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Chapter 1

It felt worst on my birthday.

For basically my entire life, I’d had a sense of being out of place. Cliché, I know, but it was the best way to put it. No matter where I went, or who I met, or what I did, I always felt just a little… off.

Like something was missing. Like something was out of place.

Or maybe I was the thing out of place.

This discomforting sense of uniqueness had been my most constant companion throughout my life. Having grown up in the foster system, I hadn’t had parents or siblings to share this feeling with or a ‘home base’ to return to. For as long as I could remember, I’d been alone and exposed, like a nerve.

The late-summer evening was just beginning to get a hint of a chill, and I turned up the collar of my jacket against the breeze as I pushed inside the bakery. Its lights were warm and golden against the cool, muted blues of the New York dusk, and I surveyed the array of charming treats before me.

There were doughnuts and Danishes, cupcakes and brownies. A basket of pretzels, shiny from being freshly baked, beckoned from the counter next to the cash register, and they were dotted with black and white sesame seeds.

Even in my gloomiest moments, I liked it here. Something about the atmosphere was perpetually cozy and inviting, which I supposed was a useful vibe for a bakery to have. I’d never seen it empty, and even in the evening of an unremarkable Wednesday, there were about a half-dozen other patrons sitting at little tables or carefully perusing the options that were sitting inside the glass display counter.

As an adult, food was the one thing I’d never allowed myself to abuse, because I knew how damaging that could be, and how difficult it could be to reset your way of thinking. I neither denied myself when I was hungry, nor indulged my every sweet-toothed impulse. It was all about moderation.

That was probably the best way to describe my life, really. Moderate. Neither abysmally terrible nor stunningly amazing. Just… fine. Unexciting. Monotonous, even.

I’d tried to fill this void inside me with any number of things. My life had been an ongoing quest of trying to find that missing puzzle piece that would make me feel complete, make me feel like I didn’t have one foot in this world and the other somewhere else.

I’d tried alcohol and drugs, and I’d partied myself into a stupor for months until I realized it was neither improving my mental state nor my physical health. I’d tried the gym and filled my free hours with rigorous workouts, and while I’d enjoyed the adrenaline highs, the sense of accomplishment, and the reflection staring back at me in the mirror, this, too, had left me feeling unfulfilled.

I’d even tried hooking up with any woman who’d have me. I went on flirtatious dates in nice restaurants and had hurried trysts in nightclubs or bars. It had been fun, and I’d certainly gotten a bit of an ego boost, but the impermanence of it left me scrabbling desperately for more.

My latest attempt had been work. I’d liked the accomplishment of the gym, right? So, why not apply that to my work? I was a receptionist at a vet clinic, and while the pay wasn’t amazing, I got to spend my days offering dog biscuits and cat treats and reassuring worried owners their furry little friends were in good hands. There was a sense of fulfilment in that, a gratification at being able to set people at ease. But still, something just didn’t quite fit, and I wanted more.

A vague and nebulous more.

Frankly, I was beginning to think I’d never find it. Hedonism, health, debauchery, and now responsibility had all been lacking something. I didn’t know what, I just knew it hadn’t been enough.

I let out an exasperated huff as I surveyed the colorful muffins behind the counter and tried not to let my thoughts run too darkly. But, as I’d said before, it was worse on my birthday, because that was a day that seemed to drive home just how acutely isolated I was.

The only birthday wishes I’d received had been a perfunctory grocery-store card with a twenty-dollar bill stuffed inside, from my last foster family. While uninspiring, I couldn’t fault them, because even though we’ve never been close, and I’d never felt the click of belonging to a ‘real’ family, they had done right by me. I’d always been fed and clothed, they’d looked after me when I’d been sick and helped me with my homework. They had been as upstanding and dutiful as any social worker could have asked of them.

But they hadn’t been my family, and nor had I been theirs.

They made cursory efforts to maintain a polite relationship, like the birthday card, and I, in turn, made sure to send them a Christmas card every year. But we hadn’t been close when I’d been living with them as a teenager, and we weren’t close now.

I stared unexcitedly at a brown cupcake with pale frosting-- probably vanilla flavored or something-- and I mulled over the fact I was now twenty-six and had no sense of my own identity and nothing to root me in place. I was as lost and untethered as I had been when I’d aged out of the system eight years ago.

I was a ghost in my own life, and as I looked at these little cakes, I knew what I wanted more than anything for this birthday, for this coming year, was to uncover a sense of purpose, a sense of belonging. I wanted to prove my potential, not in just anything, but in something that mattered to me. I wanted to be capable of something good and useful and impressive. I wanted to find real, lasting bonds of friendship and love.

I just didn’t know how to start, and with each passing year, I increasingly feared it was too late.

“Know what you want?” the cheerful cashier behind the counter asked.

She had bright pink hair and a bar through her left eyebrow, and she wore a large smile and a parchment-colored apron embroidered with the bakery’s logo.

“Uh, just one of those, thanks,” I said as I pointed to the chocolate cupcake I’d been half-glowering at.

I figured it was at least worth trying to celebrate, and birthdays required cake.

The cashier selected one of the cakes and tucked it into a pink-and-white striped paper bag with another sunny smile.

“Have a good evening,” she said brightly.

I wondered if she’d seen my low mood and was trying to improve it, so I mustered up a smile of my own as I paid, and then I headed back out into the cool evening.

I lived alone, but I actually preferred it that way. Having never lived with a partner, I was only familiar with the silent battles of dirty dishes and stolen fridge space between roommates. I liked having space all to myself, to know there was a space I didn’t have to perform in.

Of course, living alone in New York meant I could afford little more than a shoebox, but being a foster kid meant I didn’t have very many belongings to begin with. Honestly, I appreciated the discipline it enforced, because the idea of being weighed down with useless objects didn’t appeal to me one bit.

Once back in my apartment, I dumped my phone, keys, and wallet on the kitchen counter. Then I rooted around my junk drawer until I produced a half-pack of candles, and I shoved one into the middle of the icing swirl atop the cupcake-- which was almost the size of the cake itself.

I chuckled ruefully to myself as I lit the candle, and I was aware of the slightly-sad ridiculousness of lighting a single cupcake for a birthday celebration.

“Well,” I said aloud to no one. “I suppose there’s nowhere to go but up.”

With another ironic chuckle, I blew out the candle.

And, at that exact moment, I heard an enormous clashing noise from outside.

It was so loud and so sudden that if I’d been holding my cupcake, I would certainly have dropped it, and that impressive tower of vanilla icing would have been smooshed against the tiles of my kitchen floor.

Slowly, I stood up from the kitchen table and listened hard in the wake of the noise, but all I could hear were the everyday sounds of the city.

I was used to the odd loud noise here. This was famously the city that never slept, but I’d grown accustomed to the kind of noises that reached my ears, and whatever that had been was not one of them.

Really, I had nothing better to do, so I figured it was at least worth investigating. Maybe it would be nothing, or maybe I’d get a cool story to mention to my coworkers tomorrow morning.

Or maybe I’d be stabbed.

The sound had seemingly come from the back of my apartment building, which wasn’t a space people generally frequented. The dumpsters were kept there, but rather than being an alleyway, it was a dead end, like a notch carved into the otherwise-conjoined buildings on either side.

As I went outside to investigate, nothing immediately caught my eye. I didn’t see any foxes or raccoons scurrying away, anyone rummaging through the trash, or even some tired, underpaid hospitality worker puffing away on a post-shift cigarette.

By all accounts, it was deserted.

Except I knew I’d heard that strange noise, and it had been far too loud to leave no disturbance. The dumpster lids were closed, but I knew the sounds they made when they were thrown open or slammed shut. Hell, I even knew what it sounded like when a homeless person or an incoherently drunk guy stumbled down here thinking it was an alley, only to trip over trash bags and collide with one of the dumpsters.

I frowned, but I guessed the noise would remain a mystery, so I turned away to go back into my apartment.

Until something finally caught my eye.

There was a soft glow, far brighter and bluer than a streetlamp, and it looked like it was coming from behind a dumpster.

There was maybe two feet of space between the back wall of the alcove and the dumpsters, a space usually occupied by trash-eating wildlife, but I’d never seen any kind of light coming from there before.

Was somebody watching a video on a smartphone or something?

I approached carefully while wondering why exactly I cared, and what good it would do to intervene, but some part of me was desperately curious.

Some part of me felt… pulled.

“Hello?” I asked, a little louder than an ordinary speaking voice, but not loud enough to be seen as a shout. I didn’t want to come off as aggressive in case there was someone scared or unstable back there. “Who’s there? Are you okay?”

No answer, but I could still see the glow. Maybe whoever or whatever was there couldn’t hear me. Maybe they thought if they stayed still and silent, I would just go away.

“It’s not a good idea to be hanging out behind a dumpster,” I said. “You could get stuck back there. Not to mention it could make you sick.”

Still nothing, so I stepped ever closer. I was having to carefully pick my way around trash bags now. Despite the size of these dumpsters, they always filled up the day before the garbage collectors came, so residents-- myself included-- just let the bags pile up next to them.

“I’m not gonna hurt you,” I said, but as I drew close enough to the dumpster, I began to hear a strange, low humming from behind it.

What was that person doing back there? It certainly wasn’t a smartphone’s screen light I could see reflecting off the brick walls.

“And I’m not gonna call the cops or anything,” I added as my heart rate began to speed up.

In fact, I was willing to bet that threatening to call the cops would only make things worse. People made stupid mistakes when they were scared and jumpy, and cops weren’t exactly great at de-escalation.

“I’m gonna come around now,” I told whoever was hiding behind the dumpster. “Slowly, okay? And I’m not gonna hurt you.”

I moved a trash bag out of my path so I could step around the huge steel-and-plastic dumpster and into the two-foot space behind it. The light was brighter now that I was closer, and the humming noise was louder.

Just what could it be?

I had my answer a moment later when I rounded the corner and found myself in the narrow space between the dumpster and the wall.

Nothing.

Or, no, maybe that wasn’t quite right. Because there was definitely something there. I just didn’t quite know what it was.

It wasn’t a human, that much was clear. From what I could see, there had never been a person or an animal here. Both the light and the humming noise were coming from this… hole.

A large, shimmering hole. Like a gash in the air, or a gap in the world itself.

I suddenly realized I was shaking, and I reached down to pinch myself, because this had to be some kind of crazy dream, right? I’d eaten my birthday cupcake and passed out on my bed.

Except I winced at the painful feeling, which meant this had to be real.

“What are you?” I murmured to the hole without remotely expecting an answer.

I didn’t get one, either, unless you counted the humming noise.

I could hear something else in it, too. It was very faint, but as I strained my ears, I could pick out fragments of a melodic, wordless tune. It was kind of haunting in a way, and undeniably beautiful.

Before I really thought about what I was doing, I reached out a hand for the hole. I wanted to know what it would feel like, what was inside it.

Or maybe the correct question was where it would lead to.

Static electricity fizzed in the air as my fingers drew closer. A charged, excited feeling began to course through me, and in that moment a bizarre, ludicrous thought entered my head.

This. This was what I had been looking for. The piece to fill that gap, that void, that piece of me that was missing.

It was here. Somehow.

As soon as my fingers touched the surface of the hole-- if a hole could even have a surface-- I felt my entire body, or maybe the entire world, lurch as if retching, and the next thing I knew, I was thrown forward, into the light, into the fizzing energy of this thing, and there was nothing around me except for light and sound.

It was pure, distilled, too bright, and too loud to pick out details of, like the universe had opened itself up to me, and I, with my puny human eyes and ears, could not even begin to comprehend what I was witnessing.

It was like a human in the Bible seeing an angel for the first time and struggling to reconcile this being into something they could understand.

Be not afraid.

The strange part was, as light and sound hurtled around me, I wasn’t afraid. Curious, yes. Excited, definitely. But, oddly enough, not afraid.

There wasn’t the sense of landing or being deposited somewhere. Instead, after an indeterminate amount of time, I just realized I wasn’t moving anymore, and the intense sound and light of the journey, or tunnel, or whatever you wanted to call it, had receded.

And instead, I now found myself in the middle of a mountainous forest, surrounded by trees, and very much not in New York.

“I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore, Toto,” I murmured to no one but myself.

It was a half-hearted attempt to keep the mood light, because what in the hell had just happened?

I pinched myself again, and like before, I winced. So, somehow, this was still real, and I’d been teleported from the middle of a bustling metropolis to the middle of nowhere.

Or maybe I’d gone crazy, and this was an intensely vivid hallucination.

I looked around to get my bearings and figure out where I could be. Except, I’d never seen anything like this before. In fact, the furthest I’d ever been away from New York City was Boston. I’d certainly never found myself in the middle of a dense forest before.

I swallowed hard and refused to let myself panic. That would do nothing to help me and might even make things worse. I needed to conserve my energy for more useful things, like walking… or fleeing, if I came across a mountain lion or some other large predator. I wasn’t going to starve, and I wasn’t going to be eaten, I just needed to think.

I tipped my head back and peered through the gaps in the canopy of trees at the stars. It was suddenly a lot later than I’d thought it was. Had I lost time in that strange tunnel? Or had I been teleported so far away that I was in a different time zone? If that was the case, I was probably in Europe or something, because to be later in the night, I would have needed to go east.

Europe had mountains, didn’t it? And forests? Maybe I was in Europe. In the Alps or something. The thought in and of itself was insane, but so were my circumstances.

I had no real way of knowing my location, though, because the stars were just a blanket of shimmering lights. I barely even saw the stars in New York, let alone knew how to navigate by them. I didn’t even know which one was the North Star.

It seemed my best bet right now was to wait for the sun to rise. From there, I would know which direction ‘east’ was, but then what? I could be one mile away from civilization, or a hundred miles. I wouldn’t know unless I was lucky enough to travel in the right direction.

But I was unwilling to just sit here. It was probably the more dangerous option, if there were creatures like mountain lions around. But if I walked, I had slightly more of a chance at finding people than if I sat down and waited for rescue or death.

So, wandering around it was.

It felt good to be moving at least. It was a way to get rid of the nervous energy that was rapidly building up inside me. Each question was like a bee frantically buzzing around my head in desperate search of answers.

Where the hell was I? How had I gotten here? What was that hole I fell through?

I considered calling out, in case there were any people nearby, but alongside the fact I had no promise anyone I came across would be friendly, I didn’t want to alert my presence to any bears, big cats, or wolves that might be stalking prey within the trees.

After what felt like maybe a half-hour of walking, I came across a cliff face. It was a steep, sharp wall of rock ascending upward to the next ‘level’ of whichever mountain I was on. It occurred to me then that I had no guarantee the spot I was in right now was accessible. Maybe the only way off this part of the mountain was by helicopter or parachute, and unfortunately, I was fresh out of both.

I told myself again to remain calm and to worry about a problem only when I actually encountered it. There was no use catastrophizing, and it was just as likely I’d find a little hiking trail of moderate difficulty leading down to a village.

As I moved further along, and kept the cliff face to my right, I happened upon the mouth of a cavern. A deep cave had been cut into the rock, but it was too clean and too uniform to be a naturally-occurring hole.

It seemed deserted now, but just inside the mouth of the cave, I spied a strange little crystal sticking out of the wall near the floor.

More out of curiosity than anything else, I made my way over and picked it up. It was about the size of my palm, a reddish-orange color, translucent, and seemed to glow softly, as though a tiny fire burned within its center.

It looked kind of cool, so I decided I might as well hold onto it. But, as I examined it further, I swore I could feel a dimmer version of the same, strange humming noise I’d heard within the alleyway.

Maybe this crystal was my ticket back to my home, then. Maybe it could be used to open another shimmering, white-blue hole of light behind my building’s dumpsters.

I was just about to slip the crystal into my pocket when something moved in the corner of my vision, and I turned around just in time to see a group of masked, cloaked figures burst out from the trees with weapons.

The next thing I knew, hands were grabbing at me, and I did the only thing I could do.

I fought back.

My time at the gym had been mainly focused on strength training, on knowing how to move my body so I didn’t strain myself, and I kept fit and healthy well into my older years. But I knew a few basic self-defense moves, and I deployed them now by pushing back against my assailants and trying to throw them off me.

My fist flew at one masked face, and my knuckles cracked against the wooden material. Pain splintered up my hand, but the bastard I’d struck stumbled back. Another cloaked figure lunged at me, and I dodged to the side before lashing out my leg and tripping the idiot into the dirt.

My attackers were strangely silent through the whole ordeal, and I couldn’t even see their eyes through the dark holes of the masks. It made the fight feel kind of like a horror movie, and my assailants were unholy specters.

Until I managed to punch one in the gut, and I felt the give of flesh and actually heard the breath whoosh from my opponent’s lungs.

So, they were human. Or at least human enough to feel pain.

Whoever they were, though, they were well-trained, because every time I managed to shove one back, two more surged forward to take the first one’s place. They seemed intent on capturing me, because they weren’t using the spears and blades they wielded to draw my blood. They merely used the weapons to keep me at arm’s length and corral me into a circle, and it seemed they’d quickly learned that getting within striking distance of me was asking for a fist or foot to the closest body part I could find.

As I ducked below a half-hearted jab from a spear butt, my eyes darted around for an escape, but the cloaked figures were quickly closing the circle.

Before long, I was simply overwhelmed, outnumbered at least five to one. While I dodged another spear butt aimed at my side, I didn’t see the one sweeping toward my leg. The length of wood caught me behind the knee, and a moment later, I found myself sprawled on the ground.

Then a large spear jutted toward me, blade first this time, and the sharp tip hovered only a few inches from my throat.

“Wait, wait!” I cried out as I raised my hands in surrender. “I didn’t do anything! I mean, I’m not here to hurt you!”

“As if we would believe that,” the one wielding the spear scoffed.

It was the first time any of them had spoken, but I presumed this one was the leader. I couldn’t see a face underneath the dark mask, but the voice suggested they were a woman.

I peered at the mask, trying to make out details. It was too dark to see much, but the way the light reflected off its surface suggested it was lacquered wood, and ridges had been carved into the forehead and cheeks. A pair of dark brown eyes stared at me from the eye-holes.

I looked around at the rest of the group. There were five, so I’d actually been outnumbered six-to-one. That did a little to sooth my bruised ego, but right now it seemed like bruises would be the least of my worries.

“What are you doing here?” the leader demanded.

Her voice had a strange accent, one I couldn’t place. It definitely wasn’t American.

Why were these people brandishing melee weapons and bows? My first thought was they were part of some obscure hunting club, one that insisted on using archaic weapons, but if that was the case, why would they care about me?

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly, and my eyes traveled up the length of the spear until I was looking at the emotionless mask the woman wore. “I went outside to check a weird noise and, the next thing I know, I’m in the middle of this forest!”

Another snort made it clear just how much she didn’t believe me.

“It’s the truth!” I insisted.

“From where do you hail?” the leader continued her interrogation. “Who do you fight for? Ormar? Keshki?”

“Who?” I blinked in confusion. “I’ve never heard of those people. I swear, I mean you no harm!”

“Who sent you?” the woman pressed, and the head of the spear was shoved another inch closer to my throat.

“No one sent me!” I snapped, and I was growing frustrated now, because how else could I make that clear? “I know it sounds crazy, but I just ended up here. I… fell, or something. Through some kind of… of portal? I was in New York a few minutes ago!”

“New… York?” one of the other masked warriors said.

This one was an archer and had a loaded bow aimed directly at my head.

“We don’t know this place,” the leader informed me. “Which kingdom does it reside in?”

“Kingdom?” I repeated as I stared up at her. “I… it’s not a kingdom. It’s in the United States. Where am I? Who are you?”

I doubted I would get an answer, but I figured it was worth trying anyway. What English-speaking person didn’t know about New York?

Sure enough, the lead woman didn’t respond, and a tense silence settled over all of us.

“I’m going to stand up,” I eventually said, because I was starting to feel strain in my back and shoulders from maintaining this half-sat-up position, like I was doing crunches. “Okay? Don’t… stab me or anything. I’m just going to stand up.”

The leader backed away ever so slightly, but she didn’t lower her spear.

“Look,” I said as I slowly got to my feet. “My name is Liam Drake, I’m from New York. I have no idea where I am, or how I got here. I left my apartment to check on a weird noise behind it and found some… hole. It was glowing and humming, and when I touched it, I was sucked through and wound up here. Wherever here is.”

Though I couldn’t see any of the warriors’ faces, I could sense their utter confusion as they glanced at each other. I had to admit, it wasn’t a terribly convincing story, even if it was the truth.

“I promise I don’t mean you any harm,” I repeated. “I just want to figure out where I am, and how to get home. No one ‘sent’ me, unless someone intended for me to fall through that portal. But I doubt it.”

“Why?” the leader asked, and I was a little surprised that this was the first thing she thought to question.

“Because I… I’m not special,” I said with a shrug. “I’m just a guy. I work at a veterinary clinic. I definitely don’t want to hurt your… tribe?”

I said this last word carefully, since I was unsure of what, exactly, to call this group. But given their masked faces and their old-school weapons, it seemed a safe enough bet.

“You truly have no idea where you are?” one of the others asked me.

I couldn’t tell which one spoke, because of their masks, but the voice was again that of a woman. And she didn’t sound convinced.

“Not at all,” I said frankly. “But if you could help me orient myself, I’d be very grateful.”

“You are in the Spines,” the leader told me in a flat voice. “Along what used to be the Ladon-Imugi border.”

About half of those words made absolutely no sense to me.

“Sorry.” I shook my head. “The what? Where?”

“The. Spines,” the leader repeated in a slow, suspicious tone, and I saw her grip tighten on the shaft of her spear. “Your games don’t fool us. There isn’t a child alive who doesn’t know these mountains.”

“I’m not playing a game!” I cried out.

This outburst was rewarded with all six warriors raising their weapons once again and assuming defensive stances. I heard the creak of bowstrings and leather gloves as grips tightened and tension raised even further.

“Look,” I sighed. “Do any of you have a phone? Or could you point me to a village that has one?”

It seemed unlikely anyone running around a forest would have a cell on them, but I’d figured it was worth a shot.

“Phone?” the leader echoed slowly, like the word was foreign to her. “What is that? Some kind of weapon?”

“What?” I looked around at them all. “You’re kidding, right? Is this some weird joke? Are you a LARP club or something? I just want to get home!”

“Tell us where you hail from, and we might let you go,” the leader said.

“I already have!” I snapped. “New! York! How do you not know what that is?”

“Calm yourself!” the leader ordered as she jutted her spear at me. “We run into plenty of your kind around the border, and we will not be fooled by your attempts at trickery. Get on your knees and place your hands behind your head.”

“You’re nuts if you think I’m doing that,” I said flatly, and I threw out my arms in exasperation. “Just tell me where I can find a phone!”

“He has a crystal!” one of the other warriors then cried out, and only then did I realize I was still holding the reddish-orange crystal I’d picked up from the mouth of the cave.

“What? This?” I asked, and I held it out. “I just found it on the ground.”

They all recoiled a little as though I was waving around a highly-volatile substance.

“Thief!” one of the warriors snarled. “Interloper!”

“I didn’t steal it! I just found it!” I was rapidly growing more and more frustrated. “Look, I’ll give it back to you if it means that much, alright? I just want to get home!”

I went to set the crystal down on the ground, and with each movement of mine, the six people clustered around me flinched like I was on the verge of detonating.

But, as I crouched down, something strange happened.

The crystal in my hand began to feel… warm. Maybe it was less strange than everything else that had happened so far to me tonight, but it was still unusual.

I stopped and turned my hand over to stare at it, and I saw the soft glow within its depths had brightened.

“No!” one of the warriors shouted. “Stop that at once! Drop it!”

But I barely heard her, because I was mesmerized at the sight of the crystal. By the second, I could feel it getting warmer and warmer. Actually, it was kind of hot now. Maybe it would get too hot, and I would need to drop it, but I found I couldn’t let go. Physically, my fingers would not release it, and more than that, I didn’t want to.

The glow was becoming even brighter, too. Brighter than a torch, so bright I had to squint and couldn’t look at it straight on.

I directed my gaze up, away from the shining stone, and then the cries of the warrior women for me to stop, to drop it, were drowned out by a rush of the same, loud humming I’d heard from the portal.

And underneath it was that melodic, moving tune.

My eyes were streaming from the brightness, and my vision was dazzled with brief blind spots. I stared up at the sky with its unfamiliar stars, and as I was enveloped in the heat and noise emanating from this crystal, I felt oddly reassured by it all.

And then, as real as the stone in my hand, as the ground beneath my feet, an enormous shadow swept across the sky. It was so close, and had such an unmistakable shape, that only one word came to mind, and it came to mind immediately.

Dragon.
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Chapter 2

I stared at the enormous, scaled creature flying just above us. In the light of the moon, I could see its hide was golden and shimmering, and I was, in the biblical sense, awed.

Of course I knew what dragons were, I’d seen them in TV shows and movies, I’d read about them in books. But they had always been creatures of myth, sprinkled into legends or fantasy epics as metaphors for greed or symbols of power. Never in my wildest dreams had I imagined there was a place where they were real, living, breathing creatures.

Before my eyes, it was flesh and blood. If I hadn’t been so baffled, and so petrified about whether I was on the verge of being cremated or eaten, I might have fallen to my knees in pure wonder.

“Dragonsblood!” one of the masked warriors cried out in a voice that sounded both amazed and terrified.

I was entirely incapable of speech. I just gaped as the creature slowly circled us all before coming to land squarely behind me facing the half-dozen armed warriors.

Easily twenty feet tall, and probably about twice as long, it was the largest creature I had ever seen with my own two eyes. Up close, I could see the individual scales of glittering gold that covered its body. It moved fluidly, sinuously, on four taloned legs, with its huge, leathery wings attached like webbing under its forelegs that connected to its torso.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I supposed the fact the wings and forelegs weren’t separate limbs technically made this creature a wyvern, but now was hardly the time to be splitting hairs.

The dragon’s eyes blazed like chips of amber as it looked at me, and somehow, impossibly, I felt like I knew those eyes, like there was… understanding in them.

Then that flaming gaze turned to appraise my assailants. The women were shaking now and were clearly just as afraid as I was, but despite their fear, they seemed resolved to hold on to their weapons.

I doubted they would make much of a dent against this creature’s thick hide. They seemed to know this, too.

The leader, who was still holding her spear, slowly began to back away in an unmistakable and entirely understandable retreat. After all, what could six people do against an actual, real dragon?

There was only the question of why it had seemingly come to my rescue.

I was caught between watching the group of retreating warriors and keeping my gaze fixed squarely on the impossible creature of myth looming over me, as though I was an egg from its clutch.

And then, as suddenly as the dragon had appeared, I felt the sweep of air as it outstretched its huge wings, and with one great flap, it had launched itself once more into the air.

It was strangely quiet. Beside the beating of its wings, there were no howls, no snarls, no growls. It was a curiously quiet hunter, but for some reason, tonight, neither I nor my masked assailants were its prey.

We just stared, as confused and awed as before, as the golden-scaled creature soared into the air and flew away as suddenly as it had appeared.

The moment it vanished into the night, I let out a cry, more from surprise than pain, as I realized the reddish-orange crystal I was holding had suddenly grown too hot. I dropped it reflexively, but as it fell to the ground, I realized my palm was unmarked. It wasn’t even the faintest bit red.

At the same time I dropped the crystal, one of the masked warriors lunged forward and snatched it up from the ground, and then she immediately proceeded to juggle it between both her hands while letting out small exclamations of pain.

