work. It was a far cry from the weakling he had come to know.
In his hawk form, King Davead had felt that the situation was simpler than he had ever known. He wanted his son to live even if he was Menti. He did not care what he had said to Stefan—he wanted Luca to live. But he did not know how he could ensure Luca’s safety without revealing himself as a Menti like the others.
Davead had known he should return, but when he saw his son run down the hill to warn his rebel friends of the attack, he could not tear himself away. He had watched. He had watched with his tiny bird-heart fluttering against the small bones in his chest. He had watched Luca fight brave and true against Prince Stefan’s forces, and he had found himself rooting for Luca. He cheered when Luca won in battle. He even cheered when the Menti fighters helped his son and saved him from the occasional near-miss. He saw Stefan, a contrast to Luca, sitting atop his horse watching the battle from above.
But the Menti were going to lose. Davead kept the Hag’s words in his heart, trying to make himself believe that he still wanted the Menti dead. But the truth was, seeing his son fight so bravely had moved him. If the Menti died, then so did his son. He flew up to the hill where Stefan watched the battle. Perhaps he could reveal himself to Stefan somehow. Perhaps his son would listen to him. But then he saw Prince Luca striding up the hill to face Stefan and decided to wait to see what would happen.
Luca offered himself to Stefan to let the others live. It was a noble move. It was stupid, but it was noble. Davead knew that Stefan would not let the rebels live even if Luca was put in chains. But then, Davead had been king for a long time and he understood the politics of war. Luca did not.
His two sons fought. Davead was agitated by the fight, yet he still could not decide whether to stop it once and for all. He flew around them, flapping his wings, disturbed by the vicious blows the boys aimed at each other. No parent wants to see their children trying to kill each other. Not even a king.
Then he saw the Brother of the Enlightened creep up behind Luca. Stefan knew what the Brother intended, he was sure of it. He had seen the way Stefan’s face had stretched with an all-knowing smile after he realised that the Brother was not with the rest of the men. The boy had not done anything to stop the Brother. Stefan was about to win the fight by dishonourable means. Rage had filled Davead’s bird-heart until he acted on instinct alone. He flew at the Brother, pecking and scratching at his eyes. Brother Mikkel had cried out in pain, but not before he sliced at the king with his dirk, cutting him below his left wing. Davead had called out, risen up into the air and flown away before he was hit again. He flew with his wing in trouble, flew slowly over the sea, sometimes dropping so low that he thought he might plummet into the sea and drown. But he had not. He had made it back to Nesra’s Keep, and since then he had berated himself as a coward.
He had left his sons in that God-forsaken land, still at each other’s throats. He had left them in the middle of the battle and he had no idea what the outcome would be. The worst part of it was that he had to pretend not to know anything of the incident in the Ash Mountains. He had to act as though he had not travelled there and back alone, with only the seagulls keeping him company. He had a hard enough time trying to explain his long absence from his chambers, and the gash across his ribs.
The last week had been unbearable. But now, there was news.
“His Royal Highness, Prince Stefan Sarinthia.”
After a dull day of listening to the woes of pampered Lords, King Davead sat up in his throne.
“Stefan?” he whispered.
And then his heart fell. If Stefan was back, that meant a different fate for Prince Luca. He gripped the arm of his great gilded throne, and rage filled him up from his feet. If Luca was dead, it was from some wrong deed, most likely performed by Stefan the Snake.
The great doors opened and his son strode into the throne room with his head held high. There was a great gasp from the lords and ladies of the court. The boy did not look well. He was sweating. His hair was plastered to his forehead, and his gait was disjointed, as though he was trying harder than usual to walk. But the gasp from the crowd came from the sight of the monstrous red scars on the left side of his face. He had been burned from scalp to neck, and his face was a terrible mess of blistered skin. When he came closer to the throne, Davead saw that his nose was running. The boy sniffed and wiped it with a handkerchief from his doublet pocket. He also had no sword, the king realised. That was most irregular. He had taught his princes to always carry their swords.
Before his son could speak, King Davead barked, “Court is over. I will speak with my son in my private chambers.”
Stefan clenched his jaw shut, and his eyes flashed. As the king rose to his feet, he wondered if the flash of anger he saw in his son’s eyes was more like triumph. He had no time to worry about that now. He needed to be alone with his son so he could find out Luca’s fate away from the keen ears of his Lords and guards. It would also be best to remove this monstrous version of his son from the eyes of the court. He would not have Luca’s death gossiped about in the kitchens of Nesra’s Keep, nor his son Stefan’s injuries. He would not have his reaction to Luca’s death remembered by the court—for, despite his anger, Davead was concerned that he would openly weep for the death of his son. He had wept for Matias in the privacy of his chambers, but after his week of little rest or sustenance, he wondered if he would be able to control his emotions as well.
“Father, we have much to discuss,” Stefan said. His voice sounded thick, either from some snivelling cold, or from the burn injuries. Davead did not like to look upon his son’s face, it was too disturbing. “It was smart to go to your chambers.” He held his hands behind his back as though attempting to straighten his back even further. Davead wondered if it might also be an attempt to hide his trembling hands. “Father, will you not mention my injuries? As you can see, I came back from the battle gravely wounded.”