I watched her and was too confused to try and snatch the crystal back. It had been hot, yes, but not hot enough to burn.

Maybe it was getting hotter by the moment, but then, as suddenly as that seemed to happen, the crystal’s glow dimmed, and with it, seemingly, so did its heat.

The masked woman who’d snatched it up handed it to the leader, who tucked it into some pocket in her dark uniform. I realized now what the carved ridges of her mask were meant to display. They were dragon scales, and the edges of the mask flared out beyond her cheekbones and above her forehead like the frilled shape of the real creature’s skull.

She was still facing me, though, and I tried to imagine the expression she might be wearing under her mask. Confusion? Suspicion? Or maybe the appearance of a dragon had, in some way, proved her right about something.

“Just what is your game here?” she demanded after a long moment.

“Game?” I asked. “What game? I didn’t do anything!”

“You summoned a dragon,” the leader said flatly, and she jerked the shaft of her spear vaguely skyward. “You had a crystal. Why summon it if not to flee? Or kill us?”

“I didn’t summon it!” I huffed. “Or… if I did, I didn’t mean to! I didn’t even know that was a thing that could be done-- I didn’t even know dragons are real!”

The leader relented a little at that. I couldn’t see her face, but I saw how she physically moved back a little, like she was stunned.

She couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t believe I hadn’t known dragons were real.

“Where are you from?” she asked again.

“I told you!” I groaned and just barely stopped myself from tearing out my hair. “New York! How do you not know what that is, you’re speaking English!”

“What?” one of the other warriors asked, the one who’d picked up the crystal and had to juggle it between her hands to keep it from burning her. “What’s that? We’re speaking Tanish.”

‘Tanish’ was a word I had never heard, and it was certainly not a language I knew how to speak.

“I have no idea what’s going on,” I said firmly. “I didn’t intend to summon a dragon, or even if it was me who did that. And I don’t mean any of you any harm. I just want answers, and then I want to go home.”

“Of course you want answers,” one of the other warriors sneered. “But you’re not going to get them. Ladon’s borders are closed to the likes of you.”

“What borders?” I asked. “Ladon? What is that? Is that where I am?”

“As if you don’t know,” the leader scoffed at me. “Now, tell us why you summoned the dragon, if not to flee or kill us.”

“I didn’t!” I practically yelled. After seeing a literal dragon, I was far less inclined to be scared of an arrow or some pointy sticks. “I’m telling you, I didn’t!”

“We’re going in circles,” one of the other warriors said impatiently.

“I couldn’t agree more,” I agreed. “So, please, just tell me where I can find a city or something.”

“He seeks a city,” one of the warriors said, and a small chuckle shivered around their group. “Perhaps we should take him to one.”

“Perhaps,” the leader agreed, though in a tone that was more musing than mocking. “Search him.”

Two of the warriors stepped forward, and I thought about backing off or running, but what good would that do? I would only find myself once again lost in a vast forest, with no sense of where I was.

And… from how these people were speaking, from their complete bafflement at the things I was saying, I was increasingly wondering if I wasn’t far, far further from home than I’d even dared contemplate.

“Raise your arms,” the leader instructed, so I did.

Two of the others then patted me down. They shoved their hands into the pockets of my pants and pulled out a set of keys, some loose change, and half a stale dog biscuit from when I’d been checking in on a Labrador at work today.

I kicked myself for not thinking to take my phone when I’d left my apartment, but there was no way I could even get a signal. It had been on single-digit power, anyway, which was why I’d been charging it on the kitchen counter-- where it presumably still was now.

As I was searched, I heard the women muttering to one another about what they were looking for. Weapons, unsurprisingly, but also, apparently, more of those crystals.

Regardless, I had neither, and once they were satisfied, the leader finally lowered her spear.

“You will walk with us,” she declared. “You seek a village and people, and you will be indulged. But you are to speak to no one, and if you try to run, or attack someone, we will kill you on the spot. Understood?”

“Fine,” I sighed, because what other option did I have?

In a sense, I’d been lucky enough already to run into one group of people in this forest, what were the chances I would meet another group? Plus, there was no guarantee that the second group, if I even found one, wouldn’t be even more hostile and crazy than these people.

Besides, it was clear these warriors knew the surrounding forest far better than I did. There was no way I could outrun them, even if I had a specific destination in mind.

The leader then turned to one of the other warriors and muttered something in too low a voice for me to hear. This woman looked at the leader, then at me, and then she nodded and ran off into the trees without a word.

The remaining five warriors clustered themselves around me in a pentagon, with their leader at the front, and we began to walk. All of them were marching in tandem, and I fought to keep with the rhythm so I didn’t crash into any of them.

They led me through the trees as if it was the simplest thing in the world, and they knew exactly where they were going. They evidently did, because not only did they weave smoothly in and out of the dense trunks, we soon came to a narrow path of packed dirt, which was unmistakably some kind of hiking trail.

The five warriors directed me down the steep path, and it wound back and forth across itself as we descended the side of one of these forested mountains. Every two hundred feet or so, we’d make another switchback turn.

We’d gone so far down I was sure we were coming close to the base of this mountain, but as the trees thinned and I got a wider view of the landscape around me, I realized nothing could have been further from the truth.

We were barely halfway down this enormous peak, and when I gazed out at the mountainous terrain before me, I could see we were headed for a plateau jutting out from a neighboring, connected mountain, which appeared to have a city on it.

Or maybe, it would have been more accurate to say a city spilling off it.

Half the city rested on this plateau, and threading down the sheer cliffs were more small groups of buildings that pooled into another dense cluster at the base of an enormous canyon, through which a narrow river flowed.

“The city of Aitvaras,” the leader told me. “That’s what you were seeking, was it not?”

I was too stunned by the sight of this city, built into the side of the mountains, to muster a snarky comeback, or another insistence that I truly had no idea what was going on.

We traversed toward the city, along a mountain road between this peak and the one housing Aitvaras, and as we drew closer, I noticed the faces of the mountains seemed oddly pock-marked. It wasn’t until we passed right by a cave entrance that I realized that was what they all were.

This city was a mining city.

I supposed there was little else for them to do. At least from here, I couldn’t see where large agricultural spaces could go. The terrain was too steep and likely the climate too extreme.

“What do you mine here?” I asked without really expecting an answer.

Sure enough, I heard one of the warriors behind me scoff.

But the leader deigned to answer me seriously, even if I didn’t understand her answer.

“Dragon’s Hearts,” she said in such a grave tone that I knew she wasn’t playing some weird trick on me.

But I couldn’t fathom what she meant, because I had seen a dragon, and I doubted its heart was something easily mined.

Were there dragons in all these caverns, though? Did each one of those tunnels, which from this distance seemed so tiny, contain another magnificent, deadly creature of shimmering scales and leathery wings?

“Where are you taking me?” I then asked, because I figured if she was willing to answer one question, perhaps she might indulge one more.

“The Queen of Ladon,” the leader answered, and before I could even begin to reel at the knowledge I was apparently about to meet royalty, she continued. “One of our number has already been sent ahead to notify her of your discovery within our borders. She will decide your fate.”

As ominous as that sounded, I was hopeful meeting with a queen, someone who was presumably trained in diplomacy, might be more fruitful when it came to convincing these people I didn’t mean any harm and had no clue how I’d ended up here.

Wherever ‘here’ was, because I was growing less and less convinced I was on planet Earth. Unless this was some bizarrely elaborate practical joke, I’d somehow been transported to another world.

We approached Aitvaras, which mostly involved climbing up another back-and-forth winding path until we reached the lip of the upper city’s plateau. While we hadn’t descended far enough to be among the lower half of the city, we were only about halfway up, and my legs burned as we trudged upward, but I was determined to keep pace with my captors.

Once we were in the city proper, I got a look at whatever this society was that apparently had dragons and not phones.

It reminded me of a medieval renaissance fair, with cute little stone buildings with thatched roofs or slate tiles. The roads were cobbled and lit with lanterns burning candles. Golden light spilled out from windows, and the most advanced technology seemed to be plumbing-- which, though I was grateful for, wasn’t exactly the height of technological advancement.

Had I not just seen a real live dragon, I might have been more awed or thrown by the sight of this place, but the idea that I might have time-traveled or fallen through into another world was honestly only the second most baffling thing to happen to me tonight.

It seemed a group of masked warriors parading a prisoner through their streets was a rare sight, if not unheard of. While the roads weren’t lined with onlookers, plenty of people stopped or slowed whatever they were doing to watch me as I was marched past.

Even so, something about it felt a little… off. I let my gaze wander as I tried to puzzle it out what, exactly, was putting me on edge.

I saw one woman step out of what looked like a tavern or inn, with an apron cinched around her waist and flyaway curls of hair escaping from a haphazard bun behind her head. She was clearly in some kind of hurry to do something, but when she saw me, she stopped dead and stared at me, as if I was some alien creature to her.

Maybe I was. My style of clothing was at least entirely unlike hers.

But then, I realized it wasn’t what I was wearing. It was me.

There were no men here.

I looked around, and every face, whether outside or through a window, was female. They ranged in age from tiny kids to wizened elders, but every single one was a girl or woman. I couldn’t see a single man, not even a young boy.

An uneasy feeling prickled across my skin as I tried to figure out what could have happened to the men. If I really was in another world, these people probably weren’t ‘human’ as I would conceive of it.

Maybe they were a species that didn’t have males and reproduced asexually.

Maybe they were a species where the genetic males looked identical, and the difference was only apparent when pants were removed.

Or… maybe, like mantises, they killed men once they had sex with them and ate their corpses. Maybe this society executed men, and that was what the leader of these warriors had meant when they said ‘the likes of me’ weren’t welcome here.

I swallowed hard and wondered if I was going to be tortured and killed for unwittingly trespassing.

But I forced myself not to panic. I was catastrophizing again. I had no evidence for any of that. Maybe I just hadn’t seen any men-- it wasn’t like it was the middle of the day, and the streets were packed.

It was also possible the men were away somewhere. Possibly mining, since that was clearly the major industry of this place. And none of the women or girls looking at me were watching me with disgust or hunger. Mostly curiosity, and perhaps slight fear.

You didn’t fear something you were planning to eat or execute.

As we wended our way further into the city, I continued to see only women and girls. I saw some mothers take their daughters by the hand and lead them inside and away from doorways and windows, as though I was some dangerous monster that would lash out. They were baffled at the sight of me, and wary, and I couldn’t imagine this was just because of my clothes.

They weren’t meaningfully different-looking to me, either. I saw a range of skin tones and hair colors, and at least to me, I didn’t look out of place except for the fact I was a man. For this reason, the unease with which those women looked at me prickled uncomfortably over my skin like a rash.

Maybe there weren’t men off mining somewhere.

Eventually, we came to the walls of the palace. The guards at the gate were a pair of women wielding vicious-looking halberds that could easily have cleaved me in two, so I politely waited and tried to look as nonthreatening as possible while the leader of my captors explained the queen was expecting us and an audience with ‘the man.’

Once past the gates, we emerged into a handsome courtyard. White gravel cut through a vibrant garden filled with flowers blooming in all colors, and a large space off to the side that was so plain, flat, and devoid of anything but gravel that I could only presume it was a dragon landing pad.

Since, apparently, dragons existed and could seemingly be summoned.

The pace of my five escorts quickened as we entered the palace, and they quick-marched me down long hallways lined with impressive tapestries and intricately-carved statues of dragons and busts of important figures.

Here were the first male faces I saw, hewn from cold marble.

When we came to a pair of doors that unmistakably led to some kind of throne room, another pair of female guards blocked our path, and they stared at me owlishly as the leader of the masked warriors explained the queen was expecting us.

Me.

Dubiously, the guards stepped aside and opened the door, and I was half-guided, half-shoved into a magnificent room with a high, domed ceiling and tall, full-length windows down the right side that gazed out over the city of Aitvaras. I almost wanted to run to the window and look out at the city and the mountains from this new vantage point, but my attention was quickly drawn to the group of people clustered at the far end of the hall.

A dozen guards were standing in two rows at the base of a small dais, and six tall steps raised a platform upon which three thrones sat.

The middle one was the largest, carved from sleek, dark wood and richly upholstered with crimson and embellished with gold. On either side were slightly smaller, slightly less elaborate thrones, and only two of the three were occupied.

Perched in the middle throne, looking regal and stately and every bit like you would imagine a queen to look, sat a woman who appeared to be in her late forties. She was elegant and undeniably beautiful, with an air of graceful age just beginning to descend.

At her immediate right was a younger woman, around my age, and she looked so similar to the queen that she could only have been her daughter. Both women had warm, copper-colored skin, slender figures, and waves of dark-brown hair.

The most striking difference between them, aside from their age, was the fact the younger woman had bright golden eyes, and the queen’s were a rich, vibrant purple.

Both gazes were equally piercing as they stared at me, with the queen doing a slightly better job of hiding her surprise at seeing me right in front of her.

The masked warriors around me came to a stop and then removed the covers over their faces. As they did, I saw the insides of their carved, lacquered masks were lined with black leather, worn soft and pliant from consistent use.

Then, as one, the warriors all knelt before the queen, and I figured it would be wise for me to follow suit.

“Hark!” one of the guards announced in an impressively booming tone. “You are granted the privilege of an audience with Queen Adelinde of Ladon, and her daughter, the Crown Princess Melusine.”

“You may rise,” the queen said, and she gently waved her hand at me and the masked warriors.

Slowly, they did rise, and once again, I followed. The leader then stepped aside, so Queen Adelinde’s view of me was unimpeded.

“Approach,” the monarch said in a tone neither friendly nor cold, and I carefully took a couple steps forward.

The queen slowly looked me up and down, as if to confirm I wasn’t some mirage.

“It is as you say, Ailith,” she at last declared to the woman standing halfway up the stairs to the dais, not one of the armored guards, but not a royal, either.

I recognized her uniform as one of the masked warriors who’d apprehended me, so this had to be the one their leader sent ahead, to alert the queen of my presence.

Now maskless, I could see the woman was only my age, maybe a smidge older. Her skin was fair, and her blonde hair was tied back, with a few loose strands framing her face. She eyed me suspiciously, and her expression was quite stern.

“I would never dare to lie to you, my Queen,” Ailith said, but she kept her eyes on me.

“And I would never insult you by presuming you would,” Queen Adelinde answered smoothly before she turned her violet eyes back on me. “What is your name?”

“Liam Drake,” I answered honestly.

“And from where do you hail?” she asked.

“New York,” I said, for what felt like the hundredth time tonight. “I know it’s not a place you know, but it’s the truth.”

“Be silent!” the leader of the warriors hissed as she turned to glare at me, but then she nervously turned back to the queen. “A thousand apologies, my Queen. I should have warned you of his disrespect. All he says is these lies, but--”

“It’s quite alright, Dalka,” the queen cut in, and with another gentle raising of her hand, the leader, Dalka, fell silent.

The queen then turned her attention back to me. I was keenly aware of the weight of her gaze, and the weight of her daughter’s, the princess, who was watching me with just as intense a curiosity.

I doubted I could have lied to these two women if I’d wanted to.

“I am told you summoned a dragon, Liam Drake,” Queen Adelinde declared. “I have yet known one of our enemies to be so reckless as to send a dragonsblood within our borders. But stranger still, you neither attacked nor fled.”

“I… what?” I was too confused, too stunned, to have anything more intelligent to offer. “You… why does everyone keep saying I summoned a dragon? I didn’t do anything!”

The queen pursed her lips. She didn’t seem exactly angry, but clearly she hadn’t anticipated this answer.

At a loss for what else to do, I fell back to one knee again.

“I swear to you on my life that I have no idea what happened,” I insisted and then hastened to add, “Your Majesty. I just… came here. I fell through some kind of portal or something. But I’m not from this place. I didn’t even know dragons were real until I saw the one you all claim I summoned. I just want to know what’s going on.”

Once I was done, I dared to raise my head and look up at her. She was looking down at me before she turned to her daughter, the princess, and murmured something too quiet for me to catch.

After a moment, Queen Adelinde looked back at me.

“You may rise,” she said for the second time, and I did. “You say you are not from Tanit at all?”

“What’s Tanit?” I asked, though I noticed it sounded similar to the language they claimed I was speaking.

Maybe it was the country I was in?

“Tanit is our Continent,” the queen said. “You find yourself in the northwest of Tanit, amid the Spines-- our mountains. Does any of this sound familiar to you at all?”

“Not one bit,” I said with a rueful chuckle. “I… I don’t think I’m from this world at all.”

“How peculiar,” Queen Adelinde remarked, but she didn’t seem thrown by it.

Her reaction suggested that, while this wasn’t common, it also wasn’t unheard of.

“If he really is from another world, it would explain his bizarre state of dress,” the princess observed in a wry tone.

It was the first time I’d heard her speak. Her voice had an almost musical, cheerful lilt to it. I immediately found myself wondering if she was a good singer.

“I promise I am,” I said to both her and the queen. “I haven’t lied. I don’t know what’s going on. I thought dragons were creatures of myth, I certainly didn’t summon one! Well… not on purpose, anyway.”

The queen looked me up and down again, and a long, tense silence stretched out between everyone here. I swore I could feel the thread being pulled ever more taut, on the verge of snapping.

Then, at last, the queen spoke.

“Suppose I take you at your word, Liam Drake,” she said. “You are not from Tanit. You were unaware you are dragonsblood-- that is, capable of summoning a dragon. Does this mean you have no loyalty to any kingdoms here? You have no stock in their wars and politics?”

“None,” I said honestly. “I’m not your enemy, Your Majesty, I swear it.”

“Good,” she said, and then to my surprise, a small smile curled her lip.

It was a wry smile, an intelligent smile.

A dangerous smile.

“Then,” she told me, “you might well be our last hope of freedom.”
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Chapter 3

I stared up at Queen Adelinde.

“I… what?” I asked gracelessly.

The queen’s satisfied little smile only broadened, but then her expression sobered.

“My people, my queendom, is on the verge of collapse,” she said. “We are at risk of being overrun, overthrown, by those who would seek to take my throne, and Ladon’s resources, to enrich themselves. Our only saving grace, the only reason we have been able to fend them off for this long, is the very same reason we are in this predicament to begin with.”

I looked around at the other people in the room. The six warriors, the dozen guards, the princess sitting in her slightly smaller throne. Her expression had turned sad, mournful, and I felt a pang in my chest. Even though I didn’t know this woman, I sympathized with her pain.

“What do you mean?” I asked as I turned my attention back to the queen. “What happened?”

“The Cataclysm,” she answered simply. “Five years ago, a… plague swept over Ladon. And our neighboring kingdom, Imugi. Overnight, the men in both regions, from the youngest babe in the womb to the most wizened old man, died.”

A chill shuddered through me. I’d imagined any number of reasons for why I hadn’t seen any men outside, but somehow, this was worse than all of them.

“You can understand how this would rack any region, losing half their population overnight,” the queen said. “And ever since, we have been at a significant defensive disadvantage.”

“Your armies were decimated,” I said with a nod.

At the very least, they would’ve been halved.

“Not just decimated, all but destroyed,” Queen Adelinde corrected me gravely. “But the elimination of our armies was secondary to the elimination of all our dragonsblood.”

That word had been mentioned a few times now, and the queen had even said it meant someone who was able to summon dragons.

“Only men can be dragonsblood,” the queen explained like she could see the confusion on my face. “No one knows why, but that is how it is. So, when the Cataclysm struck, Ladon and Imugi went from being the regions with the largest numbers of dragonsblood, which was a significant defensive and offensive advantage, to having none at all and being practically defenseless.”

“Good god,” I said, because what else could you say to something like that? “How have you survived this long?”

“Luck, mostly,” the queen sighed, and she raised a hand to rub at her temple. “Ladon is in a strategic position. We are nestled high in the Spines, so a direct, open-field battle is not possible. My subjects have levied their familiarity with the land against their enemies.”

I could see this was something that plagued her constantly, and I could hardly fault her for that.

“Where I’m from, we call that guerilla warfare,” I mused.

The queen nodded and seemed interested by this tidbit.

No doubt these guerilla tactics were how I’d been found. The six women who’d captured me had presumably been patrolling the border and watching for any enemies from other kingdoms. Which meant that this kingdom was pretty small, but I guess that hadn’t mattered as much when they previously had dragonsblood.

“What about dragons, though?” I asked. “They can fly. So…”

“So, why not fly over the mountains and scorch Aitvaras to ash?” the queen asked in an impressively mild tone, considering she was talking about the mass murder of her people. “Luck once again. The mountains and caves of this region are rich with deposits of Dragon’s Heart crystals. These are necessary for dragonsblood to summon.”

I nodded. A real catch twenty-two. Taking Ladon by force would destroy the very things its enemies wanted to take it for, the mines and the people. Taking barren, unpopulated land was useless.

“But our luck will eventually run out,” the queen continued. “Two years ago, Imugi was finally overrun, and its territory was completely subsumed into neighboring regions.”

“What happened?” I asked with a furrowed brow. “What changed?”

“Greed outweighed fear,” the princess chimed in, and her expression was grim. “After the Cataclysm, no man dared set foot within the borders of Ladon or Imugi, for fear he would spontaneously drop dead. Over time, some men who were either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid tested this theory. It was discovered the Cataclysm had no further effects, so the King of Ormar marched his army over the border, into Imugi, and sacked it.”

“Imugi lies-- lied-- south of the Spines,” the queen added. “They did not enjoy the geographical protection we do. And it’s no secret that the King of Ormar wishes to see Ladon’s territory added to his kingdom as well.”

Her hands had curled into fists now, where they rested on the arms of her throne. I could see she was furious at this disrespect, and frustrated by her own inability to do much more than rally small groups of insurgents.

“Is every kingdom in Tanit so bent on conquest?” I asked. “Do you have no allies?”

“None since I assumed the throne,” Queen Adelinde informed me. “It is their opinion that, as a woman, unable to summon a dragon, I am unfit to rule.”

I could hear the weariness in her tone. This was a conversation that had been hashed out hundreds of times. I was probably familiar with a different version of it-- a version without dragons-- but I knew the arguments.

Women were meant to create life, so they couldn’t be soldiers. They were delicate, so they couldn’t be trusted to make difficult, complex decisions, or to do hard work.

It was convenient how every man in Ladon, including every royal and noble, had died in the Cataclysm, and so the only ‘suitable’ option would have been to have Adelinde hand her throne over to the first foreign king who asked for it.

“But despite the hardship my people have suffered, we remain strong,” the queen went on as she lifted her chin. “The women of Ladon have grown used to their new way of life, and I, personally, will not allow the centuries of tradition, of Ladon’s history, be eradicated so the King of Ormar can place another jewel in his crown.”

“Dragons do not bow!” one of the guards called out, which prompted everyone else in the room to echo it back in proud and righteous voices.

I supposed these were some well-known words or motto within the queendom.

“You seem an intelligent man, so I presume you know where I’m going with this,” Queen Adelinde then said to me.

“I’m the first non-hostile man to enter your queendom in five years?” I suggested.

“Not merely the first non-hostile man, but the first dragonsblood,” she said with a nod. “Even when it became clear men were unharmed, no kingdoms, not even Ormar, have dared to send in dragonsblood, in case there are lingering effects of the Cataclysm that might disrupt or even sever their bond.”

“So, you need me to be your army,” I said as the pieces began to fall together in my mind. “If other regions see you have dragons again, maybe they’ll think twice about attacking.”

“Precisely,” the queen agreed. “Every dragonsblood in Tanit is sworn to a kingdom, except you.”

I swallowed hard. I could sense this was an honor, but it was also unabashedly a last-ditch effort from a leader desperate to preserve her people in a war she was growing less and less sure she could win.

“But… won’t they immediately attack, once they see dragons and know that dragonsblood can safely enter your territory?” I asked.

“It is only a matter of time until they figure this out already,” Queen Adelinde said, and her purple eyes were grave. “I am surprised it has been this long, to be quite honest, and I suspect the only reason for their restraint is a desire to take Ladon with subterfuge and furtiveness, rather than risk destroying its resources.”

She stood then, in a swirl of rich fabric. She wore all-white, which contrasted strikingly against the warm copper of her skin and the rich, dark brown of her hair. Princess Melusine, at her side, was also clothed in white, and I wondered if that was mere preference, or a signal of status. Maybe white was a royal color here.

“If you are willing, you could prove the key to finally turning the tide of this war,” Queen Adelinde declared as she stared down at me. “You would be proof that Ladon has the capacity to recover, and the capacity to fight back if pushed too far. We mean to preserve ourselves.”

To say I was daunted by this would’ve been an understatement, but even so, I felt a desire to rise to this challenge and prove myself.

In that moment, I realized this was precisely what I’d asked for, when I’d been back in my apartment with that stupid little cupcake. I had wanted the chance to make a difference, to prove I was useful and competent.

“I want to help you,” I told the queen honestly. “I do. But… I don’t know if I can. I have no military or combat training, and I’ve only summoned a dragon once-- it wasn’t even on purpose.”

“Training can be provided,” Queen Adelinde said like she wasn’t worried about any of these things. “And as for summoning, it is in your blood.”

She held out her hand, and one of the women who’d accosted me in the forest stepped forward and pulled something from a pocket of her dark uniform. I saw a flash of reddish-orange and realized it was the crystal she’d confiscated off me, which was now being placed in the queen’s waiting palm.

“Dragon’s Hearts.” Queen Adelinde held the crystal up so it sparkled in the warm light of the candles illuminating this grand hall. “Forged aeons ago in the fiery breath of the first dragons to venture to Tanit from their homeland. The magic in these stones concentrates and focuses the connection between a dragonsblood and their dragon. So long as you are holding one, your dragon will hear you and come to you when you ask.”

She then clenched her hand, and the crystal shattered into a dozen tiny fragments.

“But they are fragile,” she said. “Easily ground down to dust, and even more easily lost. Many dragonsblood hold large numbers of crystals, in the inevitable event of breakage. Hence why the Heart mines are so important. If Ladon were destroyed, and its mines collapsed, not only would the crystals be buried beyond reach, but they would, in all likelihood, be completely destroyed.”

It was a precarious situation to be in. The women of Ladon were only alive because of the fragility of their most valuable resource. But it was better than being overrun and having their people scorched to ashes.

“Come,” she then announced, and she gracefully descended the steps of the dais with her hands clasped in front of her.

She swept past me in a ripple of white silk-- which, up close, I could see was intricately embroidered with patterns of flames. The embroidery thread was exactly the same color as the silk, but when it caught the light, the pattern revealed itself.

Flames, hidden in plain sight.

One by one, the guards, the warriors, and then myself and the princess were bade to follow the queen out of the hall in a silent, somber procession.

“There’s a cruel sort of irony, isn’t there?” the princess remarked to me in a low voice as we walked.

I turned to her in slight surprise, since I didn’t expect her to speak to me so directly and conversationally.

“Uh… how so?” I asked but then felt annoyed I hadn’t been able to offer anything wittier, or more intelligent.

In my own defense, I’d never spoken with a princess before.

“We are the region with the largest deposit of Dragon’s Heart crystals,” she told me. “Over three quarters of those mined in Tanit come from Ladon. And yet we are now a region with no dragonsblood and no dragons.”

“Well…” I offered a faint smile. “Maybe not many, but not none-- not anymore.”

She smiled back, and there was the sense of a deal being struck between us.

Queen Adelinde led us all out of the ‘back’ of the palace, where a large garden sprawled out. The palace itself formed three sides of a square, with the final side being the sheer cliff face of the mountain’s summit that towered above the entire upper city. Anyone who wanted to attack Aitvaras would be unable to do so from this side and would have to circle around to the front of the city, which would give its people plenty of warning that they were coming.

And, about fifty feet up this cliff, set into the vertical sheet of rock, there was a cavern.

It had no lip, no ‘balcony’ that jutted out beyond the upper edge. It was like an enormous hole carved centuries ago by the world’s largest and most dedicated worm.

“For centuries, the dragons bonded to Ladon’s royal family have resided in that cavern,” Queen Adelinde said when she saw me staring up at the tunnel. “No one knows who first carved it, but legends say it was where the first Dragon’s Heart crystals were mined.”

“Do you believe those legends?” I asked her out of genuine curiosity.

“I imagine all stories have a grain of truth to them, much like a vein of precious ore in so much unremarkable rock,” the queen answered. “As for which grain is the truth, I couldn’t say.”

“When were there last dragons in there, then?” I asked.

“My late husband, Aeden.” The queen’s tone became mournful, and her expression grew pained. “His dragon was named Tehi. He was a magnificent creature. They both were.”

I couldn’t imagine how difficult it must have been to lose someone she clearly had loved so fiercely, so suddenly. Not to mention, the tense political situation she and all her surviving people had been thrust in as a direct result.

“My condolences,” I murmured. “I’m sure he was a great man. And a… great dragon.”

That last bit came out a bit sheepish. I wasn’t really sure what the criteria for a ‘great dragon’ was. Probably not the same as human ones, anyway.

“What happened to the dragons in the Cataclysm?” I asked to move us along. “Did they die, too?”

“No,” the queen said. “When a dragon’s summoner dies, and the bond is severed, they return to their homeland. There is nothing left for them in the lands of man.”

“The bond between a dragon and their summoner is unique,” Princess Melusine added. “No dragon may bond to more than one summoner, and no summoner may bond to more than one dragon. They are soul-mates.”

“That sounds kind of beautiful, in a way,” I remarked.

“It is.” The princess smiled at me. “And it’s why summoning will come to you naturally, if you only allow it.”

The queen then produced from somewhere a second Dragon’s Heart crystal-- maybe she just had them on her at all times. She passed it to me, and without saying anything, I knew what she wanted me to do.

And, in a strange way, I felt I knew how to do it.

Something about having the crystal in my hand was familiar. I felt the warmth begin to pulse out of it, and then I felt my mind, my very self, reaching out across the mountains and tethering to a great, awe-inspiring creature of golden scales and flame-colored eyes. I could feel it-- her-- moving through the air as acutely as if it were my own body. The powerful beats of her wings, the strength of her legs, the sharpness of her fangs and talons, even the heat of her breath rumbling inside her chest, ready to be unleashed.

The dragon was a wildfire. A tempest. A force of sheer nature, flame made flesh.

I heard a round of gasps, and I opened my eyes to see that same magnificent creature flying overhead. In the light of the moon, she shone like pure gold, and I felt the wind as her wings beat the star-studded sky. Then she descended to us as if an angel, orders more powerful than we could comprehend and yet, eager to be our servant.

She landed beside me heavily, and there was an immediate sense of peace to have her there. I was no longer reaching out for something, it was right here, all I needed, and all I would ever need.

The dragon bent her head to rest her chin on the ground, but she was so enormous, her snout still came up to my shoulder. She could have swallowed me, any of us, possibly all of us, with a single mouthful, no need to chew.

I felt the hot breath huff out from her nostrils, and I reached out to touch her snout, first tentatively, then firmly. A soft trilling noise signaled her approval, as did a strange warm feeling in my chest, like I was the one being petted.

And in that moment, I felt whole. Complete. Right where I was meant to be. This dragon, she was the missing piece of myself needed to fill that void.

“She is beautiful,” Queen Adelinde whispered reverently. “What is her name?”

“Beithir,” I answered at once.

I didn’t know how I knew it, only that it was the right answer. Bay-ith-eer. Like it had been carved onto my heart in inscrutable characters my whole life, and I only now knew how to understand and pronounce them.

The dragon, Beithir, gave another soft trilling noise, and it was seemingly this that caused about half of the assembled soldiers around me, guards and guerilla fighters alike, to fall to their knees or start crying.

I couldn’t blame them. The sight of something so immense, so powerful, shook me to my core, and it was only because I had my hand on Beithir’s scaly skin that I felt strong enough to remain upright.

She, and I, were a symbol of hope to these women. A chance their home would not be taken from them. It was as Adelinde had said-- we were their last chance of freedom.

Once she was satisfied with showing off, Beithir raised her head and outstretched her magnificent wings once again. She took off but didn’t go far, and I watched her head right for the cavern in the cliff face and disappear into its shadowy depths.

The queen made a decent show of hiding her own awe, but it was plain to see she was as stunned as everyone else. At her side, Princess Melusine was gaping openly, and her golden eyes were wide and sparkling with hope.

“The leader of Ladon’s dragonsblood is traditionally called the Firebrand,” the queen said as she turned to me. “Will you take up that mantle, Liam Drake, and defend Ladon like those who came before?”

“I… I need some time to think about it, if that’s alright,” I said. My voice scratched a little, and I realized my throat had gone dry from sheer, overwhelming shock about everything that was happening to me. “I want to help, I do. I just… don’t know if I’m up to the task yet.”

“This is a great duty to take on, I understand,” Queen Adelinde said with a gracious nod. “Take the night. I shall have quarters prepared for you in the palace.”

“Thank you.” I bowed my head respectfully.

“It is nothing,” she assured me. “Indeed, it’s the least I could do for someone who may yet be our savior.”

Savior. I liked that word. I wanted to rise to the challenge it presented.

There was only the question of whether I could.

I held out the crystal to the queen, but she raised her hand to refuse it.

“Keep it,” she said. “It’s yours. Gods know, we have plenty more. And you will need to commune with Beithir to make your decision.”

I hadn’t really thought of it that way, but as soon as she said it, I knew she was right. Beithir was a thinking, feeling creature, same as me. We would need to make this choice together.

Even so, the idea of negotiating with a dragon whose snout was five feet tall, never mind the rest of her, was as intimidating as it was faintly ludicrous.

“The hour grows late, and I imagine you are all eager to retire,” the queen said, and she looked over the still-weeping women before turning back to me. “I will see you in the morrow, Liam Drake, and I will pray for your and Beithir’s aid.”

“Goodnight, Your Majesty,” I said politely, and I bowed my head again as she took her leave, along with the six warriors who’d captured me and half of the dozen household guards.

The other half remained with the princess, like they were not yet ready to leave her alone with this new stranger.

“I trust this man does not mean to harm me,” Princess Melusine said to the six guards. “I shall walk him to his new chambers. Please, leave us.”

The guards all exchanged glances, like they were unsure whether obedience or protection was more important, but I smiled at them as disarmingly and non-threateningly as I could. This seemed to finally make them relent, and they followed the others inside at a brisk march, while the princess and I took a more leisurely pace.

As we walked, I could feel Melusine’s golden eyes on me, and finally I looked over and locked gazes with her. She jumped in surprise before flashing me a self-deprecating smile

“Forgive me,” Melusine said. “I just… I haven’t seen a man my age in five years. It’s a little bizarre, honestly.”

“I can’t even imagine,” I said with a shrug, and I found I didn’t mind how intensely she was looking at me.

I only hoped she liked what she saw, and that she believed I could be the savior she and her people needed me to be.

“And you have nothing to apologize for,” I added. “I feel like I’m the one who should be apologizing, for not being more… I don’t know… battle-ready?”

“I’m not inclined to look a gift dragon in the mouth,” the princess replied, and my mouth quirked at the variation on a startlingly familiar turn of phrase. “You have the blood, and I suspect you have the will. The skill and practice can come after, if you agree to fly for my mother. Even the greatest warriors had to start somewhere.”

“I suppose,” I admitted.

I could tell she was trying to put me at ease, but it was also obvious how desperately she wanted me to say yes. She knew exactly how much was riding on this.

As we re-entered the palace, and were once more bathed in the warm light of the candles, I paused.

“If… you don’t mind my asking…” I said slowly. “What would happen if Ladon fell? If the King of, uh… Ormar, was it? If he took the region? Or someone else?”

The princess pursed her lips together, and I noticed they were full and shapely.

“If what happened to Imugi is any indication, my mother would be executed for improperly assuming the throne,” she said in a detached, slightly stiff tone. “I would be married off to some king or prince and made to produce heirs that consolidate their power over Ladon. The people represent a large workforce: agricultural workers, bakers, smiths, tailors, and of course miners. They would all be used to further another kingdom’s economy.”

A terse expression had overtaken her face as she stared into the middle distance contemplating it all.

“The mines might be closed, or they might be opened,” she continued. “Some kingdoms seek to take the crystals for themselves. Others wish to spread them wide.”

She’d begun tapping her wrist, and I suspected she hadn’t noticed. She walked with her right wrist clasped in her left hand, and her left index finger was tapping out a slowly-quickening rhythm against her right forearm.

“And, of course, soldiers enjoy conquests,” she muttered. “Men are always in want of wives and concubines. Terrible stories came out of Imugi, after it fell. Many of the men, kings and commoners alike, didn’t care for how ‘arrogant’ the women of Imugi had become-- and the women of Ladon still are. They had to be… put back in their places. Reminded of their stations.”

Perhaps foolishly, I reached out and grasped the princess’ hand in my own, mostly to stop the frantic tapping against her wrist, but as her gaze snapped back to me, I stared into her shocked golden eyes.

“Gods, listen to me,” she sighed. “I’m so sorry. It’s not my place to pressure you, I… I shouldn’t have--”

“I won’t let that happen,” I firmly cut her off. “And don’t apologize for telling me that. I literally asked, and I need to know all the details if I’m going to make an informed decision.”

The princess eyed me and still seemed unsure, so I squeezed her hand just a little tighter, not enough to hurt, or to threaten, just to convey my insistence.

“It’s not that I don’t want to help,” I said. “I do. I swear I do. I just don’t know if I could actually do it. If I can be what you need. I mean… what can one untrained man do? One dragon?”

“But it’s not just what you would do,” she said as she stared at me. “It’s what you would represent. Ladon refuses to forfeit its independence for the sake of a few kings’ comfort. A queendom can reside peacefully alongside the kingdoms, and the Cataclysm, while terrible, was not some harbinger of fate or some divine punishment against dragonsblood.”

“Wait, why would the Cataclysm be seen as a punishment against dragonsblood?” I blinked at her.

“Well, because of where it struck,” the princess said simply. “Imugi and Ladon accounted for half of Tanit’s dragonsblood.”

“Really?” I asked in surprise.

“I suspect it’s because of the Spines and the large deposits of Dragon’s Heart crystals,” she said with a nod. “Many do. So, when the Cataclysm struck, and the regions with both the largest amounts of Heart mines and dragonsblood were debilitated, some kingdoms took it as a sign that the Age of Fang and Flame is drawing to a close.”

I shivered at that. It seemed the more I learned about this world, the more precarious Ladon’s position in it became. Of course the queen had been so eager to offer me the rank of Firebrand, of course she was so willing to trust me. I was pretty much their only option.

And it was terrifying, but what could I do but agree?

“I’m honestly impressed,” I said as we walked. “Ladon has lasted a long time without a dragon to defend it.”

“As my mother said, it’s largely luck,” Melusine sighed. “Our people of course know the terrain better, and at least for now, there is still lingering fear that the Cataclysm may have some other effects on any men or dragonsblood who venture within our borders. Then there’s the Heart mines. The very kingdoms who would like to see them destroyed, and have dragons eradicated from Tanit altogether, are the kingdoms who don’t have any dragons with which to wreak that kind of destruction. Only a land army.”

“A land army that would be picked off by your guerrilla fighters long before it reached Aitvaras,” I added with a smile.

If nothing else, the tenacity of Ladon’s people was to be commended. They had certainly risen to the occasion in these tough times.

Princess Melusine led me through the labyrinthine palace to the chambers that had been made up for my use. They’d been prepared so quickly, I had to wonder if they were just always left ready, in case a savior or visiting dignitary happened to pass through.

The rooms were impressive and significantly larger than the shoebox apartment I’d left behind in New York. There was a king-sized, four-poster bed, a large closet, a handsome writing desk, and through one doorway, a bathing room with an enormous steel tub and a pile of fluffy towels waiting to be used.

“Whoa,” I said as I took it all in.

“Is it very different from where you came from?” the princess asked me.

“Very,” I agreed. “Where I’m from, places that look like this haven’t been common for centuries. I feel like I’ve gone back in time here-- well, except for the dragons. I don’t think they ever existed outside of stories in my world.”

“Really? How strange,” she remarked, and she stared at me owlishly. “So, what do homes look like in your world? Are they larger?”

“A lot are smaller, actually,” I snorted. “In big cities, we have really tall buildings, and each floor has several apartments on it. Isolated homes, so hundreds or even thousands of people can live on a very small amount of land. It just goes up and up.”

Her golden eyes had grown even wider and more fascinated.

“I would love to see such a thing,” she said. “Do you think you could take me?”

I paused then, because my immediate answer was no. Not because I begrudged her this, but because I had no clue how.

“Maybe,” I said after a moment. “Truthfully, I still haven’t got the faintest idea how I arrived here in… Tanit? Yeah. There was just a portal behind the building I lived in, and I… fell into it. If I happen to see another one around here, though, I’ll point it out to you.”

She laughed then, and the sound tinkled like the peal of a bell. The air felt strangely charged, even slightly electrified, in the wake of it.

“The world is so vast, isn’t it?” Melusine mused. “We think we know where it ends, and then someone like you comes along.”

“Well, I could say the same about you,” I pointed out ruefully.

We shared a smile for a long moment.

“I truly hope you make the decision you are most comfortable with, Liam,” she eventually said as she made her way to the door of my chambers. “I know we are asking something immense of you, and it’s not a choice to be made in haste.”

“I appreciate that, Princess,” I replied and filled my tone with as much earnestness as I could muster.

“Sleep well and dream deep,” she said, which seemed to be the standard greeting, so I parroted it back to her.

I was rewarded with one final, sweet smile, and then she left and closed the door behind her.

The echo of the door closing faded, and then I was left in the deafening silence of these rooms, this palace, this world. There was no noise of traffic, no hum of electricity, no distant sounds of neighbors talking or walking. Just… silence.

It was kind of eerie, to be honest.

Without anything else to do, I stripped off my clothes and crawled into the large bed, and I found it to be surprisingly soft and comfortable.

Yet, despite this, I couldn’t sleep.

My brain was wired and buzzing from the events of the past few hours, and I was still unable to quite believe it was all real. Honestly, I wouldn’t have been surprised, even now, to wake up and find myself back in my shoebox in New York, and all of this had just been a very vivid dream.

I shifted to lie on my left side and gazed out of the window. If I wanted to sleep, I probably should have drawn the drapes, but I found I didn’t want to. I just gazed out at the alien sky, the stars whose constellations I didn’t recognize, and the foreign moon.

This room was on one of the ‘sides’ of the palace, so when I got out of bed and went to the window, I could see the opposite ‘side’ right ahead of me. On the left was the front of the palace, where I’d entered, and on the right was the sheer cliff face and the cavern above like a black, gaping maw in the rock, devoid of all light.

Now, possibly because of the angle I was watching from, or possibly because the moon had moved in the sky, I noticed there was a tiny, narrow path wending its way up the cliff. It was probably only a couple feet wide, but it threaded back and forth, like the mountain paths, up to the mouth of the cave.

The decision I had to make was not mine alone. Beithir had as much input as I did, and now that I knew where she was, and how close she was, I felt an undeniable pull toward the cave. I wanted to once again feel the scales of her hide under my palm.

Melusine had called it a bond of soul-mates, and I knew, deep in my bones, she’d been right.

So, I headed for the closet, hurriedly dressed in a set of clothes provided, and headed out to go see my dragon.
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Chapter 4

The path ended up being even narrower than I’d anticipated from my vantage in the room. It was not a couple of feet wide, it was barely eighteen inches.

And when the drop off the barrierless ledge was thirty feet and rising, eighteen inches was not very wide at all.

I had to breathe deep and keep my gaze sternly focused on the path directly in front of me to stop my knees from turning to jelly.

One wrong step could send me sprawling, and who could say if Beithir would be fast enough to stop me from splattering across the palace gardens? Even if she was, I was still so unclear on the specifics of our bond that I couldn’t say for sure if she would instinctively know I was in danger.

It was so strange, to have the presence of someone else in your head, something that ebbed and flowed with distance. In some ways, it felt like the most natural thing in the world, and I was already struggling to remember what things had been like before. In other ways, I hadn’t been raised in this world, and I didn’t know what any other dragonsblood would consider basic.

But none of that would matter if I slipped on this path, broke my skull open on the ground, and doomed Ladon to be overrun by whichever kingdom lost its patience first and decided to bring this recalcitrant queendom to heel by force.

I shuddered, partly out of nervousness, partly because I was wholly exposed this far up the cliff face, and the cold wind of the night was hammering at my left side as I climbed. The only reason I wasn’t shivering constantly was the clothing I’d taken from the closet in my chambers was surprisingly thick and warm. As I climbed further up the narrow path, I wondered if dragonsblood clothing was specifically designed to be warmer, because riders would be exposed to colder temperatures at high altitudes.

Then I wondered if there had ever been a poorly-dressed dragonsblood who’d frozen to death on the back of his dragon.

The clothing was also impressively sized. There was no way the queen or the princess could have seen me coming, so maybe it was just a stroke of luck, but the thick jacket and pants I wore fit me near perfectly. The stiff, black fabric reminded me of the jackets worn by equestrians, so possibly it was waxed cotton or something. The cuffs and neckline were made of the same stiff material, only they were red to match the silk lining inside. Embroidered across the sleeves and chest was a pattern of flames similar to the white ones I’d seen on Queen Adelinde’s dress, only these were not hidden and left to be revealed by a subtle trick of the light.

The cape I wore was also of a heavy, red material. It wasn’t as stiff as the jacket, because it flapped in the heightening wind, but it was warm and soft, like fine wool. I found myself pulling it tighter around my shoulders against the cold air, and it quickly insulated me.

By the time I’d picked my way up to the top of the narrow path and practically collapsed into the cave, I was actually warm and sweating a little. I unbuttoned the top few buttons of the jacket and unclasped the red cape, and I sighed when cold air hit my collarbones.

I caught my breath and steadied myself, both in the wake of my ascent and in anticipation of the next part. This cavern was deeper than I’d expected. Possibly it rooted deep into the side of the mountain and sprawled out like an anthill.

I had a feeling that summoning had a finesse to it. Not the act itself, which even despite my confusion, I knew seemed to come more on instinct than reason. Instead, it was deciding where and how.

I knew I could have summoned Beithir from my room in the palace, but for one thing, it was far too small for a creature of her size. We would have been conversing through a window, or she would have destroyed a wall to get at me.

And, for another, I didn’t like the idea of always being the one to summon her to where I was. Going toward her, or at least meeting her halfway, seemed much more equitable.

So, once I’d found my breath and steadied myself, I reached under my stiff dragon rider jacket and pulled out the Dragon’s Heart crystal, which I’d handily tucked into a small inside pocket that rested over my own heart. I would’ve been surprised if that pouch hadn’t been specifically made to house those crystals, because it seemed to be perfectly placed and sized.

I held the crystal close and let that formless sense flow out of me in a wave of sheer will. I barely had to wait a few moments before I heard the rumbling and thudding of a large creature approaching and felt the warm huff of breath from her snout, and I opened my eyes to see those blazing, slit-pupiled eyes, like spheres of solid amber, staring back at me.

“Beithir,” I murmured.

I still didn’t know how I’d known her name like that, but it felt right to say it now.

I tentatively reached out to touch her snout, and I was still so amazed at how warm and real she felt beneath my palm. It didn’t seem possible that such enormous power could be confined to a physical form, even one as large and magnificent as this. She was a living, breathing thing, but she was also brimming with pure magic.

She was so large I couldn’t see her entire body. Behind her head, she just faded into the gloom of the cavern, but when I was as close to her as I was now, I could feel the extent of her body as acutely as my own. Claws, wings, fangs, a tail, all powerful and strong and mighty.

She was as beautiful as a storm. Radiant as the sun and perhaps just as dangerous to look at too directly. I could feel the feistiness of her temper and how it threatened to bleed across into me. It made sense a dragon would be temperamental, but I would have to watch myself, lest her righteousness and indignation get the best of me.

I reached inside of my mind to feel her there. A strange kind of communication existed between us. Perhaps it would grow more sophisticated as we grew more used to one another, but now it was vague. It was a little difficult to parse out which thoughts were mine and which were hers, like untangling the threads of a tapestry. All of it seemed so reasonable, so like me.

We were one soul in two bodies, two halves of one whole. Communicating with her wasn’t like a conversation because a conversation was with a separate person. This was more like… an idea. A thought occurring in the mind and being transmitted to the arm. Or the arm moving on reflex before the brain had the chance to make a conscious choice.

There were no words, no sentences. It was more the conveying of ideas and concepts. A whole thought in one go, instead of one word at a time.

As I gazed into those burning orange eyes, I understood that we were linked via ‘dragon song,’ which was how dragons communicated with one another, as well. It was the melodic, heart-wrenching harmony I’d caught only snippets of before. Like a matrix reaching out across this world, overlapping and connecting like the strands of a web. It was pure music, the sound of a soul.

Beithir was my conduit to hear it, and dragonsblood, aided by their dragons, were the only humans who would hear it at all. It was also how she and I communicated, and the Dragon’s Heart crystal I was still clutching to my chest helped me to ‘tune into’ the melody like adjusting a radio, by focusing the magic that joined us together.

I felt the dragon imploring me to grow still, to listen, so I did. I slowed my breathing and willed myself silent. Before long, the rushing of blood in my veins and the beat of my heart felt cacophonous.

And then I heard it.

Softly at first, so distant on the edge of my perception that I half-wondered if I was imagining it, but then louder, loud enough for me to know it wasn’t a figment of my mind. That rising, swelling, melodious song, wordless and yet more profound than words could ever be.

I wanted to laugh and cry. It was pure emotion distilled into a ghostly, howling wail of a sound. A deep sense of peace filled me, like everything was right with the world. And yet somehow, at the same time, it was so much, I almost couldn’t bear it.

With a gasp, I pulled away from Beithir and took my hand from her snout. Just this was enough to make the fullness of the song go silent and limited me to hear only what Beithir sang. She was the one I was bonded to, and she was the only one I really needed to hear.

She blinked at me slowly, as if to say she was sorry I found it so overwhelming and I would become used to it in time. I wasn’t sure I wanted to get ‘used’ to something like that, but I also knew she was probably right. Certainly, she would know a lot more about the bond that joined us than I would. She’d probably grown up with stories of dragons and dragonsblood.

Beithir then cocked her head, and I could ‘feel,’ for lack of a better term, a prodding sensation in my head. I realized she wanted to share the knowledge with me, to explain as best she could, what it meant for us to be joined in this way, and what it meant for me to be here.

It was almost like a video playing in my mind, but I could sense these were Beithir’s memories. And they were presented to me so frankly that I couldn’t doubt their truth.

I felt her anguish on the night of the Cataclysm. Beithir, like every dragon in Tanit, had felt the agony rip through her, like the dragon song itself was being torn to shreds. It was a devastation unlike any living dragons had witnessed, let alone experienced. If there had ever been an event of similar scale, it would’ve been hundreds of years ago, before even the oldest dragons currently alive had hatched.

I felt the echoes of her pain, how even now she was reeling from it. The confusion as to how it had happened, and the fear it may one day happen again. With no way of knowing the cause, there was no way to guarantee its prevention.

I also learned that Beithir, by dragon standards, was young, barely two centuries old. I could feel the vivacity spilling over from her mind into mine, and it imbued me with a desire to get up and move. She possessed a thirst for thrills and excitement, a sheer zest for life. She yearned for an adventure, and I found I, too, sought out exactly that. The ability to find purpose, to prove she was good at something, was almost comforting in its familiarity.

We both wanted the chance to see what we were capable of, to put our skills to use, but even as I considered this, I felt a kind of hesitance.

Not from Beithir, but from myself.

I looked up at her and silently asked, could she do it? Was she truly ready to fight and fly for Ladon? It could mean fighting against her own kind, maybe even killing them. It would certainly mean becoming a piece in a human war. Was it even right of me to ask her that?

That was why I’d come here, after all. To learn whether she wanted this, if she was ready for such a risk. As I stared into her burning amber eyes, I felt her emotions mirrored in my own. She, too, was scared and unsure of what the future would hold, but she had a strong sense of duty. She wanted to help those who needed helping, and maybe this would go some way to figuring out how the Cataclysm had happened, and how it might be prevented from happening again.

She was daunted. I felt that like a tidal wave about to crest and drown me. But duty overrode it, even as we both stood against the enormity of the task. So many of Beithir’s kin had been severed during the Cataclysm, and I felt her grief as acutely as if it had been my own. A severed dragon was one whose summoner had been killed. It was a loss of a unique, irreplaceable bond, and severed dragons would forever feel a deep longing and a lack. Their dragon song became filled with grief over the fact they had experienced what it was to be two matched souls, and now they were forever unbalanced.

Just as I could never bond to another dragon, so could Beithir never bond to another summoner. We were unique, made for one another as an inimitable pair.

Such a bond was a heavy burden to bear. My knees almost threatened to buckle under the weight of it, and the only thing that stopped me from doing exactly that was how Beithir felt the same. We were both navigating this unknown together.

And whatever happened, we would face it together. Whether Ladon rose or fell, whether we succeeded or failed, I could guarantee she would be by my side, and I by hers.

Beithir trilled softly, and the sound was both relieved and satisfied. She too, had felt the lack, the sense of being incomplete. I wondered if it had been worse for her than for me. I’d struggled to fill it with anything and everything, but she had known exactly what the ‘cure’ was-- she just hadn’t been able to find it. I could see in my mind more of her memories, soaring over mountains and plains, deserts and oceans, reaching out with her song to find the one human who would hear her and sing the matching harmony.

Likewise, I could tell she felt it had been worse for me because she’d known exactly what she needed to fill the ‘void’ and feel complete. I had been left floundering with no explanation, no chance of discovery, left to blindly stumble into the answer after years of fruitless searching.

I was gratified by her empathy, and she by mine. I kind of wanted to laugh at how similar we were. We were mirroring one another’s emotions not because we had to, not because one overpowered the other, but because we were both, naturally, just like that.

The word to describe what linked us eluded me. We were closer than friends, more than siblings, but certainly not lovers. Soul-mate, for all the connotations I knew it might hold, really did seem like the best fit. But even this term seemed kind of paltry and trite and lacking the immense profundity I felt welling in my chest.

At a loss for what else I could do, I just reached for Beithir again. I reached for her the way my lungs reached for air, the way my thirst reached for water. She was a part of me and integral to my survival.

And, if we ended up flying for Queen Adelinde, and agreed to defend Ladon, this would only become more apparent.

“We’ll figure this out together,” I said aloud, not because I needed to, but because it felt more like a promise, a vow, when spoken aloud.

Thoughts would always be more private and less precise. Words were stark and clear.

I was excited and terrified and curious and unsure if I was up to the tasks laid before me, and I could feel Beithir felt the same. But I also knew both she and I wanted to try. We simply had to. We wouldn’t have been ourselves if we turned away.

With one last pat of her snout, I leaned forward and hugged her, and then I forced myself to part from the incredible creature. I felt her question in my mind, offering to let me mount her so we could fly. We would do so eventually, so why not now?