Davead did not respond. He could not stand the sound of his son’s voice, and he did not trust himself to speak, not while they were still in the presence of his guards. Once alone, he could say all he wished. But as they traversed the twisting corridors of Nesra’s Keep, he must remain silent and solid as a good king knows to do at the right moment. His mind was filled with the images of that fateful night on the Ash Mountains, but he refused to let it show. He strode as fast as his legs could carry him. Stefan sniffled next to him, and Davead resisted the urge to swat him away like a fly. What was it about the boy that angered him so? It had always been the case. He knew that, seeing Stefan so injured, he should pity his son now, and show concern about his wounds. But he could not. There had always been something off, something unlikeable, about his character. No, Davead knew in that moment he had never loved him. He had not. Before he had seen Luca working and fighting bravely he had liked him little, too. Davead had struggled to love a man he did not respect. He had loved Luca that night. It may have been fleeting, but he had loved him.
Davead commanded that his guards stay outside the doors of his chambers. He showed Stefan in and then bolted the door behind them. He thought about pouring wine. He always did when he had guests in his chambers. But he had not thought to bring a serving boy into the room and it would not be kingly to do it himself.
“Father, I have bad news,” Stefan started. Despite the grave announcement, his voice sounded almost upbeat, under the thickness of his illness. “I must tell you something of the upmost importance.” Stefan paused and fiddled with the high neck of his doublet. “It is so stiflingly hot in here. May I open the windows to your balcony?”
“You may.”
Davead watched the boy cross the room and open the large shutters, letting the sea air filter into the space between them. Stefan was quite ill. He seemed weak. He had to heft the shutters to open them. At one point Davead almost boomed for him to hurry it up. He clenched his hands into fists and resisted the urge to beat his son senseless. Was Luca dead or not?
“I regret to report on the failure of my mission to the Ash Mountains. I had been sent there by you, Your Majesty, to wipe out the Menti rebels who had grouped there, and to bring you my brother, Prince Luca, for you to execute for the crime of murder.”
“And?” Davead implored. “What of their fates?”
“My men fought bravely,” Prince Stefan continued. “We attacked them from the east and west with archers, infantry, and cavalry. As you know, I took a small battalion with me to the place of battle. It was an arduous journey, but the men arrived in good health and well prepared. We outnumbered them, and we were the better fighters in battle, but they had their sorcerer’s tricks to rely upon. We beat them back. We were at the point of victory when Prince Luca himself let out a blast of fire so powerful that it instantly killed my generals and maimed me badly, as you can see. We were forced to retreat. I… I confess, father, I lost consciousness during the attack. The pain was so great that I could not stay awake to command my troops. It was Brother Mikkel who saved my life.”
“You say that Prince Luca is alive?” Davead asked.
Stefan’s voice turned cold. “Yes, father. He is alive. After he maimed me so gravely he went back to his rebels.”
King Davead could not help the smile that crossed his lips. But when he saw the twisted grimace of Stefan’s face he rearranged his face to a more solemn expression.
“Have you been treated for the wounds?” Davead asked.
“I sought a physician in Gold Port,” Stefan said. “But I fear they were not of a standard we are used to in Estala. I seem to have also picked up a fever in Xantos. The place is filthy so I am not surprised.”
Davead nodded. “You will be treated here for your wounds. I am sure they will heal well.” Though Davead was doubtful.
Stefan shook his head. “My wounds will not heal well, father. They will heal some, but they will not heal well. That is because my own brother burned me with his sorcerer’s fire.” Stefan’s voice raised to a shout. The right half of his face turned as red as his burned skin. “I have fought for you, father. I have led a battalion of men into war against the filthy Menti for you, and the first thing for which you seem to show even the slightest bit of concern is my murderous brother.”
“Oh, you are not pure, my son, and do not claim to be. You have killed. I know it. You have murdered with that zealot you call a Governor. You sacrifice men in the name of your God and you drink the blood of the men you sacrifice. That is not pure. You, Stefan, are the murderer. YOU.”
Stefan strode towards him so that King Davead could smell the rotting scent of his breath. He turned his head away from the boy’s scars, ashamed to admit that they unsettled him to the core, as the Hag had once done.
“Spare me,” Stefan said. “Spare me your judgement and your condemnation. You are not worthy to judge me. You are no worthy king. I do not understand why I never comprehended what you are before. I looked up to you once. You were tall to me, Father. The tallest man I knew. You were everything I ever wanted to be and more. But not anymore. Now I know what I must be and I am sorry.”
Davead opened his mouth to ask what he should be sorry for, but then he abruptly shut his jaw with a snap. He staggered back, unable to comprehend what was happening before him. His son burst from his clothing as he shifted into a great monster. Davead raised his arms in protection as Stefan unfolded into a dragon that filled his room. So shocked was he that he forgot to scream. He forgot to call for his guards. He was too in awe of the sight. For he had judged Stefan as someone weak as he had entered Nesra’s Keep, but he’d had it all wrong. Stefan was the opposite. He was ebony scales and yellowing teeth. He was claws and wings that stretched across the space of his room.
Davead had worried about his son since he was a child, but he had never known what he was worrying about. Now, all the clues clicked into place like a child’s puzzle box. He had worried that Stefan would grow up to be a monster.
He had been right to worry.
Davead reached for his neck to snatch the iron chain from his throat. Perhaps he could shift into his hawk form and escape. But before his fingers reached the metal, the dragon lurched forward and grasped him by the shoulders with its huge teeth. In one long swoop, the dragon threw him out of the balcony window. King Davead flew over the balustrades of his balcony into the salty air. The Sea of Kings was a blur in the distance as he began to plummet down with his shoulder bleeding from the deep wound from Stefan’s teeth. This was it. This was his death.
As King Davead plunged into the moat of his castle, he was sure he heard the sound of the Hag laughing.
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