I wanted to. I could feel the desire welling inside me. But I suspected that would just be too overwhelming after everything else that had happened today, so I stilled my frantic heart and promised her soon.

Not tonight, but soon.

As I turned and began to pick my way down the narrow path back to the gardens, a giddiness rose up inside me. I still couldn’t quite believe everything that was happening to me. I stared down at my palms and tried to compute the fact that I had touched a dragon, communicated with one, and soon, would fly through the air riding one. It all felt insane, and I resisted the urge to pinch myself yet again because I knew by now, it had to be real.

I was grinning like an idiot by the time I was back in the gardens weaving between sculpted shrubbery and brightly-colored flowers. Some seemed to be bioluminescent, and they glowed softly in the dark and filled the air with their sweet, floral scents that implored me to relax and calm down a bit.

I was simultaneously exhausted and invigorated. I wanted to collapse into bed and sleep for eighteen hours. I wanted to run around like a crazy child until my legs gave out from under me. I wanted to scale that perilously narrow path, stand at the lip of the cavern, and howl to the night skies.

I settled for anxiously jumping from foot to foot for a few moments. Then I took a deep breath, assumed a more mature, capable persona that better befit a dragonsblood and soon-to-be Firebrand, and began to make my way back to my chambers.

I was still walking briskly, though, since I was unable to fully curb my excitement or enthusiasm, so when I rounded one corner, I walked right into someone with enough force to make them drop what they were holding.

“Oof!” a surprised voice exclaimed as we ricocheted off one another.

“Oh, god, I’m so sorry!” I gasped as a large bolt of fabric fell across my face, and I scrambled to pull it off me. “I wasn’t looking where I was going!”

“No, no, it’s alright,” the other person said, and as I pulled off whatever was covering my head, I realized it was a dress.

The very dress Princess Melusine had been wearing when I’d entered the throne room.

And the person I had walked into was a woman about the princess’ age.

Aside from that, though, they looked immensely different. Where Princess Melusine had been warm and dark, this woman was pale and cool. Her skin was fair, her ash-blonde hair was only slightly wavy, and her eyes were a silvery-gray color that reminded me of mist.

She actually looked a fair bit like Ailith, one of the masked warriors roving in patrols along Ladon’s border, and specifically the one their group’s leader, Dalka, had sent ahead to notify the queen of my presence.

The gray-eyed woman stared up at me in such a way that left no question as to whether she’d been told about my arrival. Possibly I was the first man she’d seen in years, but either way, she stared at me like she couldn’t quite believe I was real.

“Hi,” I said, and I extended a hand with a self-deprecating smile. “I’m Liam. I’m sorry I just mowed you down like that, I promise I’m not normally that clumsy.”

“It’s quite alright,” the woman said with a small smile.

She took the hand, and I pulled her to her feet and then bent down to gather up the skirts that had gone flying everywhere. Given I recognized one of them as the princess’ gown from earlier this evening, I supposed these were all Melusine’s clothes, and this woman was one of her servants.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Kenina, if it pleases you,” she said with a small curtsey. “And you really needn’t apologize. If you are who the princess believes you to be, a little collision in the hallway is entirely inconsequential.”

“So, Princess Melusine mentioned me?” I asked, and I wondered why I was so invested in this titbit.

I fought the urge to preen a little, if only because I had no idea if the princess had said good or bad things about me.

“She did, the first dragonsblood to enter Ladon since before the Cataclysm,” Kenina answered with a nod. “And the first non-hostile man. Many of Ladon’s people have prayed for such a sign. You might be the key to turning our fortunes.”

“I hope I will be,” I told her honestly. “But right now, I really don’t know.”

“The way the princess told it, you’re set to be Ladon’s salvation,” the gray-eyed woman informed me with a wry smile.

“And what do you think?” I asked as I grinned back sheepishly.

“I couldn’t say, I only have what my mistress and my sister have told me,” she said with a shrug, and she rearranged the skirts thrown over her arm so they laid more flatly.

I wondered what the process of washing clothes was here. They had plumbing, but that didn’t necessarily mean they had washing machines.

“Your sister?” I asked.

“I believe you’ve met her also, if briefly,” Kenina said. “Ailith. She patrols the borders.”

“Oh, yes, I did meet her.” I nodded. “Well. Sort of. I’m not sure we ever actually spoke.”

It had been hard to see who was speaking, between the dark and their masks, and the tone hadn’t exactly been conversational.

Kenina chuckled, and the warm sound immediately put me at ease.

“I know my mistress has been desperately hoping for a sign such as you, but she has never been a fool. If she believes you have the capacity to be what Ladon needs you to be, then I have faith in her, and in you.”

I cocked my head as I observed the servant woman.

“And if I’m not?” I asked, not to be contrarian, but out of sincere curiosity. “I have no idea what I’m doing. I don’t even know the basics of this world.”

“Perhaps that is precisely what makes you suited to save it,” she pointed out. “Free of the biases that cloud Tanit, free of the constraints of tradition.”

“I… hadn’t thought about it like that,” I admitted, and I blinked a few times as I really processed this. Then I grinned at her. “Thanks.”

“You’re very welcome,” Kenina remarked in a dry tone. Not mocking, just lightly teasing, which in itself felt like a kind of relief.

If everyone here had been taking themselves so seriously, I would have shattered from the gravity of it.

“How did you get to be so wise?” I asked in an equally teasing tone.

“I’ve been a companion to Princess Melusine since we were both girls,” the blonde said with another shrug. “Being so close to matters of court, and the lessons she was given, you pick a few things up.”

“How long is that?” I asked.

“Oh, well over ten years,” Kenina said, and with the hand not laden with the princess’ gowns, she tapped her chin thoughtfully. “She was named Heir upon her twelfth birthday. I came into her service shortly after-- so just over thirteen years now.”

“That’s a long time,” I remarked. “You two must be close.”

“We are,” she agreed, and while she smiled warmly, her tone was serious. “I do not think I would have weathered the grief of the Cataclysm as well as I did without my mistress. Nor would she have weathered her own.”

“You lost your father?” I asked, and she nodded.

“My mother died shortly after I was born. My father was captain of the household guard. I practically grew up alongside the princess. I saw more of her than I did Ailith, to be truthful.”

She paused then and gathered her free arm under the dresses, as if to hug them to herself. Her expression had turned sad.

“I believe the princess tried to hide the extent of her grief, for her mother’s sake,” she continued in a murmur. “Even now, I think I was the only person to see the true depth of it. So, I know perhaps better than anyone just what your presence here means, Liam Drake.”

“I want to be what she needs me to be,” I said firmly. “What she and the queen and you and every other woman in Ladon needs.”

“That is obvious,” Kenina replied in an encouraging tone. “And I dare to believe you will rise to meet that challenge.”

“I hope so,” I sighed, and I reached out to clasp her shoulder.

It was maybe a bit forward, even intimate, and I felt her tense under my touch a second before I realized this had to be the first time a man had touched her in five years.

I went to pull away, but she smiled at me.

“It gives me hope,” she said, “to see someone who knows nothing about our world recognize what is happening to Ladon is not right. Whether our region is only women, or only men, or exactly half, we are people, and we have a culture and a history of our own. It should not be ripped from under us simply because we do not govern as those around us, those buoyed by stronger armies and powerful allies. Simply because it would be more convenient if we were gone.”

“I can’t claim to be as powerful as them, but I’ll fight my hardest, Kenina,” I swore to the gray-eyed woman.

I had met her only minutes before and yet, in a not-entirely-dissimilar way to when I’d met Beithir, somehow I felt I had known her for far, far longer.

Kenina offered me one last smile, and then we went our separate ways, her to her work, and me to my room. I stripped off the thick, stiff, warm clothes of a dragonsblood rider and collapsed onto the soft sheets.

This time, sleep came swiftly.

It felt like no sooner had I closed my eyes than I was opening them against the glare of the morning sun, and I wondered whether days and nights were the same here on Tanit as on Earth, or if they were skewed slightly.

I remembered learning in school how, if a human was left to their own devices in a cave, or somewhere else completely separated from the day-night cycle of Earth, their natural sleep-wake cycle wasn’t exactly twenty-four hours but slightly longer.

Maybe this place had twenty-three-hour days or something. Maybe I would always feel slightly rushed.

Or maybe I just hadn’t slept very long because I’d spent much of the night conversing with dragons and meeting mysterious women.

All in all, not a terrible way to spend an evening, even if I was tired. I just hoped this place had coffee.

Just as I was finishing getting dressed, I heard a knock at the door of the rooms, and I opened it to see an armored guard standing in the doorway.

“The queen and the princess request your presence and bestow upon you the privilege of breaking your fast with them,” she said in a stiff, formal voice.

“Um… cool,” I said blankly in response. “Thank you? Where do I find them?”

In response to this, she turned, marched down the hallway, and left me to follow as I hurriedly tucked the puffy linen shirt into my pants, which were considerably more fitted. I wondered if I looked cool, like a pirate or something, or if it mainly came off as goofy, like a cheap ren faire costume.

The guard led me to a veranda toward the front of the palace, and it was high up enough that there was an impressive view of both the upper and lower parts of the city of Aitvaras. Both Queen Adelinde and Princess Melusine were already sitting there in long, silky nightgowns and gauzy, long-sleeved robes for an added bit of modesty. Both of them were also wearing their long hair loose, and I found myself mesmerized by how similar they looked, and how much younger Adelinde seemed with thick waves of dark hair curling around her face.

“Ah, Liam,” she said as I entered, and she gestured to an empty seat. “Please, sit, eat. Did you sleep well?”

“Very well, my Queen,” I replied graciously, and I nodded politely before turning to Princess Melusine and doing the same.

She shot me a warm smile, which I returned before looking over her shoulder, to where Kenina was standing, with her hands clasped in front of her like she was waiting to be called upon. She offered a smile as well.

“My room is incredibly comfortable, thank you.” I added to the queen as I surveyed the options at the table.

There was a tureen of colorful fruit, already sliced, a plate of little pastries and cakes, a stack of bread next to butter and preserves, and even something that looked and smelled like bacon.

I went for the bacon. It had a slightly different flavor, maybe gamier, but it was broadly the same and still delicious. Then I went to try other things, including what looked like a blueberry muffin and a dark, warm liquid in a metal jug that I hoped was coffee.

It wasn’t coffee how I knew coffee, but it was clearly Tanit’s version, and the taste was so odd it still succeeded in waking me up.

For about ten minutes, I ate, and we made small talk. But I could see the queen was curious, and I didn’t want to keep her in pointless suspense longer than necessary.

“You asked me whether I would fly for Ladon, my Queen,” I said at last.

“I did,” she said simply, and I was impressed by her restraint. She spoke and held herself as if it was only a passing curiosity. “Have you and Beithir made your decision, then?”

I took another swig of the not coffee, swallowed hard, and then nodded.

“We did,” I said. “And we accept. Beithir and I will fly for Ladon, and I will be your Firebrand.”
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Chapter 5

Though she was unmistakably delighted, Queen Adelinde kept her emotions under control, and she smiled at me warmly but did not do anything further.

Princess Melusine, on the other hand, set down her cutlery and clasped her hands.

“Thank you!” she declared, and her tone was elated. “You do us a great service, Liam. Ladon may yet preserve its independence.”

“That’s what I hope to do, Princess,” I said earnestly.

“Of course,” Adelinde added with a small sigh, and she set down the porcelain cup she’d been using to drink whatever passed for tea in this world. “It is mostly a ceremonial title now, as you are our only dragonsblood.”

“I don’t mind that,” I said. “Who knows, maybe when the other kingdoms see Ladon is still fighting, some might defect to your side.”

“I commend your optimism.” The queen smiled at me with a grim kind of wryness. “But I have yet to find a dragonsblood who was not fiercely sworn to his kingdom and the notion that only men are suited for war and rulership.”

“Tanit is a very different place than before the Cataclysm, from what you tell me,” I said to raise her spirits and possibly my own with them. “Perhaps the events of the past five years have called some to question beliefs they previously took at face value.”

“Perhaps,” the queen admitted but didn’t seem overly convinced.

“How many dragonsblood were there in Ladon before the Cataclysm?” I asked as I looked between her and the princess.

“Close to three hundred,” Queen Adelinde answered, and my eyes widened.

I’d expected a high number but… not that high.

“Imugi had about two hundred,” the princess added, and I remembered how she said that before the Cataclysm, those two regions had accounted for about half of all the dragonsblood in Tanit.

So, Tanit once had maybe a thousand dragonsblood, which completely boggled my mind.

Now, however? The number was probably fewer than five hundred.

But that was still more than enough dragons to scorch this place, and all its people, to the ground many times over.

“Suffice it to say, you-- we-- are outnumbered,” Queen Adelinde said delicately as she reached for a tiny pastry.

I noticed she wore a ring on her right ring finger, and I wondered if Tanit had similar marriage customs to my world, or if it was simply a coincidence, and the ring had nothing to do with her late husband, the king.

“What would you recommend, then?” I asked. “An offensive isn’t feasible.”

“No, it isn’t,” she agreed with a nod. “But I believe your presence can be levied as a… deterrent. If Ladon has one dragon now, it may yet resume the numbers it had pre-Cataclysm. We do not want to court fear, but we will not passively allow ourselves to be overrun by others’ ideas.”

“All we want is for Ladon to remain self-determining,” Melusine interjected.

She’d spooned a variety of the colorful, sliced fruit onto her plate and was eating it daintily with a fork, so I decided to follow suit, if only to see what the fruits here tasted like.

“What’s to stop the other kingdoms seeing a dragon and deciding to strike while the iron is hot?” I asked them both.

“Theoretically, nothing,” Queen Adelinde admitted. “Except they have had that opportunity already and have so far held back. Some of that might be fear, over what will happen to their own dragons within our borders, but I personally have never known the King of Ormar to be quite so… superstitious. I think the far likelier option is they are yet hopeful for a peaceful resolution, one where I politely surrender my power to him. One dragon will not change that plan.”

“So… I’m useless,” I said, and I was unable to keep the slightly deflated tone from my voice.

Maybe it had been my own fault, but I’d had designs of the Firebrand being a turning point.

“Hardly!” the queen said sharply. “You are leveling our playing field. You are proof that gods and fate have not abandoned Ladon simply because I rule in my husband’s stead. You are proof that dragons can return safely, and this land is not cursed.”

I nodded as I considered this. It made me feel a little better about myself, but I was still unsure of Ladon’s chances. What if someone just got jumpy? What if some king or another decided to throw caution to the wind and destroy Ladon before it had a chance to build up its dragons once again?

“I’m still not trained,” I said to the queen.

“You will be,” she promised, and she nodded to her daughter. “We have just the person who can guide you.”

I was intrigued by this revelation and finished my breakfast in a lighter mood. Having sampled the sliced fruits, I determined none of them were fruits as I understood them back home, but many held similar-ish flavors. There was a green one that was kind of like a kiwi, a yellow one that was mango-adjacent, and a reddish one that was like if a watermelon had been crossed with cherries.

Bizarre, but unexpectedly tasty.

Once we were done, Princess Melusine excused herself to dress and advised me to change into ‘non-ceremonial’ dragonrider clothing.

“Non-ceremonial?” I looked down at myself, in the stiff black jacket with its embroidered flames. “You know what, actually, that makes a lot more sense.”

“You should find some armor in your chambers,” she said as we walked down the hallway together.

A few paces behind us, Kenina followed, so it seemed one of her duties was to shadow the princess almost constantly.

“Am I expected to be fighting?” I asked Melusine. “I mean, me personally?”

“Many dragonsblood don’t like to bring their dragons to blows,” she replied. “At least, before the Cataclysm, anyway. Combat between dragons was quite rare. Some kingdoms viewed it as sacrilegious. So, instead, dragons would watch as their summoners dueled. Some used weapons, others used magic. So, your dragonrider armor will be imbued with protections against some basic spells.”

“Magical protection?” I echoed and was immediately fascinated.

“Yes?” She looked at me and didn’t seem to understand my intrigue.

“Well, it’s just, in my world, we don’t have magic,” I said. “I don’t even think it’s real there. Or if it is, I’ve never seen it.”

“Really?” Princess Melusine gasped as her golden eyes widened, and when I glanced over at Kenina, she, too, was both perplexed and deeply engrossed. “No magic? At all?”

“As far as I know.” I shrugged as I looked between the two women. “The first remotely magical thing I encountered was the portal that brought me here.”

“How curious,” Kenina remarked, and she shared a vaguely amused, vaguely confused smile with the princess.

We parted ways at the end of the hallway. I turned into my room, and Kenina and Melusine continued down to where the princess’ chambers were. I watched her recede in a swirl of pearl-colored silk, and I marveled a little at the intricate laced pattern of her gauzy, semi-transparent robe.

Then I located the aforementioned armor in the closet. It was made of a thin-but-tough leather, which was a little stiff, but it would soften the more I wore it. Embossed on the chest was a symbol I presumed was the crest of Ladon. A dragon curled in a circle to form its border, and the flair at the end of its tail also resembled a burst of flame shooting from its mouth. Inside the circle were three mountains, the middle peak being the largest, and above it, in the center of the crest, was a four-pointed star.

The Spines, I realized, and I felt a small thrill at how quickly I was picking things up. The crest showed the Spines, and with them, the Heart mines. Maybe the star in the middle wasn’t even a star, but a Dragon’s Heart crystal.

Like the ceremonial robes, there was a pocket on the inside of the ‘jacket’ for a Dragon’s Heart crystal to be tucked. The jacket was styled like a double-breasted suit, so I first folded the left side with the inner pocket, then the right side that bore the embossed crest, directly over both my heart and the secret pouch.

I admired myself in the long mirror propped in the corner of the room. Like the ceremonial robes, the leather had been dyed black and red, presumably the colors of Ladon. It made sense the red would be there, since it was the same hue as the crystals mined in this region, but the black gave the clothes a dramatic look.

Possibly, it also made for good camouflage, if riding at night. Though, given how Beithir shimmered with golden scales, and the sound of her wingbeats could be heard from quite a distance, stealth was probably not a tool often used by dragonsblood.

Unsure of where to go, I simply waited outside my door until Princess Melusine and Kenina passed by. Both were wearing a similar version of the dragonsblood armor, though Kenina’s was all-black, similar to what her sister, Ailith, and the other masked warriors patrolling the border wore.

“You certainly look the part,” the princess commended me with a smile, and she and her companion looked me up and down approvingly. “Come, it’s time you met Astarot.”

I was curious as to who this Astarot was, presumably the woman who would be training me. Maybe she was the leader of Ladon’s warriors, or the new captain of the household guard, ever since Kenina’s father died in the Cataclysm.

The princess and Kenina led me out into a structure they called the dragon pit, which was a large, open-air arena with a huge circle of dirt and ground surrounded by rings of benches, like an amphitheater.

“This is where all Ladon’s dragonsblood trained to ride and fight,” Princess Melusine informed me. “They trained and bled on this dirt for thousands of years. And now you will continue their legacy.”

I knew she meant it as a compliment, but all I could think was ‘no pressure.’

I turned in slow circles to admire the space. It reminded me of the Coliseum in Rome a little, from how some of the walls rose higher than others, with the stones having crumbled over time. I wondered if the benches had ever been full, if there had once been hundreds of dragonsblood crammed into their seats, or maybe even spectators observing their training.

“By all the gods, Queen Adelinde wasn’t lying!”

I turned at the sound of a new voice, but my immediate thought was confusion, because that voice had unmistakably belonged to a man.

It was too deep, too gruff, to belong to even the huskiest woman-- at least, not one who wasn’t intentionally making her voice lower. And, when I turned, I was unquestionably looking at a man approaching us.

He was a little older than Queen Adelinde, perhaps in his early fifties. Despite his age, he was still clearly strong and healthy, with broad shoulders and a stocky build. While he still had an impressively-thick head of hair, it had long-since gone gray, though his beard was still shot through with bits of black. His weathered, craggy face was nut-brown, and his dark eyes were bright and alert.

“Liam,” the princess said in a warm voice. “Meet Astarot. To our knowledge, he is the last living man in Ladon.”

“Until you came along,” the man corrected with a chuckle, and he moved closer and stared at me as if to make sure I was real. “How curious. I almost fell off my chair when I was told a non-hostile man had been found on our side of the border, and a dragonsblood no less! What’s your story, boy?”

“I’m not sure there’s much to tell,” I said to the older man.

I was still looking at him with slight incredulity. Even though it had only been a day or so for me, it was still strange to see a man standing there, when everyone else had been a woman.

“Truthfully, I’m still not even sure what happened,” I continued. “I was sitting in my home, I heard a noise, and when I went to investigate it, I found a portal that took me here.”

“I see…” Astarot said slowly. “So, you’re not a native of Ladon. Or of Tanit, at all.”

“No.” I wondered for a moment if this was going to be a problem for him somehow, if he wouldn’t trust me because I was foreign, but he just smiled.

“Maybe you are the one best-equipped to help, then,” he said, and he reached up to clap me on the shoulder. “No pre-existing ties to other kingdoms or their ludicrous ways.”

“You have no issue with having a queen instead of a king, then?” I asked.

“The only problems have been a result of the Cataclysm,” he said as he shook his head. “Ormar and Brysir and all the others, looking to hack off pieces of our region to glorify themselves. But I have lived in Ladon all my life, and gods willing, I will continue until my time is at an end.”

“So, you were here during the Cataclysm?” I asked and felt suddenly fascinated. I’d kind of just assumed he, like me, had come from outside the border. “How did you survive?”

At this, Astarot’s warm expression turned grave and sad.

“I still don’t quite know what happened,” he told me in a somber tone. “Because none of my brethren were spared. Before the Cataclysm, I, like you, was dragonsblood.”

“Was?” I asked with a frown.

I hadn’t been under the impression it was a changeable status.

“I suppose, technically, I still am, but there is little distinction when I have no dragon,” Astarot explained with a sad sigh.

Despite the fact I’d only just met him, I felt a wave of sympathy. Something about his sadness was so deep, and I wondered if it was the dragon song connecting us somehow.

Beithir had said the dragon song of those who lost their summoners was shot through with despair and heartbreak, so maybe I was tapping into some of that.

Then again, she’d also told me no human could survive the death of his dragon. So, how was Astarot here?

“The night of the Cataclysm,” he went on, as though he’d been able to read my mind, “I, by some twist of fortune, whether benevolent or cruel, was awake. I saw as the white shadow descended over Ladon.”

“The white shadow?” I asked.

“I cannot describe it in any other way,” the older man said. “I saw an entity, not human, not moving, but instead floating. A shadow, except it glowed like moonlight.”

There was an urgency in his tone now, and I realized I was probably the first dragonsblood, if not the first man, for him to tell this story to.

“Moonlight,” I echoed softly.

“Not normal moonlight, mind you,” he continued. “Moonlight is gentle and calm. This… thing. It radiated menace. One look at it, and I was paralyzed with fear. As if… as if I knew what would happen to me if-- when-- it touched me.”

He swallowed hard then, and I realized he was shaking. In recounting this tale to me, he seemed to be half-reliving it and trying to reason out if things could have been done differently, if someone else could have been saved.

“My dragon, Cekula, was the finest creature you had ever seen,” Astarot murmured, and his dark eyes shone with unshed tears as he spoke the dragon’s name. “She must have reacted to my fear. I cannot explain it any other way. I was not even touching a Dragon’s Heart crystal, it was lying beside my bed. And yet, she heard my fear and my anguish, and she came to my rescue. She appeared, as if from nowhere, and placed herself between me and the white shadow. I… I felt her bear its brunt. I felt her life, her soul, leave this world.”

He stopped for a moment then, and a ragged noise tore itself from his chest before he abruptly reeled himself back in and continued his story.

“I felt as the connection between us was severed,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I heard the howling in my head as the dragon song mourned her-- and then, silence. I was separated from it, forever. My mind has been silent since. Somehow, I survived the death of my bonded dragon, but all that she was to me, all that we were together, was still irrevocably stolen from me. Severed, never to be reclaimed.”

I shivered at his words. They were evocative on their own, yes, but all I could think of was Beithir and how completely I’d already come to expect her presence in my mind. Over the distance of our connection, I felt her sadness at Astarot’s story. She, like me, was baffled that a dragonsblood had survived the death of his dragon, and like me, her heart wept on his behalf.

“I’m… so sorry,” I said to Astarot at last, because what else could I say? “I can’t even imagine…”

“No, you can’t,” he agreed, but not in a cruel way. It was like he was, in fact, deeply relieved I would be spared this pain. “But I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Not even my worst enemy. Besides, this grief is all I have left of Cekula now. And despite how much it pains me, I would not trade that for the world.”

I thought there was something comforting in that. I was glad he was able to make some kind of peace with his loss.

But even so, a selfish part of me dreaded his fate befalling Beithir or me.

“So, you survived the Cataclysm,” I said after a few moments of respectful silence. “Do you… do you have any idea what caused it?”

“I do not believe for a moment it was natural,” the older man replied at once. “I have seen magic, and I have felt it. That… thing, the white shadow that stole through Ladon and killed every man and boy, was no natural entity.”

My eyes widened a little in surprise, but Astarot remained firm. Princess Melusine and Kenina also looked grim-faced, and I realized this was not the first time he’d voiced this belief.

“Cekula sacrificed herself to save me, as a mercy,” Astarot went on. “But there are days when it does not feel like a mercy. I have lost a part of myself I can never reclaim. It aches as acutely as a missing limb. The constant reaching for something that is no longer there, and the reliving of the realization, over and over again.”

I felt something twist inside my chest, a combination of pain and sheer horror.

“Some terrible magic unmoored me from myself,” Astarot insisted. “Because no natural magic could have caused this torment. No natural magic would be so unbearable as to have me believe, some days, that death would have been the true kindness.”

“Well… what can we do?” I asked. “What can I do? One dragon and one rider?”

“Hopefully, a great deal,” Princess Melusine insisted. “There haven’t been dragons in Ladon since Tehi left after the Cataclysm. But you are a sign, Liam. Whether from gods, or from something else.”

“Tehi.” My brow furrowed as I mulled over the word. “I know that name. That was the king’s dragon, right?”

“He was,” Astarot said with a nod. “Magnificent creature. He was one of the largest dragons I ever had the privilege to see.”

“His scales were black,” Princess Melusine thoughtfully interjected, and her expression had taken on a faraway look that was both sad and wistful all at once. “Black as a raven’s feathers. When the light caught them, he turned blue and green, and his eyes were so yellow, like acid. You could see them from miles away.”

“King Aeden was the last Firebrand, before the Cataclysm,” Kenina added.

“And no pair ever fit the title better,” Astarot said firmly.

“What happened to him?” I asked. “Tehi, I mean?”

“He was the last to leave, after the Cataclysm,” the princess said. “He stayed with my father’s body longer than most. His way of mourning, I suppose. But then he, like all the others, left. They returned to their homeland.”

That was what Queen Adelinde and Beithir had told me, but even so, part of me wondered if, like Astarot, there had been an exception to the rule. Perhaps there had, maybe Tehi, or one of the other severed dragons, had not returned to their homeland. But they hadn’t remained here.

Princess Melusine then reached out to touch my shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

“But we know this is all new to you,” she told me. “We don’t expect great feats of you right away. We just…”

“You need hope,” I finished for her. “I promise you, Princess, I fully intend to fulfil those hopes. I just need some training.”

“Then you’ve come to the right place,” Astarot said, and all at once, the mournfulness receded from him, and he looked jovial, animated, and excited to get underway. “First things first, you cannot learn to ride without your dragon. Please, summon it.”

I did, by pressing my hand over the embossed crest of my armor so I could feel the sharp edges of the Dragon’s Heart crystal digging into my chest. I reached out along that connection, which was already so much stronger just from the crystal’s touch, and I felt Beithir hurtling toward me.

A few moments later, she landed gracefully in the center of the dragon pit, and I felt a curl of satisfaction from her as she preened and posed while Astarot, Kenina, and even Princess Melusine, who had seen her before, remarked upon her splendor.

“She’s beautiful,” the princess declared in an awed tone, and I felt a trill of happiness surge through my connection with Beithir.

“She is,” I agreed with a grin.

“And she looks strong,” Astarot added approvingly. He reached out a careful hand but looked first at me, then at Beithir. “May I?”

He seemed to ask both of us at once, and I felt Beithir’s willingness. Even though Astarot had been severed from the dragon song, she could feel his pain and knew he had once been a kin-soul.

“You may,” I told the older man.

He smiled tearfully as he reached out, and Beithir lowered her snout so he could pet her.

I heard his soft gasp as his hand made contact with dragon scales for the first time since the Cataclysm. He was literally awed by Beithir, by her presence before him, and by the fact he had not wholly lost that part of himself. In a way, Cekula was still with him.

After a moment, Astarot pulled back, cleared his throat, and looked at me.

“She is wonderful,” he said in a thick voice. “Have you ridden her?”

“Not yet,” I said, and I looked up at Beithir.

Even climbing onto her back was going to be a feat in itself, and I wondered if Astarot was about to pull out some kind of saddle or rope ladder.

A jolt of indignant irritation suddenly pulsed through me like an electric shock, and Beithir shot me a dirty look. I realized my error at once and tried to convey a sheepish apology. You saddled a horse, a dumb animal. Not an intelligent, thinking creature, not your soul-mate.

Astarot, while he couldn’t hear any of this, seemed to recognize what Beithir and I were communicating just in the looks we gave one another, and he chuckled.

“No saddles,” he confirmed. “Just willpower and a strong grip.”

“Right.” It was more of a nervous chuckle than actual words, and I stepped forward.

Beithir deigned to crouch down to the ground. and I used the spines fanning out from the back of her skull as footholds. Then I climbed up until I was sitting right at the base of her skull, the top of her neck, and I held on to the small, dull spines for dear life.

“I would recommend flying high!” Astarot called up to me, with his hands cupped around his mouth. “That way, if you fall off, she has more time to try and catch you.”

“Try?” I repeated, and I looked down at the dragon whose head I was straddling. “Please don’t drop me. And if you do, please don’t miss catching me.”

She gave another trill, audible this time, and I lurched forward to hold on tight as she suddenly raised her head, outstretched her wings, and prepared to take off.

I saw both Princess Melusine and Kenina watching with open-mouthed shock as Beithir quickly took off from the ground. It was somehow slower and faster than I would have expected, the juxtaposition of such a heavy creature taking off, with the immense strength she possessed.

With a few powerful beats of her wings, we were off, and I felt the wind begin to ruffle my hair as we gained altitude. Once we were free of the walled sides of the dragon pit, Beithir stretched out, and she began to glide through the air. Well, she was more weaving and banking and leaving me to try and keep my breakfast in my stomach, and my heart in my chest.

It was terrifying. It was awful. It was wonderful.

I thought I’d known exhilaration. I’d been to amusement parks, ridden on roller coasters, but this was absolutely nothing like that at all.

It was complete freedom, with nothing between the ground and myself but air and the incredible creature I was astride. The excitement and fear welled so much in my chest I leaned back and opened my mouth and let out a delighted, howling cry.

Even an airplane surely couldn’t compare to this. What would it mean to go fast if you couldn’t feel the wind in your hair? On your skin? This was incomparable, and as I felt Beithir’s excitement flow through me, it compounded with my own, and I was just eager to go higher, further, faster. I wanted to see all of Tanit. I wanted to dive through its clouds and streak across its skies.

This was true freedom.

I leaned forward and gripped Beithir’s neck, not because I was afraid of falling, but because I wanted to hug her. Tears, some from emotion, some from the wind in my eyes, squeezed themselves down my cheeks as I half-laughed, half-sobbed, and I was too overwhelmed with our combined emotions to even speak.

And I felt those feelings reflected back at me. Beithir felt the same.

We continued to gallivant through the clouds, and I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to stop or land.

Until I felt a current of suspicion suddenly enter Beithir’s mind, and I looked around the sky to see a dark shadow off in the distance.

A jolt of shock passed through me, and I felt Beithir echo it.

There was another dragon. Another rider.

They were unmistakably flying right toward us, and for a moment, I panicked. Had we crossed the border into one of the other hostile kingdoms? Were we about to be dragged into combat? I didn’t know how to fight at all, and I could tell Beithir was terrified at the prospect of warring with her kin.

But fleeing was not an option. There was nowhere to hide in the vast openness of the sky, and retreating to Ladon might prompt this rider to start torching people.

The only option was to land where we were. So, we did. A few moments later, the other rider landed about a hundred feet away, and I saw him dismount his dragon and begin to walk toward Beithir and me.

Talk about a first day as a dragonsblood.

My knees were shaking as I slid off her neck and to the ground. Part of it was nervousness about this meeting, but mostly it was the remnants of adrenaline from our flight. Truthfully, no matter what happened here, nothing this man could do or say would make me want to fly any less. I’d gotten a taste, and now I knew I was hopelessly addicted to that thrill.

“Well met,” the man called out as he approached.

He was close enough for me to get a look at him now. He had dark brown hair, fair skin, and deep gray eyes. A short scruff of a beard made him look older, more mature, but I reckoned he was only about my age. An admittedly cool-looking scar ran through his left eyebrow, cut a thin, pale line in the hair, went over his eye, and finished on his cheekbone.

“Well met,” I parroted back to him, just to err on the side of caution.

“Do you know where you’re flying, friend?” the man asked.

“The skies?” I offered, and then I winced as I realized how facetious that sounded.

The man, certainly, did not look overly impressed by this response.

“You’re in Ormar,” he told me, and I knew that name.

That had been the kingdom who most benefited when Imugi fell. Much of Imugi’s territory had been subsumed into Ormar.

Which presumably meant I’d flown into what used to be Imugi, though somehow I reckoned pointing that out to this man would not end well.

“Do you fly for Ormar?” the man asked.

I thought about raising a hand to cover the red Ladon crest on my chest, but that would firstly look ridiculous, and secondly do nothing to actually hide where I was from. If the guy had seen it, it was already too late, and he was ten feet away from me.

“I do not,” I said to him. “Do you?”

“I do not,” the man parroted back to me, but his eyes were narrowed. “You came from the north. Why were you flying over Ladon? It’s forbidden.”

At this, I decided there was no point in trying to play coy. I didn’t know enough of this world’s geography to make up a country, and this guy would probably see through any of my half-assed lies.

“I fly for Ladon,” I announced with pride.

“Come now,” he scoffed. “Ladon has no men, let alone dragonsblood.”

Something about the dismissiveness of his tone made my temper flare. A part of me reckoned this was actually Beithir’s temper bleeding into mine, but it felt so correct inside me, so real, that I didn’t want to question it.

And besides, I did not care for the way this guy was speaking.

“It does now,” I said as I met his gaze head-on. “I am Ladon’s Firebrand and its protector. I fly for Queen Adelinde, and I’ll defend its people and its skies-- even and especially from the likes of you.”

Rather than intimidating this man, he just eyed me with a kind of wry amusement.

“I see,” he said in an entirely inscrutable voice, and he turned away.

I watched as he returned to his own dragon, which moved to meet him halfway, and he climbed onto its back. It was an impressive creature, a little larger than Beithir with scales as blue as midnight.

“Then I have a message for the Queen of Ladon,” the man called from atop his dragon, just as it spread its wings and prepared to take off.

“And what message is that?” I asked.

“Her days are numbered.”
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Chapter 6

Before I could think of a retort, before I could think of a question to clarify what, exactly, he meant, the midnight-blue dragon gave two powerful beats of its wings and had soared off into the sky, far beyond any creature’s range of hearing.

I looked at Beithir, and she just peered at me. Her amber eyes were slightly wary but mostly confused, which pretty much summed up how I felt, too.

“We need to go back,” I said to her aloud, which was unnecessary, and she wasted no time in flattening her neck and head against the ground so I could climb back up to my spot at the base of her skull.

The flight back to Aitvaras and its dragon pit was as incredible and exciting as before, if slightly tinged by the urgency pounding inside my chest, and as Beithir approached the dragon pit, I saw Melusine and Kenina sparring with swords, presumably to fill the time while I was gone.

Even from a distance, I could see how skilled they both were. They moved powerfully and gracefully to attack and defend, and the clangs of their weapons as they clashed was audible even from my altitude.

They stopped when I landed, though, and the moment the princess saw my worried expression, she matched it with one of her own.

“What?” she asked immediately. “What’s wrong?”

“I saw another dragon,” I told her as Kenina and Astarot rushed close to listen. “With a rider. He… he asked me who I flew for. I told the truth, since he saw which direction I came from. And he… he said the queen’s days are numbered.”

“What?” Astarot exclaimed, more out of indignation than disbelief. “Princess, we need to--”

“Fetch Mother,” Melusine agreed and was already backtracking away from him, Kenina, and myself.

Then she broke into what was probably a very unladylike jog and left the dragon pit.

She returned only a few moments later. Adelinde wasn’t jogging, but she was walking very briskly. The long sleeves of her gown billowed behind her as she quick-marched behind her daughter, and she wore a concerned expression.

“You saw another rider?” she asked me as she approached. “Who did he fly for? Did you see a crest?”

“No,” I said apologetically. “But I got a good look at him and his dragon?”

“Describe them,” the queen ordered, so I did.

A fair-skinned man with dark hair and gray eyes and a large, blue-scaled dragon. No recognition dawned on any of the four faces watching me.

“It’s possible he could have been unsworn,” Princess Melusine pointed out, but from Astarot’s expression, he doubted this highly.

“While there may have been a handful of unsworn before the Cataclysm, I shouldn’t think there are any left now,” he mused. “Other regions will have been eager to amass as many dragonsblood as they could.”

“It doesn’t matter who he’s sworn to, word is out, and it will spread,” Queen Adelinde said gravely. “Ladon once again has dragons.”

“Should I have lied and said I was unsworn?” I asked the queen and was suddenly worried I might have doomed us all.

“No,” she said at once. “You were seen flying over Ladon. Either way, it would have been clear dragonsblood can safely enter our borders. If you had said you were from another kingdom, that rider might have taken it as a challenge, an indication another kingdom seeks to take Ladon first. Or he could have caught you in that lie.”

She pressed her lips together and clasped her hands, and she was clearly thinking something over.

“No,” she said again. “Word will spread that Ladon has dragons once again. Perhaps this will encourage our neighbors to exercise caution and respect when dealing with us.”

“Are you sure, Mother?” Princess Melusine asked in a slightly dubious tone. “What if they take it as a threat? What if they choose to attack us before we gain enough strength to be able to properly defend ourselves?”

“I think the princess may be right, my Queen,” I said as politely as possible. “Ladon has one dragon. How many does Ormar have?”

“Our last scout reports put the number somewhere around one hundred and fifty,” the queen answered in a grim voice.

I shuddered at the thought of a hundred and fifty dragons descending on Ladon. They could scorch the entire region to rubble without breaking a sweat.

Did dragons sweat?

Never mind. The fact was, the only thing stopping Ormar from burning Ladon to the ground right this moment was that, for now, the King of Ormar would prefer to capture its citizens and seize its resources rather than destroy them.

But what if he, or another king, got too impatient? What if they worried someone else might get there first?

“Ormar is the logical guess as to where this rider came from, but not the only option,” Kenina said, and it was clear she and Astarot were frustrated by not knowing exactly who this rider was.

“When’s the average age for a rider to… I guess ‘get’ their dragon?” I asked. “Is it a birth thing?”

“Oh, no.” The older man shook his head. “No, it usually occurs around the coming of age. Perhaps seventeen or so? But I know of dragonsblood who didn’t find their dragons until they were twenty-three, or even later. It’s not an exact thing.”

“Maybe this is someone who found his dragon very recently, then,” I said.

“Perhaps,” the queen admitted. “But unless he and his dragon are unsworn, and it doesn’t sound like they are, it is of little use to Ladon. I would advise you to watch where you fly in the future, Liam, for your safety as much as anyone’s. Ladon’s newest dragonsblood flying over, say, Ormar’s territory, might be perceived as a threat.”

“Understood, my Queen,” I said with a nod, because I agreed.

And it would be pretty hard for me to help defend this region if I was burned or eaten by another dragon for flying somewhere I shouldn’t have been.

“That’s it?” Princess Melusine huffed, and she looked at her mother. “Advising him to fly more carefully? That’s all you can come up with?”

“Excuse me?” The queen narrowed her purple eyes at her daughter, but Melusine did not back down.

“What is the point of having a dragonsblood, of intending to assert and defend ourselves, if you just advise him to stay hidden?” she demanded. “The whole reason you were so eager for a new Firebrand, Mother, was so he could lead Ladon into a place of true safety and independence.”

“I am fully aware of my intentions, Melusine,” Queen Adelinde said coldly. “And you would do well to remember your place. I may be your mother, but I am also your queen.”

The princess bristled and shot her mother an irritated look.

“That’s not an answer,” she said. “Aren’t you sick of reacting to things? Of waiting for people from other regions to attack our home? Rip away our lives? I might not be dragonsblood, but that doesn’t mean I have to sit idly by and… and wait to be attacked, captured, or killed! I want to bring the fight to the people intent on destroying us. I want to fight to keep Ladon and her people safe!”

The air seemed charged in the wake of the princess’ declaration, and it fizzed with her determination and anger. The queen sighed, and it was a sympathetic sound, but also an immensely tired one.

“I agree with your sentiments, daughter,” she conceded. “But we are simply in too vulnerable a position. We have only a single dragon, it would be foolish of us to coax Ormar, or any other region, into open war.”

“We are already at war!” the princess insisted and she threw down the sword she’d been sparring with a few minutes before. “Ormar sends groups to capture women from the outlying villages, to burn crops and slaughter livestock! How long before they send a force large enough to march right through Ladon and sack Aitvaras? They wouldn’t even necessarily need dragons to do it! Just because no one has yet rained fire down on us from above is not a victory, and it is not peace!”

“Melusine,” Kenina murmured, and she reached out to gently touch the princess’ arm, just above her right elbow.

Princess Melusine turned sharply to glower at her companion, but as soon as their gazes locked, her expression softened from anger to dismay.

“We have to do something, Mother,” she said in a pleading tone. “Ormar is chipping away at us, little by little. How much must our people suffer before we take action?”

“And you think open war will mean our people suffer less?” Queen Adelinde asked.

“Of course not,” the princess huffed. “But taking some kind of action will show we care about them. If you refuse to surrender to Ormar, or any other kingdom, then we must instead fight back, not keep turning the other cheek!”

I could see both sides of the argument-- Melusine’s desire to take action, and Adelinde’s edict that they hold back for now. One wrong move, one moment being too bold or too rash or too aggressive, could lead other regions to decide that sacrificing the spoils was better than allowing Ladon to keep taunting them, and then it would be overrun by soldiers or dragons and possibly even scorched into nonexistence.

A land invasion seemed, in my mind, worse than one of dragons. While the dragons would be undeniably more destructive, an invasion by an army might be able to push through the defenses. Even though the mountain paths were narrow, how many soldiers did Ladon really have? And how many had more than five years of training? Would the narrow terrain of this region be enough to even the odds?

All I knew for sure was that Ladon’s situation seemed to be getting more and more precarious. Sooner or later, something would tip the balance, and the queen would be forced to act, whether she wanted to or not.

“I need to speak with my advisors,” Queen Adelinde then declared. “Astarot, I would avail myself of your expertise, as well.”

With that, she swept off out of the dragon pit, with Astarot following behind her, and I was left with Melusine and Kenina and the distinct impression we three had just been relegated to the political equivalent of the children’s table.

The princess was clearly still irritated, and the queen’s dismissal didn’t do anything to quell her frustration.

“I know it’s rash, but you cannot say I’m not right!” she seethed and seemed more angered by the seeming futility of it all than by her argument with her mother. “I just want to feel like we can do something, instead of hiding up in the mountains.”

“You can,” I told her. “One way or another, the fight will come to Ladon eventually, and this place will need every last able hand and agile mind.”

“I would prefer to not have things get that dire,” Melusine said with a sigh. “I just want to keep our people safe. They’ve suffered enough, losing their friends and their families, and now being harassed by insurgents that slip over the border. If this continues, they’ll revolt against my mother of their own accord, just for some blasted peace and quiet!”

I could tell some of her outburst was entirely rooted in this dilemma, but some of it was also unmistakably out of fear for her mother. She was worried Adelinde, if she played the cards wrong, would end up the same way the Queen of Imugi did: executed and quite possibly tortured beforehand.

“I admit, I’m curious that Ormar-- or whoever that man flew for-- had a rider out today, of all days,” Kenina remarked quietly, and when I turned to look at her, her expression was uneasy.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, to my knowledge, none of the scouts on the border have reported a dragon sighting in months,” she said. “Dragons have been giving Ladon a wide berth. But now? Today? The same day you take to the skies for the first time?”

Phrased like that, I saw her point, and an uncomfortable feeling prickled over my skin.

“You think they knew, somehow, that Ladon had a rider?” I asked.

“Maybe,” the gray-eyed woman said with a frown. “Or maybe they sensed the portal that brought you here. Or maybe it was just sheer coincidence.”

I believed in coincidence, but only up to a point, and this was far beyond one of those points.

“I mean, I still have no idea why I was brought here in the first place,” I said to the two women. “Truthfully, I don’t even know if that portal was meant for me-- if it was ‘meant’ for anyone. Have either of you ever heard of something like that?”

“Not properly,” Kenina said, and she looked over at Melusine, who was still half-fuming in the wake of her confrontation with Queen Adelinde.

“I’ve heard legends,” the princess muttered. Then she sighed and unfolded her arms, and she looked at Kenina and me with a softer, less frustrated expression. “Stories of heroes and villains from other worlds. Nothing substantial, though. Just fairytales.”

“Maybe this is the start of a fairytale, then,” the gray-eyed woman said with a wry smile. “‘Once upon a time, a great hero came to Ladon, in its hour of greatest need…’”

She trailed off with a grin, and I saw to my relief, and probably also to Kenina’s, Melusine was smiling gently.

“It’s scary,” Kenina continued as her gray eyes skipped back to me, “giving yourself over to things you don’t understand. Having faith in something you cannot see. But I would like to believe you were brought here for a purpose, Liam. I know Queen Adelinde wants to believe it, too. So, maybe this is just… part of that.”

“Maybe,” I agreed with a nod. “But… if it isn’t?”

The servant woman shrugged, and her expression was grave.

“Then I suppose we will prepare as best we can for what lies ahead.”

“Exactly,” Melusine said as she lifted her chin. “Whatever happens, we need to be doing something. Having faith is all well and good, and while I believe in you, Liam, even you can’t single-handedly save my people from the likes of Ormar. We must all fight, we must all try to save ourselves and others.”

“Well, if I’ve seen one thing about the people of Ladon, you’re resourceful,” I said. “I would’ve thought a region that spontaneously lost half its population might have collapsed.”

Melusine began to pace back and forth, and she was hugging her arms around herself and holding her elbows. Everything about her radiated impatience, restlessness. She wanted to move, she wanted to do something of use.

I could sympathize with that. It had only been about twenty-four hours since I’d discovered my own purpose, and I remembered the lack of direction, the uncertainty of what I should do, acutely.

“If we’re being honest, things looked like they would go that way,” the princess told me. “For quite a while. The first few months after the Cataclysm were… dire.”

“I can’t even imagine,” I said honestly.

The grief alone must have been nigh unbearable.

“Many people threw themselves into their work, which certainly helped,” Kenina added as she gazed down at the sword she was still holding and ran a black-gloved hand down the flat of the blade. “I did, certainly. As did Ailith. It was easier to train than to grieve. To exhaust ourselves so completely we didn’t even dream.”

I shivered at her words. There was something kind of haunting about that.

“The strangest thing is, we gained people, too,” Melusine mused. She was still pacing back and forth and looking at the dirt floor of the pit, rather than at me or Kenina. “Women, mostly young women, came to our borders and asked for homes. Some were fleeing arranged marriages. Others simply wanted to know what a truly independent life was like. They, and all of Ladon, myself included, have grown accustomed to that independence. I don’t want to return to a system where I am lesser, where I am forbidden from certain pursuits. And I know the people of Ladon don’t, either. We owe it to them to fight, to defend our way of life.”

“Is it easier to fight than to grieve, Princess?” I asked quietly.

I didn’t mean for it to be cruel or prickly. It was a sincere question. But she stopped and looked up at me sharply, and her eyes were wide and shining with tears.

“I’ve done enough grieving,” she said in a deadly serious voice. “As has every woman in Ladon. I would like to spare them all, and myself, the pain of grieving our country and history as well.”

And it was there I could see her. Not simply the feisty princess, bursting with righteous indignation, but the woman who would soon mature into a queen. She was intelligent, shrewd, determined, and deeply principled.

“I would never dare count you as lesser,” I swore to her now that she was looking at me and could see the truth of it in my eyes.

Because if there was one thing I had never questioned about her, it was how dedicated she was to her people. I could see it in the fire of her temper and the clench of her fists. I’d seen her sparring with Kenina, and I knew she could best me anytime she chose. She would fight, alone, if she had to.

But my words seemed to bolster the princess, because she smiled at me.

“Thank you, Liam,” she said earnestly. “Perhaps, with your help, we can convince the rest of Tanit of the same. And Ladon can be allowed to exist in peace.”

“That’s the plan,” I said with a grin, and to my relief, she grinned back.

It lit up her entire face, she practically glowed with it, and with a renewed sense of resolve, she reached down to pick up the sword she’d dropped.

“But you’ll need more than flying skills if you’re to truly become the Firebrand,” she told me. “Physical combat, both armed and unarmed, are integral. If you’re ever without Beithir, you’ll need to defend yourself in the more mundane ways.”

I quickly learned that Astarot would be the master when it came to teaching me how to ride and commune with Beithir, how to deepen and expand the bond I shared with her, but Melusine and Kenina were the masters of these ‘mundane’ ways.

First, my new ‘trainers’ wanted to assess the baseline of my physical capabilities, so they had me run through a list of basic exercises that tested my strength, endurance, agility, and balance.

Now, I wasn’t an Olympian by any measure, but I’d spent many hours at the gym back when I was trying to find a hobby to fill my free time. This meant I could run a mile in seven minutes or less, do fifty push-ups without too much trouble, and I was pretty agile. I couldn’t drop into a full split at the drop of a hat, but I’d done my share of yoga for cooldowns after my vigorous workouts. My balance was rock-steady, and even Melusine had trouble trying to push me over while I went through various poses.

Once the princess and handmaiden were satisfied with my foundational skills, we then moved on to actual combat practice.

Kenina was the more skilled with weapons, and she handled swords, bows, throwing knives, and even a war hammer with startling ease. The weapons were like a physical extension of her body, and she showed me how to balance with each of them, where to put my weight, and how it should feel in my hand.

After all, these weapons had been designed to be used for hours without a break. I would need to build up the muscles in my wrists and arms a bit more, but the objects themselves were intended to be relatively easy to hold.

We didn’t actually spar with the sharpened weapons, though. Kenina instead had us use either dulled versions or wooden replicas, but that didn’t mean she was pulling her proverbial punches.

We mainly used swords for our first training session, and the blonde handmaiden moved like a rushing river. I was bigger than her, and physically stronger, but she was relentless. She continually pressed forward and kept me on the back foot, and her wooden blade was just a blur in the air as she swung at various parts of my body.

Bruises quickly bloomed on my arms and legs, even through the thick material of my clothes, but Kenina was such a good teacher that I didn’t even care about the stinging blows. Whenever she managed to strike me, which was a lot, she would pause and point out the mistake I’d made and then ask me what I should have done differently. If I guessed right, she gave me an approving nod, but even when I was wrong, she took the time to patiently correct me. Then she would have us repeat the same exchange of blows, and more often than not, I was able to internalize her words and change my stance or the way I was holding the sword so she couldn’t hit me in the exact same way again.

“Good,” she said again as I managed to block a blow aimed at my side. “Now, given the way I’m standing, which is the best counterblow to utilize to push me back?

She continued to press her body weight into my wooden sword while she spoke, and she was stronger than she looked, so I had to think quickly on my feet. My eyes scanned over her stance, the way her feet were positioned, and the way her body weight was distributed, and I decided to shift slightly and push my sword out and down. Since she’d been leaning so heavily in my direction, her momentum carried her past me as I stepped to the side. I saw my opening and brought my sword back around as quickly as I could, and even though she whipped around and raised her own blade to block, I was able to clip her lightly on the shoulder.

“Excellent,” she said with a grin. “You have impressive instincts, and with a little more training, you’ll be a formidable opponent on the battlefield.”

“Well, it helps that I have such a great teacher,” I said as I returned her grin, and I saw her cheeks flush a deeper shade of pink.

But it was probably just from the exertion of our match.

Weapons were a sidebar to the main event, though, and that was Melusine teaching me unarmed, hand-to-hand combat. Back home, I’d taken a couple of different “fighting” classes just for fun, but all of those teachers paled in comparison to the princess.

As we squared up in the dragon pit, I raised my fists like a boxer in front of my face, but Melusine kept hers a little lower, more in front of her chest, and her hands were half-open. It was a strange stance, one I hadn’t seen before, and I decided to try my luck by throwing a half-hearted jab at her shoulder. I was hesitant to hurt her, but I quickly realized my mistake.

The princess was able to lean back to avoid the punch, and one of her arms lashed out quick as a viper to slap my wrist and shove my arm to the side. The force behind her move caught me off guard, as did the retaliatory blow she aimed at my wide-open side. Her knuckles struck my ribs hard enough to knock the air out of my chest, and she didn’t even give me time to catch my breath before she snapped her leg out and kicked my thigh with such ferocity that my quad immediately went numb.

I gasped as my knee nearly buckled, and then Melusine pressed her advantage. She unleashed a flurry of punches at my face and head, and while none of them actually hit me, the numerous attacks left me disoriented, and I didn’t even notice her foot coming out to sweep my leg until I landed in the dirt.

I blinked up at the sky in a daze, until the princess leaned over me and blocked out the sun. Her braid hung over her shoulder and swung back and forth like a pendulum, and I tracked it for a moment before my eyes shifted to her frowning face.

“Do not restrain yourself merely because I am a woman,” she said firmly.

“I-I wasn’t,” I coughed as I sat up.

“Then was it because of my station and title?” she asked as she cocked her head.

“No,” I said, which was only slightly a lie. “I’m just unused to fighting with… friends. Most of my previous, uh, sparring sessions were with strangers.”

Melusine’s expression softened at my words, and she extended a hand to help me up, which I accepted.

“As noble as that sentiment may be, you will not learn if you hold yourself back,” she said. “So, give your all to every fight. And if you do manage to strike me, I will not hold the bruise against you.”

A slight smirk pulled at her lips, and I let out a chuckle as I dusted myself off.

“Noted,” I replied.

“Good.” The princess nodded as she stepped back and resumed her unusual fighting stance. “Now, let us go again.”

I raised my fists again, and this time, all hesitance faded from my body as I prepared to go all-out.

However, even my change of attitude didn’t level the playing field very much. Melusine was a beast, just like Kenina had been with weapons. She was lightning fast and agile as a cat, and no matter how hard I tried, I remained steadily on the defensive.

The princess wasn’t as articulate with her lessons as her handmaiden had been. Whereas Kenina used words to explain her moves and my mistakes, Melusine seemed to think that pain was the best teacher, and it was hard to argue with her. My arms and legs would be mottled purple and blue by tomorrow, but I was getting better at tracking her movements and tells with every match we went through.

And she wasn’t completely kicking my ass just for the fun of it. Through the power of demonstration, she showed me a variety of pins, blocks, and blows intended to quickly disable an opponent by targeting vulnerable points or knocking the wind right out of them.

I was so amazed by her skill, and so intent on trying to pick them up for myself, that I didn’t even mind when she laid me out, flat on my back, with no air in my lungs, one knee pressed on my chest, and her arm thrust against my throat.

“I win again,” she said with a feline grin.

I just grinned back and was unable to feel even the slightest bit embarrassed with how quickly I’d fallen. Even in this context, I found I was just pleased to be so close to her.

“You’ll pick it up with time,” the princess assured me as she removed her arm from my throat and offered a hand to help me up.

“How did you get so good?” I asked her. “How long have you been training?”

“Almost my whole life,” Melusine answered with a shrug. “My father thought it was improper of a princess to fight with weapons, because it would require me to carry them when I have guards. But I still wanted to know how to defend myself. This was the compromise.”

“And you?” I asked Kenina, who was grinning at us both.

She’d been cheering me on even as her mistress had repeatedly bested me, and now she also shrugged.

“My father was captain of the household guard,” she reminded me. “Ailith insisted on joining the border patrols. It would have been harder, really, for me to avoid learning to fight. Especially once Queen Adelinde and King Aeden decided it would make sense for me to be the princess’ companion.”

I cocked my head and looked between the two of them.

“What does that mean, exactly?” I asked, because so far it seemed like sometimes she was a servant, sometimes she was a friend, and other times she was a bodyguard.

“A variety of roles,” Princess Melusine replied with a fond smile. “She is my lady’s maid, my bodyguard, and my closest confidante.”

She reached out then and squeezed Kenina’s hand, and I immediately felt a warm kind of feeling spread through my chest. Both of them had clearly been laid out by the shock of the Cataclysm, but the fact they’d had one another had helped them weather the pain of it all.

For the rest of the day, the three of us continued in the dragon pit. Astarot did not return, evidently still tangled up in deliberations with Queen Adelinde, so Beithir just lied down and watched as Kenina or Melusine took turns teaching me combat, which mostly involved them winning.

Once, though, in the late afternoon, I did succeed in pinning Melusine. It wasn’t a wholly fair win, because she’d been distracted by a trilling noise Beithir had made, but I was still able to unbalance her and pin her down. It wasn’t a graceful pin, either, but I had the advantage of greater body weight, and I was willing to take whatever victory I could get by this point.

“Nicely done!” the princess commended me, and she didn’t seem the slightest bit annoyed to have been beaten.

I grinned down at her a moment and got momentarily lost in a hazy, not-quite thought about the way her dark hair shone in the afternoon sun, but then I realized I was still holding her down and stopped.

“So, that’s one to me and… what? Fourteen to you?” I laughed as I helped her to her feet.

“Oh, who’s counting?” Melusine declared with a wave of her hand. “Let’s see if you can win a bout against Kenina, as well.”

This proved significantly harder, because while I had the advantage of greater size with Melusine’s sparring, that advantage was largely erased when I had a weapon in my hand. I was glad we were only training with blunted edges, because otherwise the gray-eyed woman would have skewered me a dozen times over.

“You have good instincts,” Kenina told me when we finally decided to pack it in for the day.

The sun was beginning to set, and the sky was a burnt orange. Golden light shone off Beithir’s scales and made her look like she was made of molten metal that was shifting and warping with each movement. I’d caught both Kenina and Melusine giving her appreciative looks on several occasions-- they seemed almost more enchanted and awed by her than I was.

In a strange way, I felt kind of proud every time I’d seen them admiring her. Like they were admiring me by extension. I could feel the pleased, preening sensation in Beithir’s mind reflected into my own.

“I do?” I asked Kenina. “Because it kind of feels like my instincts are to let you whale on me.”

“What do whales have to do with this?” the gray-eyed woman asked as she cast Melusine a confused, dubious glance, but the princess just shrugged.

“Uh… it’s a turn of phrase from my world, never mind,” I said with a rueful chuckle. “You were saying?”

“Yes!” Kenina smiled brightly and pointed at me. “I was. Your instincts are good, as is your balance and your speed. You’re just unfamiliar with a weapon in your hand. As you grow accustomed to it, I’m sure your skills will improve very quickly.”

“I agree, you already managed to pin me once,” Melusine added.

“You were distracted,” I pointed out, but she shrugged again.

“A victory is a victory.”

I had just enough time to return to my chambers and change out of my now dust-covered dragonrider armor-- Melusine had insisted I train wearing it, since it was what I would probably be wearing in any real fight-- before there was a knock at the door and I was being summoned to dinner.

Unlike breakfast, this wasn’t on a veranda, with a little table and pillars strewn with flowering vines, but a large hall with a long table, heavily laden with a veritable feast.

Pride of place in the center was an enormous roast ham, and radiating out in smaller dishes were vegetables, potatoes, even gravy. I was starving from the exertions of the day, and my mouth began to water the moment I entered the room.

“Ah, Liam, please sit,” Adelinde said, and she gestured for me to take the empty seat to Astarot’s immediate right.

That meant I was sitting directly across from Kenina, with Princess Melusine on her left.

The air between the princess and her mother was still undeniably tense, even a bit frosty, and neither looked at one another as we served ourselves food and made idle chit-chat. It was also clear Queen Adelinde was still largely preoccupied with the events of the morning, because she kept speaking to Astarot in hushed tones, too low for me to hear, but the pair of them were clearly discussing something very gravely.

Really, this just left Melusine, Kenina, and I to talk amongst ourselves, but it felt rude to have a conversation right next to the queen, especially when she was clearly talking of such an important subject. At a loss for what else to do, I just shot Melusine an encouraging smile and tucked into my food, which turned out to taste as delicious as it smelled.

Slowly, the tension of the evening thawed. Just proximity between mother and daughter seemed to be doing a lot, and Astarot and Adelinde seemed to table their discussion for now. The queen began to ask the princess about her day and incorporated Kenina and I into the conversation as well, and things were looking almost normal once again, until there was a knock at the far end of the hall.

The queen stopped mid-sentence as she turned sharply to look at the doors.

“Enter,” she called in a loud, clear voice.

A moment later, the doors were opened by a pair of halberd-wielding guards, and a woman dressed in the dark scouting uniform rushed in wearing a harried expression.

“Forgive me the intrusion, my Queen,” she said quickly as she hurried to bow before the end of the table. “But it’s urgent.”

“I had expected as much,” Queen Adelinde said. “Tell me your business.”

“There is a dragon on the southern border,” the scout reported, and I didn’t miss how the queen’s eyes widened, nor how Kenina and Melusine sat opposite me both tensed.

Even Astarot beside me gave a tiny gasp.

“A dragon?” the queen echoed, and the scout nodded. “With a rider?”

“Yes, my Queen,” the scout confirmed with another nervous nod. “And he demands an audience with the ruler of Ladon.”
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Chapter 7

“Demands?” Astarot huffed. “Who is this man, to demand such a thing?”

“Ruler?” Queen Adelinde said instead, and her tone was disapproving. “Was that his exact word?”

The scout swallowed hard and then nodded.

“Yes, my Queen,” she said in a slightly small voice.

I suspected she’d never spoken to the queen before, probably never had cause to until just now.

“How peculiar,” Adelinde remarked, but it was clear from her expression that she didn’t think it was peculiar at all.

I supposed she was interpreting this as a slight, a refusal to call her queen, a declaration her crown was worn illegitimately.

“Who is he?” the queen then asked the scout. “As Astarot said, why does he believe he has the right to demand an audience? Did you see whose crest he bears?”

“No, my Queen,” the scout answered, and at this, she frowned a little. “As best I could tell, he didn’t seem to bear a crest at all.”

This both fascinated and alerted me, and I leaned forward a little to better make eye contact with the scout myself.

“Can you describe him? The rider?” I asked her. “What did he look like? What did his dragon look like?”

“Blue scales,” the scout answered. “And large, perhaps a little larger than your Beithir.”

“And the man?” I pressed.

“Dark of hair, fair of skin,” she said. “I didn’t get as close a look, he didn’t dismount.”

“He sounds like the man I saw at the border,” I mused. “The one who…”

“The one who threatened my mother,” Melusine finished for me, and her golden eyes were blazing as ferociously and dangerously as Beithir’s did. “We cannot indulge him that audience. What would it say to other kingdoms if we parley so easily with those who threaten our Queen’s life?”

“We do not make peace with our friends, Melusine,” her mother pointed out in a tone that was equal parts patience and faintly exhausted. She’d rested her elbow on the arm of her chair and was either propping up her head or massaging her temple.

Possibly both.

“I’m well aware of that,” the princess said to her mother and sounded a little irritated. “But there’s a difference between seeking to broker peace, and hearing an audience from a random man who has threatened you.”

“Not random,” Astarot warned Melusine gravely. “He is dragonsblood, Princess. That alone makes him dangerous.”

“And worth hearing out,” Queen Adelinde added. “Perhaps he has information.”

“Perhaps he means to kill you!” Melusine cried out. “Mother, please, you can’t meet with him!”

“I think she’s right, my Queen,” I interjected.

Queen Adelinde looked over at me in surprise, as did Kenina, who had so far remained silent. Princess Melusine shot me a relieved kind of look, like she was glad to see she wasn’t alone on this, and I rested my hands on the table as if physically laying the situation before them.

“He threatened you,” I said simply. “And now he wants an audience. Any reasonable person would assume this means he intends to carry out that threat himself. It would be… unwise for you to indulge him, even if it would demonstrate tolerance and willingness to make peace on your part.”

“If it comes to war between us and the rest of Tanit, we will lose,” Queen Adelinde said simply. “And, at the end of the day, I would sacrifice my own life over that of my citizens’.”

“If you die, they will backslide into the lives they had before, if not worse,” Melusine insisted. “Kingdoms like Ormar and Brysir will look to punish them for rising above their stations, for rejecting the supremacy of kings and dragonsblood.”

“Not necessarily,” the queen said, and she reached over to take Melusine’s hand. “You are Ladon’s future. My death will mean nothing so long as you are alive to continue our legacy.”

Melusine looked distraught, but I couldn’t say if she was terrified at the idea of losing her mother, or overwhelmed at the idea of how much responsibility would rest on her shoulders. Probably both.

The queen, too, seemed to realize what an immense ask this was of her daughter. Even if she’d been born to it, it was a terrible thing to ask of your child, someone you would naturally only want the best for. The happiest life, the most exciting opportunities… crushed by duty and obligation.

“We don’t have to think about these extremes,” I said, both to the queen and to the princess, and I hoped Melusine would see this as a sincere attempt to comfort her. “I’ll meet with this man instead.”

Everyone turned to stare at me.

“You?” Astarot asked as his eyebrows shot up.

“Why not? I’ve already met him,” I pointed out with a shrug.

“But you are Ladon’s only dragonsblood,” Melusine said. “If he kills you--”

“He won’t,” I assured her.

This was something I couldn’t actually promise, but I wanted to, and I could tell she wanted to believe me, as well.

“While there are risks, I agree sending Liam is a lesser one than allowing him to meet directly with you, my Queen,” Astarot said diplomatically.

He tactfully didn’t look at anyone as he spoke, and I wondered if he was unused to the position and responsibilities of a royal advisor.

As Ladon’s only surviving man, he was the only one able to offer specific guidance regarding dragons and dragonsblood. This made him invaluable, but from what he’d told me about his life before the Cataclysm, it hadn’t involved nearly as much politicking. He, like every woman in Ladon, was still adjusting to the new role foisted upon him by the Cataclysm.

But, equally, he seemed to be thriving as much as they were, too. I could see the pride in his expression to be trusted by the queen, to be depended on for advice, just as I could see the pride of the household guard and the masked warriors who patrolled Ladon’s border. They were pleased at the chance to prove themselves and occupy positions previously denied to them.

It occurred to me that this brink-of-war could theoretically be solved easily. All we had to do was tell the other kingdoms to chill out. A queen instead of a king, women in military roles, why was it such a big deal to them?

The more time I spent here, the more I became sure at least some of Tanit’s kingdoms actually weren’t that bothered about Ladon’s gender revolution. Instead, they wanted to take advantage of Ladon not having dragons and having a comparably smaller, less-trained military. Their stakes in this conflict weren’t ideological, so much as recognizing an opportunity to take Ladon’s land and resources for themselves.

“Liam has Beithir at his side to defend him,” Astarot continued. “And he would be meeting this rider as an equal. If he means to harm you, denying him easy access to you is the logical first defense.”

“And say he kills Liam and flies into a near-defenseless Ladon?” Melusine asked stiffly. Clearly, for all she’d wanted to believe me, she just hadn’t been able to, and I didn’t begrudge her that. “He is as valuable as my mother. If this man demands an audience, we need to send someone…”

“Expendable?” the older man asked in a wry tone.

Melusine flushed and looked away from him.

“We have no one expendable,” Queen Adelinde said firmly. “Not one of us in this room, in all of Ladon, is expendable. Enough lives have been lost in pointless, petty wars. Wars are tragedies, gross failures of diplomacy and reason. A peaceful solution can be reached.”

“Can it?” Melusine asked as she regarded her mother coolly. “When one side wants to murder the other side, where is the diplomacy there? Bargaining with those who want to exterminate you is not diplomacy, it’s cowardice. Why should we act as if a morally-indefensible position is worth compromising about? Why should we allow kingdoms like Ormar and Brysir and Keshki to behave as if Ladon’s very existence is a matter of debate?”

“Melusine!” Adelinde snapped, but the princess did not back down.

“Your line goes back as far as Father’s,” she insisted. “For centuries, our family line, everyone in Ladon, has tended this land and mined these mountains. Now an enemy stands at our borders, and they believe they have the right to our history and land and resources because they are larger? Because they have more powerful allies than we do?”

“In this world, brute strength is often the law of nature, Princess,” Astarot told her grimly. “It is not just, but it is the way.”

“Well, why can’t this world be just?” Melusine demanded. “Why can’t we fight back in the name of that which is just? If we are as mighty and intelligent a species as we claim, why shouldn’t we seek a fair world? Why is it such a crime to demand all of us are equal?”

“You have an aspirational mind and a good heart, Daughter, but all the while a dragonrider waits at the border and demands an audience,” Queen Adelinde said in a grave voice. “We need to hear what he has to say. Even if it is only threats, we need to know which region he flew from, and who he rides for.”

“Which is why I should go,” I reiterated. “I have Beithir. I can meet him as an equal, like you said, my Queen.”

“But there’s too much risk,” Melusine insisted as she rounded on me. “You are our Firebrand, Liam.”

“Exactly,” I said. “What am I meant for, if not to take those risks? I believe a fairer world is possible, too, Princess. But it won’t just happen. We have to push it into being ourselves. And that starts with taking risks.”

She looked distraught again, and I could see the war roiling inside of her. She was torn between her principles and knowing I was right.

It was strange how quickly I’d come to understand her.

Strange, but certainly not unpleasant.

“If I have your leave, my Queen, I’ll go at once,” I said to Queen Adelinde.

She gave me a graceful, permissive nod, and I stood from the table and was already reaching for the Dragon’s Heart crystal in my pocket.

“He is waiting by the Leith River, to the southeast,” the scout told me as I stood.

“Before you go,” the queen interjected, just as I had closed my fist around the crystal and had been preparing to summon Beithir to the gardens. “If you are representing Ladon, you must look the part. Help him, will you, Astarot?”

The older man also rose from his seat and gestured for me to follow. First, he took me to my chambers and instructed me to change into the dragonrider armor while he waited for me in the corridor. Once I had donned the thin armor, he led me to the dragon pit and to a sort of side room separate from the main arena, which resembled a kind of preparation area.

“Once, hundreds of dragonsblood clamored in here, ready to summon and take to the skies,” the older man said as he went to an old wooden chest, bound with steel, and unlocked it with a heavy key he hung around his neck.

I watched as he tucked it back under his clothes, and I noticed the head of the key was ridged, scaled, and in the shape of a dragon’s egg.

“Each of them wore this,” Astarot continued as he pulled out a thick bundle of blood-red fabric.

He handed it to me, and I felt the weight of it, as well as how finely it had been woven.

I could also feel there was something inside the fabric, so I carefully unfolded it, and in the center was a burnished silver disc, polished to a shine, bearing Ladon’s draconic crest. A dragon curled into a circle, surrounded by a trio of mountains and a four-pointed star.

With an air of ceremony, Astarot fixed the heavy woolen cape around my shoulders and fastened it with the silver pin so it rested over the embossed version of my armor, right over my heart and the pouch where I kept my Dragon’s Heart crystal.

“Now, you look the part,” the older man declared when he was done, and he stepped back with an almost misty look in his eyes.

I suspected he’d never again dared to imagine a dragonsblood would fly for Ladon again. He had probably never expected to see this sight again.

“I won’t let you down, Astarot,” I promised.

“Just don’t die,” he said, and he clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder and seemed unable to say anything further without his voice shaking.

“I don’t plan on it,” I assured him, and then I stepped out into the arena of the dragon pit, under the velvet night dotted with stars. “The Leith River, right?”

“Correct,” Astarot said with a nod. “It used to mark the border between Ladon and Imugi.”

“Now it’s between Ladon and Ormar, then?” I asked, and the older man nodded once again as his expression turned grim.

Queen Adelinde and Princess Melusine, as ever followed by Kenina and a half-dozen guards, were also waiting in the dragon pit. They must have come straight here while I’d been changing into the armor.

“How do I look?” I asked Melusine with a smile that was half-roguish, half-nervous.

She returned it in kind.

“Like a dragonrider,” she said, and I grinned at her before turning to the Queen.

“What do you want me to do, my Queen?” I asked respectfully. “Should I engage him in battle? Scare him off? Can I invite him back?”

“I trust your judgement,” she said. “But I would caution against combat. He is almost certainly more trained than you are, and if he dies, his kingdom doubtless has dozens of more dragonsblood. We only have you. Come back alone, or with a prisoner. Come back injured, or whole. But make sure you come back.”

“On my honor,” I swore to her, and I figured it wouldn’t matter much about my honor if I was dead.

With one final look at Melusine, I turned my gaze and focus skyward. Then I set my left hand over the pin of my cloak, over the embossed crest of my armor, and pressed the crystal against my skin.

I mentally reached out with a single word, a single thought, concentrated into a thread of pure intention by whatever magical property the crystal bestowed.

Beithir.

I felt her answer almost immediately, and I opened my eyes to see her shimmering golden body weaving through the sky. She circled a few times before she came to land before me, and her eyes blazed as ferociously as ever.

They really did remind me of Melusine’s eyes. Even the golden color. I wondered if the princess had some draconic blood in her veins.

Maybe all dragonsblood did. Maybe that was how her father, the late King Aeden, had been dragonsblood. But, for some reason, the ability to commune with dragons was tied to a Y chromosome or something.

Honestly, the more I thought about it, the more bizarre that idea was. Both male and female dragons could be bonded to humans, so why only men?

But I pushed that thought aside as I stepped forward. Beithir deigned to lower her head to the ground, though not before shoving her snout into my torso with almost enough force to knock me over.

I felt her in my mind telling me how fast she was, how she was willing to flee if it would mean living to see another day. I petted her and tried to convey how I was sure it wouldn’t come to that, but I trusted her implicitly no matter what. Then I climbed up and settled myself at the base of her skull like before.

I got one last glance at Astarot before I was rocketing upward with two powerful beats of Beithir’s wings, and then we were soaring into the night.

Beithir clearly knew where we were going when I said the Leith River that had once marked the Ladon-Imugi border, which was just as well. For one thing, I had no idea where anything was, no sense of size or distance. For another, the only light was the moon, and while it was mostly full and shone brightly, it still meant details were largely left to the imagination.

And things had a way of looking different at night, even if they were familiar.

It was exhilarating to be flying with her again, despite the gravity of my mission. I couldn’t help but delight in flying, in seeing how the peaks of the Spines spread out in every direction, seemingly forever. The land before me looked ripe for exploration, and I could feel Beithir’s agreement in my head as surely as her scales beneath my palms.

She, too, wanted to see this world. She, too, had seen only fragments.

I wondered about the homeland of the dragons, the places they hatched and died, but Beithir didn’t permit me to glimpse any of her memories about this place. I could tell with only the gentlest brush of my thoughts against hers that this was sacred and private. Our bond, while profound, was not yet so deep that she was able to share such intimate and vulnerable details.

Because it was not just her home, but the home of every dragon. Their greatest vulnerability, where the young and old and infirm lay safe. Some dragonsblood cared only for the one they were bonded to. Some believed it would be wise to cull the dragons and limit their numbers so one kingdom could not rise above another.

I shuddered, and even while I assured her I didn’t think like that, and would never think like that, I didn’t pry further.

Before very long, I felt a thrill in Beithir’s mind and knew she’d sighted another dragon. Not long after that, she began to descend. I felt a fine, cold spray of water as she let her hind legs skim the surface of the river as we flew directly across it, and then she landed just on the far bank, where another dragon and its rider were waiting for us.

I had only one guess as to why the rider I’d encountered before would have returned so soon. He must have told his king Ladon had a new Firebrand and been instructed to seek him-- me-- out once again. To get a sense of Ladon’s defensive capabilities by meeting with the queen.

But he had to have known Queen Adelinde would never meet with him, not just like that, not out of nowhere. Perhaps he’d even been banking on her sending me instead.

He’d already dismounted his dragon, and as I slid down the side of Beithir’s neck, he sauntered toward me with a wry smile.

“My, how familiar the Queen of Ladon looks to her new Firebrand,” he said sarcastically, and I rewarded his weak joke with a flat, unimpressed look.

He just grinned wider.

“Did you really expect the queen to come out here, unarmed?” I asked. “I shouldn’t even need to point out how easily she could be captured from here, by you or someone hiding in wait.”

“You offend me, ser!” the man gasped as he pressed a hand to his chest in mock-offense, and I wondered if everything about him was going to be so theatrical. “I am only here to parley. On my life and my honor, I mean her no ill will.”

I considered these words. If he meant them, they were a solemn vow, but if he was a liar, or a cutthroat, or just generally didn’t believe Queen Adelinde was worthy of her title and power, then saying such a lie would come easily to him.

“Whatever you have to say to the queen, you can say to me, and I’ll pass it along,” I told the man.

Without looking obvious, I was trying to figure out which kingdom he flew for by catching a glimpse of some kind of crest. But the midnight blue of his cloak was fastened with a simple circle of steel with a long pin through it, and I couldn’t see anything embossed on his dark armor.

Was this man stateless? A dragonsblood mercenary for hire? Or was he just deliberately trying to hide where he was from as some kind of subterfuge?

Suffice it to say, I didn’t trust this man one bit.

“My words are for royal ears only,” the stranger informed me. “If the queen is not coming, I shall take my leave.”

Curiously, though, he didn’t move to depart-- not right away, at least.

“Then why threaten her?” I demanded as I narrowed my eyes at him. “If you wanted to meet with her, why ominously declare her days are numbered.”

“Threat?” the dragonsblood asked, and his dark eyebrows rose. “It was no threat. It was the truth.”

I glared at him. That sounded like a threat to me, and the man seemed to realize this, because he sighed exasperatedly.

“Even if Ladon has a dragon now-- and from my perspective, it truly does seem like ‘a’ dragon-- how is your presence meant to change the tide? Tanit has been hurtling relentlessly toward war the moment Adelinde took her husband’s throne for herself. No king will take a queen regnant seriously, and I believe Queen Adelinde knows this. She is merely trying to delay the inevitable, and the longer she does so, the worse the consequences will be. For her, for her daughter, for her people.”

“That still just sounds like a threat,” I replied, though it also didn’t sound wholly wrong.

Adelinde had been pushing caution above all else, because she knew how precarious Ladon’s situation was.

“I’m merely trying to be pragmatic.” The rider held up his hands, and I almost wanted to believe him. “Truly, I mean to help Ladon.”

“Do you now?” I asked coolly, and I raised one eyebrow and folded my arms.

Behind me, Beithir growled softly, and I saw the other man’s blue dragon react to it, with its tail swishing back and forth impatiently like an irritated cat.

“My king has little interest in conquest,” the dragonsblood said. “No stomach for the violence of war, or for the waste of it. Neither he nor your queen wish to see the valuable resources of Ladon destroyed or squandered by a brutal, bloody conflict.”

“On that much, we agree,” I said, but I still wasn’t letting my guard down.

“My father used to tell me war was a tragedy,” the rider continued. “A failure of diplomacy.”

This piqued my interest.

“Queen Adelinde has said something similar,” I admitted.

“Eminently reasonable,” the dragonsblood remarked. “I had a feeling she would be. Ormar may be intent on conquering Ladon as it conquered Imugi, but my king would prefer peace. Minimal bloodshed and civilized negotiation.”

“That’s all Queen Adelinde has wanted from the beginning,” I told him. “It just seems the rest of Tanit has a different definition of ‘reasonable.’”

“I am a mere pragmatist,” the dark-haired man repeated, and I took a moment to study him more closely.

He wore his hair long, for a man, about collarbone length, with the top half pulled back from his face in a short, stubby ponytail. It drew attention to that irritatingly-impressive scar through his left eyebrow.

“Ladon’s days are numbered, even if no one does anything,” he continued. “A kingdom of only women--”

“A queendom,” I interjected but without heat.

“A queendom,” the man amended, “of only women has no means to further its population.”

I had to scoff at that.

“Men aren’t outlawed in Ladon,” I said. “I’m proof of exactly that. The queen would welcome anyone, so long as they don’t mean any harm to Ladon or its citizens. Blame the men of Tanit for being too proud to let those women be their equals.”

“And how long do you think it would take that pride to fade?” the rider asked. “Because I think it would take more than a generation.”

“And?” I scowled. “Furthering the population for the sake of furthering the population? If that’s your argument, you might as well tell your king to be patient. Wait a generation or two for Ladon’s proud women to live their peaceful lives and enter when they’re gone.”

“You believe Queen Adelinde would permit this?” the dragonsblood asked me in a tone that was almost wry. “The slow extinction of her people?”

“I believe she would choose any chance for her people to live their lives peacefully, rather than be condemned to war and whatever ‘punishments’ the proud kings and dragonsblood of Tanit would levy upon them afterward,” I retorted.

However, I did know she wouldn’t like that idea. Both she and Melusine had expressed a desire to keep Ladon’s history and culture alive, and that would mean reproduction, eventually. Sooner or later, men would need to come back to Ladon.

I was sure, though, there had to be at least a couple hundred men, across this entire world, who wouldn’t take issue with women being their equals. Astarot seemed to have no trouble with it, so why not others?

Grimly, I thought how it wouldn’t even need to be that many men. Women, biologically, did most of the work in procreation. A man was just needed for those first few minutes. With some strategic documenting of family lines, Ladon’s population could be successfully saved with as few as fifty men.

“You seem convinced I intend to exact those punishments,” the dragonsblood said to me. “I can assure you, I am here in the name of peace.”

“Forgive me if I don’t believe you,” I drawled. “A stranger who keeps making threats and calling them truth.”

“They are the truth!” he insisted, and I was almost relieved to see a flare of irritation.

Maybe he’d finally drop this facade, or whatever this game was, and I could speak to the real thing.

But then he did something I hadn’t been expecting.

He bowed his head and seemed to be pinching the bridge of his nose, as if in frustration.

“Fine,” he muttered. “Fine, if you won’t believe me, I suppose I have no other choice.”

I tensed and braced for the swish of a blade, or the plume of a dragon’s fiery breath, but instead the man raised his head and pulled off his left glove.

He threw it down to the ground, not in front of me, not like an old-fashioned declaration of a duel, but to the side. Then, from the belt of his armor, he slowly pulled a short dagger and held it so I could see it clearly.

He raised his left hand so it was at a right angle to his head, like he was waving ‘hello’ to me, and with his right hand, he slashed the dagger across his palm.

I winced at the speed of it and at the way his face twitched from the pain. A bloody red line scored its way across his palm, but it wasn’t quite deep enough to send blood trickling down his wrist.

“I invoke drakhar,” the man declared solemnly.

I didn’t know what this meant, but luckily Beithir’s mind was against my own, and she helpfully provided the context.

Drakhar was a word in the draconic language, and the concept was borrowed from draconic culture. It literally meant ‘demonstration,’ but culturally, it referred to how, when two dragons disagreed, they engaged in a ritualized ‘bearing of the heart,’ a kind of mock-battle demonstrating their strength and the truth of their intentions.

Learning this was interesting, but I was still skeptical of the rider’s intentions. Beithir, though, was on his side, and I felt the pressure of her thoughts, almost like a physical insistence, as she argued a dragonsblood would never make a mockery of such a solemn rite by using it to deceive someone.

This man, whoever he was, seemed to earnestly want me, and by extension, Queen Adelinde, to trust him.

“Do you accept?” the man asked as his eyes met mine.

“I do,” I said, because I had no other choice.

Ladon had no other choice.

The dragonrider threw down the dagger he’d pulled from his belt, as well as a handful of others, so he was clearly disarming himself in good faith. I had only the one knife, tucked into my belt in the same position as the knife the man had cut his hand with. I supposed it was more intended for ceremonial purposes than anything, because it was a short, small blade and would do nothing while you were atop a dragon, and only slightly more on the ground.

Beithir and the midnight-blue dragon both lay themselves down and curled their bodies from snout to tail so, between the pair of them, they formed a circle. Almost like an arena, inside which the drakhar bout would play out.

For a while, the man and I just circled one another slowly. I wasn’t eager to make the first move, because I wanted to get a read on him. Was he a rash man? Did he bluster his way carelessly into things? Or did he have a little more finesse, a willingness to go over details?

I got my answer when he finally surged toward me, and he pulled one hand back in a move I recognized as one of the blows Melusine had used on me during our training. By some miracle, I pulled off the countermove and blocked his arm as it swung at me, and then I shoved the man back.

So, he had a sense of technique and wasn’t just going to brute force this. Maybe he could be reasoned with. Maybe he’d meant everything he’d said.

I took advantage of him being on the back foot and pushed forward, and I tried to send the heel of my palm into his solar plexus. I missed and failed to knock the wind out of him, so he was able to shove me back and deal an unexpectedly sharp blow to my left shoulder that sent a tingling, slightly-numb sensation down my arm for a few moments.

Thankfully, though, I was right-handed.

As we fought, it was a fairly even back and forth. It was plain from how this man moved that he was used to handling a weapon, or shifting around on the back of his dragon.

Ultimately, the result was the same. He moved too heavily and overshot enough that even I, untrained as I was, could take advantage of his errors.

Make no mistake, I was sloppy, too, but Melusine’s teaching had been as rigorous as it had been brief, and already I had a sense of how to move, where to put my weight, and how my entire body needed to go into every motion, not just the part that was moving.

I managed to get an impressively-square hit to the man’s jaw, enough to send him reeling, and as he staggered back to recover from the blow, I lunged forward and tackled him bodily to the ground.

He probably could have planted himself better, just as he probably hadn’t needed to take quite as long to recover from the punch. It had been hard, but not that hard.

I braced my bodyweight atop the dragonsblood, pressed my left knee into his chest as Melusine had shown, and shoved my right arm into his throat to limit his air.

“I yield!” he croaked out in a wheezing voice, but despite the fact he’d lost, and was struggling to breathe slightly, he was smiling. “I yield!”

Frankly, from how he’d fought, I’d already suspected as much, but this was confirmation. I might have fought well, but ultimately, this man had let me win.

The only question was why. To prove he meant to help? Or was he trying to lull me into a false sense of security by coming off as either weaker than me or affable?

“Impressive,” the man remarked as he tried to raise his hands in surrender, but one was pinned to his side by my right leg, and the other to the ground by my left hand. “You fight well for such a newcomer.”

“What makes you think I’m a newcomer?” I asked, and he tried to shrug.

“I don’t believe Ladon… could have hidden a dragonsblood for very long,” he said. His voice was slightly strained from how I was still shoving my forearm against his throat, so I backed off enough that he could breathe better. “And you seemed surprised to see me, which meant they didn’t know they were being watched. That seems to suggest you are a new addition to their… fleet.”

I didn’t appreciate his pause before using the word ‘fleet,’ since it reminded me I was the only one in it-- as if I’d needed reminding of that.

“You might’ve let me win, but it was still a harder fight than you were expecting,” I told him. “I could see. Luckily for you, I wasn’t trying that hard, either.”

That part was a lie, but if I could levy even an ounce of intimidation against this guy, I would take it. Tanit needed to know Ladon was defended.

I backed off then and got to my feet before extending a hand. The other man took it, and when I pulled him to his feet, he shot me another grin before dropping my hand.

“So, do I have your trust, Firebrand?” he asked. “Can I parley with your queen now?”

“You want me to believe your intentions are pure,” I said. “And I want to believe you. So… yes.”

I still didn’t fully trust him, but he hadn’t been outright hostile, and Ladon needed allies. Perhaps this man could become one.

But if not, I would make sure he regretted abusing my minimal trust.

His smile brightened at my words, and I didn’t miss the tinge of relief in the expression. I tried to puzzle out what he could possibly have been relieved by, what he had risked in all this, because surely he hadn’t expected me to cremate him on sight-- that would have started a war Ladon had no way to win.

Something else, then. Hopefully, it would reveal itself in time.

“Make no mistake, though,” I added. “One wrong move, and Beithir will burn you to a cinder.”

I gave a hearty pat to the side of her muscled neck just to accentuate my point, and she huffed a burst of warm air from her nostrils.

The man’s own dragon hissed and seemed displeased by the threat.

“I hope for my sake, and for Sarkany’s, things don’t come to that,” the dragonsblood told me. “A dragon with no rider is a terrible tragedy, and he has no stomach for tragedy.”

“Then let’s hope we can all avoid tragedies today,” I said pointedly, and the man nodded.

Evidently, he was less offended than his dragon, and I watched as he gathered up his discarded knives and then walked back to Sarkany. Unlike how I mounted Beithir, this man clambered up the front of the dragon’s winged foreleg to settle himself effectively between its shoulder blades.

Beithir took off first and soared easily into the air. Sarkany, I saw, needed a little more effort to get moving, but once he was up, he was almost as fast and definitely had more momentum-- likely due to his larger size.

He was the only other dragon I’d ever seen, and as I watched him, I knew Beithir had been right about her being fast. While huge, it seemed she was still on the smaller size by dragon standards, which made her agile and quick.

I hoped we would never have to rely on that speed, even though I knew this was a futile hope.

Beithir and I brought the man to the dragon pit, where Queen Adelinde, Princess Melusine, and their heavily-armed entourage were waiting. The queen and princess both looked regal in their finery, and their faces were stern and striking as carved marble.

As a show of respect, and an indication of what would be expected of the visitor I’d brought with me, I dismounted Beithir, strode toward the queen, and fell to one knee.

“My Queen,” I said, and I poured every ounce of deference I possibly could into those words. “My Princess. I fly for you.”

“Rise, Firebrand,” Adelinde declared, and she accented the command by raising her left hand, palm up, as if to physically lift me.

I obeyed easily.

“This man invoked drakhar,” I said, and I gestured to the other rider, who had dismounted Sarkany but, wisely, had not approached the queen and princess, who were flanked by a semi-circle of spear-wielding guards all watching him with hawk-like focus. “On his honor, he swears he is only here to parley.”

“Then if he is honorable, I would hear him speak,” the queen said indulgently, and she gestured for the man to approach.

As I had done, he fell to one knee, though he braced his forearm across his knee and tucked the other arm behind his back.

“Your Majesty,” he said, in a more urgent tone than I had, so he seemed to recognize the severity of the moment. Then he turned his head toward Melusine. “Your Highness. You flatter me with your indulgence.”

“I have no use for flattery, but I mean to broker peace,” Queen Adelinde replied as she studied him. “Tell me, rider, for which kingdom do you fly?”

At that moment, the man raised his head, and for a split second, I panicked that I had miscalculated, and he was about to rocket forward and plunge a dagger into Adelinde’s heart, no matter the consequences it would inevitably bring down upon his own head.

But his smile looked sincere, not cunning, and slowly, he rose to his feet, bowed, and spread his hands wide.

“I am Prince Nuallan of Brysir,” he declared to the pair of royals. “And I have come to seek the hand of Princess Melusine.”
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Chapter 8

Shock didn’t even begin to cover the emotion that tore through me. I had to struggle not to let my mouth fall open in a graceless gape.

As it was, even Adelinde seemed to be struggling with maintaining her composure, and her purple eyes widened as she blinked several times at this revelation.

“Prince… Nuallan?” she repeated slowly.

“I know, the years have changed me, my Queen,” he said, and he let his hands fall by his side as he raised his head to look her in the eye. Some of the deference could be done away with, now that he’d revealed his own status. “But I swear, upon my mother, I speak true.”

“I see it now…” the queen murmured, and she cocked her head slightly as she took him in. “You look as your father did, back when Aeden and I first married. Not quite as broad, perhaps.”

“Thank the gods I have my mother’s build,” Nuallan joked. “My father is far less aerodynamic.”

“I was told, growing up, that to see a dragon fly is to see them dance,” Queen Adelinde said with a small smile. “A dancer’s build is to be envied, then.”

I’d never heard that expression before, but even in the brief moments I’d seen Beithir and Sarkany in flight, I knew it to be true. There was an elegance in the way they moved through the air, despite the speed and force. It could be brutal, but it was also beautiful-- much like the dragons themselves.

“I have nothing worth envying, my Queen,” Nuallan said in a shamelessly flattering tone. “I, instead, am the envious one.”

I wanted to roll my eyes, but the slightly rueful way in which he spoke made it come off as bafflingly genuine.

Then he raised his hand to the princess.

Melusine was still clearly reeling from the shock of Nuallan’s identity. I could see from the set of her jaw that she was clenching her teeth, and she seemed unimpressed if not furious at this revelation.

Unsurprisingly, she did not move toward him, or go to take his outstretched hand.

“My father, the King of Brysir, has grown tired of the conflict that fractures Tanit,” Nuallan explained. “He wishes to make peace with Ladon and bring it back into the fold.”

“Does he?” Queen Adelinde asked as she arched an eyebrow. “Could you enlighten me as to why he didn’t feel this way about Imugi? Brysir took about a fifth of that territory for itself, if my memory serves.”

“It did,” Nuallan said with a nod, and he seemed to recognize agreement was the only wise response.

He finally lowered his hand from Melusine and returned his attention to Adelinde as he grew more serious.

But he didn’t turn off the charm.

“It was regrettable,” he said to the queen, and for a moment, a shadow passed over his face.

Was it anger? Shame? It was gone too quick for me to parse or figure out what it meant. Was he irritated to be sent to bargain with Ladon? Did he just want to conquer it like Imugi? Or was he sincerely remorseful about what had happened?

I wondered then what his role would even have been. Sure, he was dragonsblood, like me, but he also appeared to be about my age. How old could a man be in Tanit before he was suitable to fly off to war? Maybe it was different for dragonsblood, who were rarer and more valuable. Maybe it was different for princes, for the same reason.

“But my father wishes to avoid it happening again,” Nuallan went on.

“Forgive me if that sounds like a threat to my ears,” Melusine said coolly.

These were the first words she’d said in the prince’s presence, and she was all but glaring daggers at him.

“I swear to you, my intentions are pure, Princess,” he told her. “Drakhar is not invoked lightly.”

His eyes glanced in my direction, like he wanted me to back him up on this front. I wasn’t expecting it, and I was still parsing my own shock about his reasons for being here, so I just stared at him blankly.

“The prince speaks true, my Queen,” Astarot interjected and came to my rescue before the pause got too long or awkward. “It would be a grave insult to use drakhar for a duplicitous scheme.”

“My dear husband claimed the same,” Queen Adelinde conceded with a sigh. “Very well, Prince Nuallan. I shall take you at your word. But the hour is late. I shall arrange for you to be made comfortable, and we can resume discussions in the morrow, if that suits you?”

“It suits me very well,” the prince assured her with a gracious bow. “You are a most generous hostess.”

Adelinde smiled at that, and she seemed caught somewhere between grateful and a little irritated at all the flattery. Maybe she thought it came off as a bit excessive, and I wasn’t inclined to disagree.

The queen then waved forward a pair of guards, and they moved to escort Nuallan to his rooms. Sarkany watched him go, and I took it as a good sign that he didn’t seem tense or worried about his bonded human vanishing from sight. Instead, he looked at Beithir, and it seemed for a moment like the pair were silently communicating.

Maybe they were, and it was just silent to our ears. After all, Beithir had told me about the dragon song. I could only hear her when she spoke to me, but with enough practice, and a deep enough bond, maybe I could learn to hear fragments, as I’d glimpsed before.

The entire time Nuallan was being led away by the pair of guards, Melusine glared after him. Only when he had gone inside, and Beithir and Sarkany had flown off to the cavern above the palace, did she turn to her mother and speak.

“I won’t marry him,” she declared. “Five years of Ormar and Brysir and their ilk trying to invade our borders? Capture our people? Depose my own family? I’ll die before I marry him.”

“Melusine,” the queen said in a lightly scolding tone. “Do you really think so low of me?”

“We’re desperate,” the princess replied simply. “Don’t pretend like we aren’t. A… favorable marriage, an alliance with a king, is one of the few available roads to peace. So don’t lie and tell me you aren’t tempted.”

Adelinde’s face hardened.

“I have spent too long and fought too hard to secure the independence of my people, of every woman in Ladon, to sell off my daughter to the first prince who asks for her,” she said harshly, and her purple eyes flashed. “We may be desperate, Melusine, and we may even be doomed, but don’t you ever think I would cast you aside. You are Ladon’s future, and more than that, you are my daughter. No. If you do not wish to marry that boy, then I will not make you.”

I’d never seen such intensity from Adelinde before, and even Melusine, who of course knew her far better, seemed a bit taken aback by it. Tears shone in her golden eyes, and at first I worried she was offended, but then she smiled and surged forward to hug her mother.

Adelinde said nothing and just hugged her daughter back and kissed the top of her hair. Only when Melusine finally pulled away did she continue.

“Besides…” Adelinde’s voice was a little calmer now. “The thing that has changed is not you, Melusine. It’s Liam, our Firebrand.”

I tensed a little at the mention of my name, and I worried I’d somehow caused a problem. Melusine, Adelinde, Astarot, and all the remaining guards looked at me, and I resisted the urge to swallow hard.

“It makes sense,” Astarot agreed gravely. “Nuallan saw Ladon had dragons once again and told his father, the king. Brysir clearly wants to try and make good with Ladon before we build up our dragons properly and potentially resume a position of similar power and esteem to before the Cataclysm.”

“But why not just attack?” I asked. “Or kill me and Beithir, at the very least, to try and strong-arm a surrender?”

“Perhaps Nuallan speaks the truth, and the King of Brysir really has lost his appetite for conquest,” Adelinde mused. “Though, I never got the impression he held that temperament.”

“Maybe he mellowed with age?” I suggested dubiously.

“Perhaps,” she said again and shrugged.

“Or we’re missing something,” Melusine said as her face tightened. “And this is all some trick.”

“I’m not inclined to think so, Princess,” Astarot said. “As Liam told us, Nuallan invoked drakhar.”

“That doesn’t have to mean anything, it’s not magically or legally binding,” the princess insisted.

“A marriage, were it to go through, would also afford Brysir unfettered access to Ladon’s resources, including the Heart mines,” Queen Adelinde pointed out.

A furrow had appeared between her brows as she mulled this over, and I had no doubt this would be a sleepless night for her as she consulted her advisors once more.

“It could be a good thing,” Astarot argued. “If other regions are willing to broker peaceful solutions. An alliance can be reached.”

“A marriage is not a peaceful solution,” Melusine huffed and crossed her toned arms. “Not when they offer us-- me-- a prince. If I marry him, or another prince from another kingdom, what will the expectation be? He will assume the throne, with me as Queen Consort. Ladon will be stolen out from under my mother, from under all the women who have fought and labored these past five years to maintain our independence.”

“You really think so?” I asked, not to be contrarian, I just wanted to believe better things were possible. “Maybe one prince would be fine with being King Consort.”

Even as I said these words, though, two things came to mind. The first was that after what I’d been told of Tanit and its politics so far, I was probably asking quite a lot.

The second was that I was undeniably relieved at Melusine’s emphatic rejection of Nuallan’s proposal and seemingly any others that might come her way.

“The timing is too suspicious.” Melusine shook her head, and her dark curls rippled around her shoulders. “A single day after you and Beithir were first seen? This is not peace, this is not a desire to avoid conflict. This is Brysir trying to grab for more power without tipping off other kingdoms like Ormar.”

“The princess may have a point there,” Astarot admitted grimly. “A conflict would draw attention. Dragons in the sky, or armies on the road. A marriage can be hidden. No other kingdom would have a chance at laying claim to Ladon until it was too late.”

“No one will be laying claim to Ladon,” the queen declared. “That much I can promise you. However, I think it would still be wise to hear Brysir out.”

“What?” Melusine demanded, and her golden eyes widened.

“I simply mean, it would be advantageous to present the front that we are open to an alliance,” Adelinde explained patiently. “It may stay the hands of other regions like Ormar and permit us a better opportunity to assess our enemies’ motives.”

“Motives?” the princess scoffed. “We already have their motives. They want power, land, and women. They want the Heart mines.”

I could only agree with her. This seemed as blatant an attempt at a power grab than sending in dragons to bully or burn Ladon into submission.

“Be that as it may, my point stands,” the queen continued sharply. Clearly, her patience with her daughter’s lack of respect was wearing thin, though some of that could have been fatigue. “So long as Ladon appears open to peaceful, diplomatic solutions, other regions will be more hesitant to attempt something more aggressive and offensive. A peaceful solution preserves the most resources for the victor, whomever that turns out to be.”

I nodded slowly as I followed her logic.

“Like the treaty of Helen of Troy,” I said, and I was rewarded with blank stares.

Only after speaking did I remember they wouldn’t have Homer or the Iliad here.

“There’s an epic poem in my world, like a really old story, a myth,” I explained. “A beautiful woman, Helen, was sought by a hundred suitors. To make sure the marriage was respected, they were all told to sign a treaty. If someone abducted Helen, all the other suitors would be honor-bound to aid her husband. And they all signed, because they all wanted to make sure no one would ruin their marriage if they were the one she picked.”

“And in doing so, they removed their chance to fight when she didn’t pick them,” Adelinde said as she nodded slowly. “Yes, exactly. Though I plan to use a different prize.”

“Thank all the gods,” Melusine muttered, though she did seem genuinely relieved and much less angry than when Nuallan had first offered his proposal.

“Encouraging peaceful negotiation will, at the very least, allow us more time to plan, while we figure out what we actually wish to do next,” the queen went on, and the moment she finished her sentence, she was stifling a yawn. “Oh, pardon me. But the hour does grow late.”

“You need your sleep, Mother, if you’re to come up with solutions to save us all,” Melusine said, and while that could have come off as mocking, her tone was nothing but fond. “Come, I’ll walk you to bed.”

As mother and daughter headed off, with the guards trailing behind them, Astarot and I hung back for a moment to offer them a bit of privacy. I could only guess at how frayed Melusine’s nerves would be right now, in the wake of everything that had just happened.

“You know, it’s a little odd,” Astarot remarked. “That the rider was Nuallan.”

“Oh?” I asked as I turned to him. “How so?”

“He must have only summoned his dragon within the past few years,” the older man explained. “Before the Cataclysm, I was unaware the Prince of Brysir was dragonsblood.”

“Was that up for debate?” I asked and was suddenly curious. “I’d kind of assumed all royals were dragonsblood. Well, all the male ones, anyway.”

“No, not all,” Astarot said, and as we began to walk back to the palace, he explained in more detail. “Dragonsblood does flow in many royal veins, but there are just as many rulers who are skilled sorcerers, and just as many who are neither. Some regions even abhor magic, in all its forms, and would see a dragonsblood ruler as tainting the royal line.”

“Oh,” I said blankly, because I hadn’t considered that.

“Others believe dragonsblood are suited only to war, not diplomacy, so dragonsblood warriors are coveted, but an heir who is dragonsblood will be skipped in the succession,” Astarot added. “There is not one single perception of our-- or perhaps your-- kind here in Tanit. The only consistently-agreed thing is you are fierce in battle and not to be discounted.”

“Glorified soldiers, then,” I scoffed. “The people who do a king’s dirty work.”

“In some cases, yes,” Astarot said sadly. “But I have heard the legends. At the height of Tanit’s golden age, the dragon song was audible to almost everyone. The land was permeated with magic, and dragons were used not as weapons but teachers of ancient magics and technologies. Somewhere along the line, the impulses of war and conquest soured it all.”

“I’m so sorry,” I murmured. “That sounds like it would’ve been amazing to witness.”

“So I’m told,” the older man agreed with a nod. “But even the oldest dragons alive only have the barest, fuzziest memories. They were hatchlings at that time.”

By the time we entered the palace proper, a member of the household staff was rushing up to Astarot, and he was told the queen was expecting him in her counsel chamber.

“I thought the princess took the queen to bed,” I said with a frown.

“She did, but Queen Adelinde believes there is too much to be done,” the servant replied. “I believe she wishes to present more concrete terms to Prince Nuallan come the morning. Lord Astarot?”

“Tell the queen I will be there immediately,” the older man said, and as the servant nodded and rushed off, he shot me an apologetic look. “It seems I must leave you.”

“Don’t worry about me, make sure Adelinde doesn’t run herself into the ground,” I said as my frown grew concerned.

Astarot sighed in a way that suggested this would be no easy task, and then he nodded in farewell to me and headed down the corridor after the servant.

I was only halfway back to my own chambers when I rounded a corner and saw Melusine there coming the other way. Her expression was tense, and clearly whatever her mother had said or done since they’d left the dragon pit had soured her mood again.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

It felt kind of stupid to ask that, given the circumstances, but I had no better ideas on how to break the ice.

“Worried,” she answered heavily. “For my mother, for myself, for you. For all of Ladon, really.”

“It’s understandable,” I said. “But no one can doubt you and your mother want nothing but the best.”

“We just can’t seem to agree what that looks like,” she sighed, and I saw she was rubbing her right thumb back and forth over the inside of her left wrist.

It seemed like some kind of nervous tic, so I reached out to touch her hand lightly.

She looked up at me, and I suddenly realized how close we were standing.

“You know,” she said softly-- why would she need to speak loudly, when she was so near? “I never expected to marry for love.”

“You didn’t?” I asked in surprise. “That sounds sad.”

“It’s the life of someone in my position,” she said. “Especially before the Cataclysm, I knew my father loved me, but… I was first and foremost a bargaining chip. A way to secure a good alliance with a kingdom that was rich, or had a large army, or whatever Ladon would need. My hand was always meant to be sold off for the sake of the kingdom.”

“Queendom,” I corrected, and we both quirked a small smile.

“My position was too important for the luxury of marrying for love,” she went on. “But… I’d at least hoped that marriage would be to someone I respected, someone I could trust to be my ally. Not someone looking to betray me at every turn.”

“You think that’s what Nuallan would be?” I frowned. “Or, another prince who came asking?”

“Of course,” she said simply. “If I marry outside Ladon, especially into another family, as opposed to nobility, the implicit assumption across all of Tanit will be that my husband shall become king. A man who has never lived here, and whose father, in all likelihood, has spent the past five years trying to wipe it off the map.”

“I won’t let that happen, Melusine,” I promised before I realized I was still touching her wrist, and I moved my hand to take hers and squeeze it gently. “I meant it when I said I fly for you. I fly for Ladon. My first loyalty will be to its independence, and that includes yours.”

She smiled up at me while looking so relieved, and something in my chest ached.

“Whoever you marry,” I continued, “they need to be worthy of you. Not in their birth, not in their lineage. But their heart. Their soul. I know you say you feel trapped by the idea of marriage, but in a way, maybe the Cataclysm was the best thing that could have happened. Now, you’re free. Your mother won’t force you to marry for an alliance. Now, you have a chance to change the way things are, break the old system and start a new one-- one where princes and princesses marry for love.”

Her smile broadened, and for the second time that evening, happy tears seemed to glitter in her eyes.

“I really like the sound of that, Liam,” she admitted. “Maybe one day, it can be the truth.”

“It will, if I have anything to do with it,” I swore.

Because I understood her fears. Marrying Nuallan, or any other prince, would just be condemning Ladon to a slower, different kind of death. The women here would still be forced to give up their newfound freedoms and still be subjected to violence. It would just be quieter, and in a way crueler, than if they were directly conquered.

“You’re loyal,” she remarked as her gold eyes scanned over my face. “I had my hopes pinned on you the moment we learned you could summon, but… we really are so lucky that you’re loyal.”

“Only to those who deserve it,” I replied.

“I just hope my mother sees that entertaining an alliance with these people is a fool’s notion,” Melusine said. Her tone held a note of bitterness now, and a furrow appeared between her eyebrows. “They won’t stop at one marriage, at one woman. The conquering of Imugi proved nothing can satisfy the greed of a king who believes he is owed dominion-- nothing except total control and complete submission.”

“We’ll stop them,” I promised her. “Even if it’s just you and me and Beithir against the entirety of Tanit. We’ll find a way to stop them. To save Ladon.”

Because the more we spoke about it, the more it felt like saving Ladon was the only way to save Melusine.

And there was no denying just how much danger she was in.
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Chapter 9

Probably unsurprisingly, I didn’t sleep well, and I woke up many times over the course of the night before I finally opened my eyes to see the sun was rising.

When I made my way to the little veranda where I’d taken breakfast with the queen and princess before, Adelinde was nowhere to be seen, and it was only Melusine and Kenina-- who, this time, was sitting at the table and chatting pleasantly with the princess. Evidently, the rules were more flexible in the queen’s absence.

“Liam!” Melusine smiled brightly when I entered, and she gestured for me to sit, which I did.

“Good morrow,” Kenina said as I took a seat equidistant between the pair of them.

Only four chairs had been laid out, but this table was large enough to have seated eight, if people didn’t mind knees bumping.

“And to you,” I said as I loaded up my plate and poured a mug of the not-coffee, which despite its bizarre taste, I was inclined to sample again. “Is it just us three, then? I’d kind of expected Prince Nuallan to be here.”

“So had I, but thank the gods he isn’t,” Melusine grumbled.

Clearly, even though I’d promised her last night that I would defend her as valiantly as I intended to defend Ladon, including her freedom to marry someone she, at minimum, liked, she bore no love for the prince.

I wondered if it was purely a dislike of principle, what Nuallan represented, or if she sincerely disliked who he was as a person. That seemed unlikely, if only because none of us really knew him.

We didn’t even know for sure if he was the one who believed he could just stroll up and ask for Melusine’s hand and that would be that, regardless of her opinion on the matter. That could have been a mandate from his father, the King of Brysir.

For Nuallan’s part, he’d seemed ashamed and a little sheepish the night before, but I also knew it could just be an act.

“If your mother isn’t here, princess, I take it that means she’s still deliberating with her advisors?” I asked.

“She is,” Melusine confirmed with a nod. “I was given a note this morning, apologizing for her absence. She so rarely misses our breakfasts, so it must be intense.”

“No surprise there,” I said. She was quite literally puzzling out how to secure Ladon’s future without signing away her daughter and her people’s independence in the process. “But I suppose that also means Astarot is occupied?”

“Ah, of course, he won’t be around for your dragonsblood training,” the princess realized. “Well, you’d be welcome to spar with Kenina and I, if you’d like.”

“I could definitely use more practice,” I admitted with a grin, which Kenina returned. “Who knows, maybe I’ll beat you twice this time.”

“The gods should be so indulgent,” the gray-eyed handmaiden remarked wryly.

As it turned out, the gods were not quite that indulgent, but it was still clear from the get-go that I had already improved. Both my unarmed bouts against Melusine, and armed bouts against Kenina, lasted longer than they had before.

The women inevitably still won, since they had the advantage of many more years of training, but even I could see I was rapidly improving.

“It’s part of your bond,” Kenina told me, and she gestured up to Beithir, who had flown down from the cavern above the palace to sit in the dragon pit and watch Kenina and Melusine whip me into shape.

I had felt her encouragement when I’d fought and the sensation of silent laughter in her mind when I had a particularly quick defeat.

But thrumming underneath it all was a sense that we were in this together.

“Bond?” I asked, and I looked at the golden dragon, whose amber eyes seemed inscrutable from the outside but never to me.

As ever, I felt Beithir’s answer more than heard it. She and I bled into one another, so her draconic temper and my resolute loyalty were reflected and refracted inside each of us.

She had the lightning-fast reflexes of a svelte dragon on the smaller side, and even that was being translated into me. Her strength was unquestionable, and I could almost feel her flames burning in the base of my own throat, like if I opened my mouth and willed it hard enough, I too might breathe fire.

“I see,” I murmured, and I turned back to Kenina and Melusine. “So, she’s the reason I’m improving so quickly.”

“Partly.” The princess nodded. “But don’t count yourself out entirely. You’re putting in the effort, and the results speak for themselves.”

Her point was summarized nicely in our next sparring match.

This was the first one that didn’t feel like I was scrambling to remember a hundred different things. For the first time, bits began to click together, and technique became common sense. My body felt like one whole mechanism instead of separate limbs and parts, and I was able to flow from one move to the next like a river rushing down a mountainside.

Maybe something about my bond with Beithir made me faster and nimbler, but for whatever reason, when Melusine hurled herself at me, I saw the shape of her form and knew where her weight was, and where she was directing her attack, so I dodged it.

I saw the surprise register on her face as her fist sailed past my temple, but I didn’t let myself bask in a partial victory. I did as she’d taught me and used the fact she had missed, and the resulting excess momentum, to spin her around and shove my arms out. My palms struck her flat behind her shoulder blades, and the force of the blow knocked her off balance, so I pressed my advantage. Before she could regain her bearings, I swept her legs like she had done to me in our first sparring match, and she landed on the dusty ground on all fours. I quickly followed her down before she could push herself up. Then I pinned her front to the stone ground, with my weight on her back, and I twisted her arms behind her.

“Ah!” she gasped, probably more from surprise than pain, but I still relaxed my grip. Then she angled her head to meet my eye and grinned. “Nicely done! I yield.”

I was honestly relieved to let her go and help her up. Even though she was my friend, and this training was both necessary and all in good fun, it still didn’t feel especially nice trying to throw said friend into the dirt.

Melusine got to her feet, brushed herself down, and then turned to me.

“See?” she said with a grin, and both of us were panting hard from the exertion.

Some of her long, dark curls had come loose from the long braid she kept it in while we sparred, and she busied herself with rebraiding it while Kenina passed me a blunted sword.

This one was harder, but I managed to defend myself decently well.

I tried to focus on not losing too much ground. To shift back and retreat, keeping the space between myself and my opponent’s blade, was base instinct, but I had to fight it.

With swords and larger weapons, a larger distance was preferable. It meant you got to keep a certain distance from your opponent, but that worked both ways.

Instead, I forced myself to get in closer, too close for Kenina to properly swing at me. In such close quarters, my larger size and greater strength became a real advantage, because I could leverage these against her to push her back. Our swords angled against one another with a grating sound, and the blades bit into each other just above the hilts.

With one massive push, I managed to force her back a couple steps. She might have exaggerated it a little for my benefit, but she even stumbled.

“Better,” she commended me. “Try not to grit your teeth when you attack, though. Keep your face neutral. You want as few tells as possible.”

I nodded and focused on keeping my face straight, which had the unfortunate consequence of making me neglect my blocking, and the round abruptly ended as Kenina’s blunted sword edge pressed itself lightly against the side of my neck.

“I yield,” I said half-jokingly, and I raised my hands and dropped the sparring sword to the dusty ground.

“Much longer than before,” the gray-eyed woman praised, and I tried not to flush as my mind immediately went to a double entendre.

Did they have those in Tanit? If they did, did that one specifically exist?

The way Melusine shot Kenina a cheeky smile indicated maybe it did.

Continuing our rotation, I sat out the next match as Kenina and Melusine squared up to one another, with the princess picking up the sword I’d just discarded. I enjoyed watching their matches, which were always much more intense and closely-matched than mine. The pair of them moved in a furious clash of blades, and they were so fast and confident that it almost looked more like a dance.

I could feel Beithir watching them, too, and she seemed fascinated. Part of it was because of my own fascination, but I could feel some of it was wholly her own.

And, as I ruminated on how the pair of us bled into one another, blurring the line where we met, a question came to mind.

“Why can only men summon dragons?” I asked.

Neither Melusine nor Kenina turned to look at me, but the princess was clearly more distracted by my question, because Kenina neatly finished off the match with a similar move to the one she’d beaten me with a few minutes before.

“Careful, spilling royal blood is treason,” Melusine teased.

It was a joke she’d made several times just in my presence, and from how Kenina fondly rolled her eyes, she’d been saying it for years.

“No one really knows why only men can summon,” the princess then said as she turned toward me, and she glanced at Kenina, who also shrugged.

“There are a lot of stories, though,” the gray-eyed woman continued. “The main one I heard growing up was that dragons are creatures of war and greed and violence, and women are inherently ‘unsuited’ for such things.”

“I heard that one, too,” Melusine remarked, and she sat down in the dust beside me. Now seemed as good a time as any for a break. “My uncle told me another story as I was growing up, though. He spoke of a sorcerer, who was jealous of the fact his sister was dragonsblood, but he wasn’t. Despite his immense magical power, and his skill, he wanted more. So, he cursed her, and all others like her, all women, to become deaf to the dragon song.”

“Pathetic,” I scoffed, which made Kenina and Melusine laugh.

“That’s one word for it!” the gray-eyed handmaiden said with a grin. “A few years ago, Ailith told me one she heard from her fellow scouts. The first dragonsblood was a brave hero who ventured across the ocean, away from the continent of Tanit. He found the land where the dragons live, where they go to mate, hatch their offspring, and eventually die. He drank from the same piece of fallen sun that gives the dragons their fire, and in doing so, he learned to hear their song. He taught this skill to his son, who in turn passed it to his son, and over the centuries, the daughters were never taught, until the method was lost, and all that remained was the gift itself.”

“That seems kind of… sad.” I frowned.

“It does, doesn’t it?” Kenina nodded, and her face twisted.

Evidently, she didn’t like that version much. Frankly, none of the versions were particularly nice.

“Women can still ride, though,” Melusine added. “My mother and I both rode Tehi, my father’s dragon, a few times. Before…”

She trailed off, and both Kenina and I, seemingly at the same moment, reached over to touch her shoulders sympathetically.

“What was he like?” I asked, mainly to Melusine, but Kenina as well.

If she’d been such a close friend of the princess for so long, she, too, must have known the king at least a little.

“He was a good man,” Melusine replied in a wistful voice. “He was dragonsblood, but he never let his temper get the better of him. He always had a kind word, even when someone was undeserving of them. And I know how fiercely he adored my mother.”

“He was gentle to me, too,” Kenina added. “I only spoke with him a handful of times, but… as Melusine said, he was a good man.”

“Though,” the princess then said, and her brow furrowed a little. “As I get older, I wonder more and more if I was just naive… If Ladon had been spared from the Cataclysm, would he have sacked Imugi and declared its women needed ‘putting in their place?’”

“I’ve been told part of growing up is learning our parents aren’t perfect,” I said gently. “They just did their best with what they had available. Maybe he wasn’t a perfect man, but he clearly loved you and your mother. Maybe, if Ladon had been spared, you and Adelinde could have taught him to see and think differently. Maybe you wouldn’t even have needed to. There’s no way of knowing for sure, so try not to assume the worst.”

She looked up at me, and her expression was a little stunned.

“That’s… very wise, Liam,” she remarked.

“I try.” I cocked a small grin.

We continued sparring for the rest of the day, but we took our lunch in the pit by laying out a blanket like it was a picnic and asking the servants to bring dishes from the official dining hall out here. I got the impression it wasn’t an unusual request, and Kenina and Melusine often did this when it was just the pair of them.

But, as the afternoon melted into early evening, the Princess of Ladon was called away to dress for dinner. After all, a prince was visiting, and so everything had to be very formal.

Kenina went with Melusine. As her companion, the duties of handmaid were included, which involved helping her bathe, dress, and prepare herself for formal events. I returned to my own room and changed into the stiff black jacket of a dragonrider, and I affixed the silver crest of Ladon’s dragonsblood to my deep red cloak.

At the very least, I looked the part.

The tense atmosphere of the dining hall assaulted me the moment the pair of guards opened the doors. It was like a wave of stale, stuffy air rushing out, and wading through it was like a thick, soupy fog.

I gingerly took my seat at the only empty chair left besides the one at the head of the table, which was clearly intended for Queen Adelinde. At her immediate right was Melusine, and on her immediate left was Prince Nuallan. Melusine was clearly not pleased to be sitting directly opposite him.

Astarot was beside Nuallan, which left me to sit beside the princess. I wondered if that had been a deliberate seating arrangement on Melusine’s part, or on the queen’s. In my mind, sitting an age-appropriate bachelor next to the princess seemed a good way to signal her resounding disinterest in Nuallan’s proposal, but what if he took offense to it?

He didn’t seem overtly offended, but I didn’t know him well enough to say for sure.

There was no conversation, and an awkward silence hung in the air for a few moments until, mercifully, the doors opened once again, and Queen Adelinde entered in her resplendent finery.

As one, we all rose to our feet, and each of the servants in the room, including Kenina, who was standing against the wall directly between Melusine’s seat and my own, bowed deeply in deference to their queen. Adelinde paid none of us any mind, and she proudly glided across the flagstone floor on perfectly silent feet.

A servant stepped forward to pull out her chair. She gave them a graceful, grateful nod as she sank down into it, and they pushed the seat inward. Only once she was settled did the rest of us sit back down.

This formed the tone of the dinner as a whole. Formal, but undeniably tense. Nuallan seemed polite enough, and he earnestly tried to make conversation with each of us-- even me, despite the fact I wasn’t royal.

“Your dragon, Beithir, is a beautiful creature,” he told me over our main courses. “She looks fast. Is she?”

“She tells me she’s very fast,” I said. “I haven’t needed to test the limits of her speed just yet.”

“I’m sure that time will come,” the prince replied in what seemed like a sincerely sympathetic tone. “Even if Brysir and Ladon unite, and I hope they do, other regions will take offense and may…”

“Launch offenses?” I finished his sentence, and the prince offered a rueful smile.

“Yes,” he said simply.

Melusine, for her part, was polite when Nuallan spoke to her, but she always shut him down as quickly as possible. Her answers were honest, and she tried not to speak too curtly, but it was obvious to everyone that she had no interest in conversing for extended periods of time.

Adelinde quickly grew visibly irritated by this. The dinner table wasn’t the right forum for her to scold her daughter, though, so the pair of them settled for shooting one another dangerous glances.

Overall, the tone of the evening was ‘restrained,’ in all senses of the word. No one, not even Nuallan, mentioned the political marriage proposal until desert, at which point the queen declared she had come to a decision.

“Regarding your generous proposal, Prince Nuallan,” she said graciously to her guest. “It will ultimately be my daughter’s decision, and Ladon no longer forces its princesses to marry. However, I am eager for this alliance to flourish, with or without a marriage, and for that, I am permitting you, and by extension, your father, the King of Brysir, ten days to demonstrate your commitment to Ladon and its independence. If, at the end of this period, Melusine and myself are sufficiently convinced, the alliance shall go forth, and your proposal may be accepted.”

I looked over at the prince and suddenly felt tense. Would he be offended by the intense conditionality of this? No doubt there were hundreds, perhaps thousands, of women in Ladon and across all of Tanit who would eagerly vie for this man’s hand. But he was being instructed to perform ten days’ worth of tricks and tests, for a proposal that probably wouldn’t even be accepted at the end of it?

I was worried and bracing for some kind of outburst, but instead, to the surprise of everyone else at the table, Nuallan smiled.

“This sounds eminently agreeable,” he said. “A lasting marriage cannot be built merely on obligation. But a lasting alliance could certainly thrive.”

“It is my sincerest hope that it does,” Adelinde agreed, and I didn’t miss the note of relief in her tone as she raised her goblet to toast the princess. “To new allies.”

“And new friends,” Nuallan added cheerfully, and we all drank deep.

The mood certainly relaxed a lot after that, which made it almost a shame Adelinde had waited so long to bring up the matter of the proposal. We could all have been spared a very tense meal.

Still, I wasn’t about to look this favorable conclusion in the mouth, and it seemed the princess wasn’t, either.

In the interest of furthering this budding alliance, Adelinde had also promised to hold a grand dinner in ten days’ time, and she planned to welcome a delegation from Brysir to officially ring in their new partnership, and possibly formalize a royal engagement.

Though, as I walked with Kenina and Melusine back to our respective rooms, it was clear the princess had not budged an inch.

“I won’t marry him,” she declared with an almost disgusted curl to her lip. “Even if he really is as nice and reasonable as he seems, I can’t. I’d be forfeiting everything Ladon has fought for. Nothing would have changed, I would have been given to the first man who thought to ask for me.”

“Your mother isn’t forcing you into anything,” Kenina assured her. “You just have to entertain him for a few days. And who knows? You might sincerely like him as a friend.”

“Friendships might even be better than marriage, for an alliance,” I said. “Love can be so turbulent.”

“Exactly,” the gray-eyed woman said with an appreciative nod at me. “You should still be nice to him, Princess. We need this to work, marriage or no marriage.”

“You’re right,” Melusine sighed, and when she raised a hand to rub at her temple, she looked very much like her mother. “I’m as eager for peace as anyone, but the right kind of peace. The one that means real acceptance of how Ladon is doing things now.”

“I think Brysir may surprise you,” Kenina said in an encouraging tone. “Maybe, once the men see how life is here, some might be inclined to move.”

“I like it here just fine,” I added cheerfully, which earned a small smile from the princess.

I tallied it on my heart like a victory.

“Thank you both,” Melusine said, and she reached out to clasp one of our hands in each of her own. “Truly. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You’ll never have to know,” Kenina swore to her, and Melusine’s smile broadened as her eyes shone with unshed tears.

Tonight had clearly raised a lot of intense emotions for her. I could only guess at the terror she must have felt when Nuallan had first asked for her hand. She must have been worried she might be traded away like a bargaining chip, just by her mother instead of her father.

“I’ll sort myself out this evening, Kenina,” the princess then told her companion. “You need your rest, too.”

“Of course.” Kenina nodded. “Thank you, Princess. And good night.”

“Good night,” I added, and Melusine gave us one last smile before dropping our hands and slipping into her room.

For a moment, Kenina and I both lingered in the hall. The air seemed a little cooler in Melusine’s absence, the night a little darker.

“You love her, don’t you?” I murmured to the gray-eyed woman, and she nodded without the slightest bit of hesitation or embarrassment.

“More than anything,” she said. “She’s my sister and my best friend, and… I don’t even remember what my life was like before her. I don’t think I want to.”

It was obvious Melusine felt the same. The bond that drew the two women together was complex and intense. Disentangling one from the other would be akin to a kind of destruction.

“If Adelinde had forced her to marry Nuallan,” I said as I turned to face Kenina. “What would you have done?”

“The same as you, I imagine,” she answered with a shrug. “Fought for her, defended her. Helped her run away, if it came to it. Only without a dragon to facilitate it all.”

“I doubt Adelinde will change her mind,” I said. “But if she does, or if something else threatens her, know you’ll have Beithir and me. Both of you.”

Kenina smiled up at me, and now tears shone in her own eyes.

“Maybe,” she said, “between the pair of us, we can keep her safe. If we can save her, we can save Ladon.”

“I hope so,” I agreed, and then she and I parted ways and headed in opposite directions to our rooms.

And somehow, walking away from that space where the three of us had been standing felt like ripping something out of my chest with bare, desperate fingers.

I mulled over the events of the day as I changed out of my formal clothes and crawled into bed. For all the other kingdoms might not approve of how Ladon was doing things, they all remained eager to get their hands on the Dragon’s Heart crystals. With that in mind, I knew Nuallan, the King of Brysir, and whoever else attended that grand dinner would at least feign acceptance of Ladon’s female head of state.

I also suspected, if Nuallan’s proposal wasn’t accepted, and I doubted it would be, other royal families may try their own hands at wooing either Melusine or even Adelinde herself, to try and put themselves in a position to gain control of Ladon.

Or maybe they would still be intent on taking Ladon by force, but hopefully the fact Beithir and I were around would encourage them to reconsider. Ladon might have only had one dragon, but one dragon could still wreak a lot of destruction.

Either way, it all felt a bit slimy knowing how an enemy kingdom, Brysir, had so quickly shifted toward an obsequious offer of marriage, the moment they’d heard hints of Ladon rebuilding its dragonsblood. I suppose it was better than surreptitious attacks at the border-- or, worse, an all-out assault and the massacre of thousands-- but it all felt cowardly and self-serving.

Despite how late I went to bed the previous night, and subsequently, how little sleep I’d gotten, I didn’t feel tired as I laid there. I tossed and turned for what felt like hours, but I was unable to get comfortable or let my mind quiet. At last, I threw back the covers and went to stand, and I hoped I could find the kitchens and get some kind of midnight snack or something.

And, at the exact moment I placed my feet on the floor, I heard a soft knock at my door.

I was immediately wary it was Nuallan coming to assassinate me in the night, so I slowly padded toward the door and pressed my ear to it.

“Who’s there?” I asked quietly.

“Just me,” came a voice.

It was a female voice that was decidedly not the Prince of Brysir.

I opened the door to see Melusine standing there, in a pale, floor-length nightgown under a translucent, embroidered robe. It was untied, and the hem brushed the floor lightly as she gently stepped over the threshold.

I swallowed hard at the sight of her looking so ethereal in the cool, silvery light of the moon. The neckline of the sleeveless nightgown was a deep ‘v,’ and the silky material left little to the imagination when it came to the generous curve of her hips and the swell of her breasts.

“I’m sorry,” Melusine said as I closed the door behind her. “I just… I couldn’t sleep. And I didn’t want to disturb Kenina after I dismissed her. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

“Not at all,” I practically blurted out. “I couldn’t sleep, either. I was just about to head down to the kitchens and see if I could swipe a snack or something, honestly.”

“Really?” Melusine’s golden eyes shimmered with mischief. “That sounds fun. Maybe we should do that sometime.”

Sometime. As though she expected this situation would come upon us again. Me in only a pair of pajama pants. Her in a sheer nightgown, with intricate lace patterns over her breasts and along the hem.

As she moved, I realized there was a slit up the left side, almost to her mid-thigh. This, too, was bordered with intricate lace.

Melusine sat herself on the side of my bed without asking. She didn’t need to ask, and I would have said yes if she had, but part of me wondered if she was just accustomed to being accommodated in all things, and it hadn’t occurred to her to ask. Just like she hadn’t asked to enter, only if she’d woken me.

“I keep thinking about Imugi,” she said as she stared toward the window. “No one really knows what happened in those final days to seal its fate, not exactly. The queen was ill, of course, but there had to have been other factors. There’s never just one reason. I don’t want Ladon to suffer the same fate.”

“What do you know?” I asked, and I sat down beside her.

“I think a lot of it was just bad luck, in the end,” the princess sighed. “Once word got out about the Cataclysm, the surrounding kingdoms initially created a sort of… quarantine around Imugi and Ladon. For the first year or so, no man dared broach their borders for fear of spontaneously dropping dead. But, as fear subsided, and curiosity increased, more and more people dared to enter the regions to find no harm befell them. The Cataclysm was ‘over,’ and Imugi and Ladon were ripe for the taking.”

“Of course,” I said, because that much, I’d already been told, or at least inferred. Much of their militaries, including all of their dragonsblood, had been destroyed.

“After that, the luck was geographical,” the princess continued. “Imugi sits just before a bottleneck in the Spines, and Ladon is just behind that bottleneck. The Spines contain almost all of Tanit’s Dragon’s Heart crystals, so other regions are hesitant to attack in case they’re destroyed. But a ground offensive is just not possible in this terrain.”

I nodded, but internally I was impressed by how detailed her sense of strategy was. Regardless of what happened to Ladon, who she ended up marrying, what position she eventually held, to not have her on a war council would be a grave oversight.

“Theoretically, dragons could fly over the mountains, but while some kingdoms have tried to send in soldiers, or bandits along the border, no one has yet dared send in dragonsblood. It’s part of why we were so surprised to see you. Many still believed, until only a few days ago, that a dragonsblood who entered this region would be infected with whatever caused the Cataclysm. We still don’t know much about how it happened, and dragonsblood are far too precious, as is the prospect of a relatively peaceful conquest. Minimal waste.”

She sighed again and tipped back so she was lying horizontally across my bed. I leaned back on my elbows to observe her, and I tried not to focus on the elegant line of her body, or the way the silk of her gown glided over her skin whenever she moved.

“Had everything remained like that, Imugi might have been able to hold out for longer,” Melusine went on as she stared up at the ceiling. “There had even been talk of Ladon and Imugi potentially unifying against the other kingdoms, but two years ago, three years after the Cataclysm, the Queen of Imugi fell gravely ill. We know it was unrelated to the Cataclysm, but regardless, when she died, it was the perfect time to strike. Those women weren’t lifelong trained warriors. They were quickly overwhelmed and conquered. The land, resources, and people were subsumed into neighboring kingdoms-- primarily Ormar and Brysir.”

“Grim,” I said, because I couldn’t say anything else. “Did anyone escape?”

“A few hundred fled to Ladon when word began to spread of the queen’s sickness,” the princess admitted. “But many were reluctant to leave their homes, even at the end. I don’t think many of them are still in their homes now, though. Many were taken to other parts of Ormar and Brysir and put to work on farmlands or clothmaking or in pleasure-houses.”

She shuddered at the various grim fates of those Imugi women, who had only wanted to be more than subservient to the men of Tanit.

“Maybe it doesn’t have to stop at Ladon,” I replied, and I barely curbed the urge to reach out and take her hand. “Maybe we can show all of Tanit a better way, a more equal way.”

“I would love that more than anything,” she sighed wistfully. “But with each passing year, I grow less convinced it’s even possible.”

“It’s at least worth trying,” I encouraged.

“It is,” Melusine agreed, and her expression turned more serious. “I just… I wish I knew what Nuallan wanted. Really wanted. Maybe he’s exactly as he seems, or maybe this is some devious act.”

She turned her head to face me, and her golden eyes were hopeful, like she thought I might have the answer.

“What do you think of him?” she asked.

I paused as I considered her question.

“He… doesn’t seem like a bad person,” I said slowly. “Maybe a bit arrogant. Maybe a bit set in his ways. But I think he seems open to being convinced. Certainly to ally with Ladon without marriage. Maybe he can be convinced of other things.”

“It’s a lot of maybes,” the princess muttered, but she knew as well as I did, that was the most I-- or anyone-- could offer right now.

“I’m sure there are some men out there,” I said. “Men who have no problem being ruled by a queen instead of a king, who would happily be entirely equal to women, even if women can’t summon.”

“You’re living proof such men exist,” she told me with a smile. “I just hope being from another world isn’t a requirement.”

We continued talking for a little while, about everything or nothing, but eventually, Melusine yawned and bid me goodnight. I walked her to the door of my room, and I watched her walk down the hall until she turned a corner and disappeared from sight.

Sleep came easily after that.

The next week or so passed in a blur. My days became a relentless push of training. Kenina with blades, Melusine with bare hands, and Astarot teaching me how to delve deeper inside my bond with Beithir, to understand her better, to almost feel her body as though it was my own.

Communication with her became even easier. At times, it became so fluid it was like we were one mind in two bodies.

“This is the goal,” Astarot said. “If you are ever to fight, you must be as one. A single moment of hesitation can be the difference between life and death.”

We were two parts of a whole, and our potential when we worked in tandem could be limitless.

Which was just as well, because if we were going to defend Ladon almost singlehandedly, limitless was all but a requirement.

After the first couple days, Melusine asked if we could relocate our training sessions to the cavern above the palace. At first, I thought it was so Beithir could feel more comfortable during our sessions, but I quickly realized the princess had an ulterior motive.

Avoiding Nuallan.

Part of it was to try and limit the chance of Nuallan learning just how inexperienced I was as a dragonrider, just in case he didn’t turn out to be as affable as he seemed. But part of it was also just Melusine trying to avoid Nuallan as much as possible.

It was only during the daytime, though, and once darkness began to fall each night, and I bid Beithir goodbye until tomorrow, we ate dinner in the prince’s presence, and then Adelinde mandated Melusine spend an hour or so with him each evening so they could get to know one another.

Kenina and I quickly learned precisely how excruciating Melusine found this.

“The worst thing is,” she huffed on perhaps the sixth or seventh day, “I would like him, I think. If I didn’t know about his ulterior motives, marrying me and bringing Ladon ‘back into the fold’ and all that. I think I would like him just fine.”

“Really?” Kenina asked teasingly. “You’ve been whining about him almost non-stop for a week!”

Melusine huffed again and punctuated this with a swing of her sword that Kenina easily parried. It was plain to see the handmaid was far more skilled when it came to swordplay, and I’d quickly resolved to never get on her bad side.

“He’s perfectly friendly,” the princess half-complained. “He’s intelligent, too. He’s a good conversationalist. I think we could have truly been friends. Except I know he just wants to take this all away from me. From us. From every woman in Ladon.”

“Do you know that?” I asked her, because that seemed a different assessment to what she’d said in my room, the first night after Adelinde’s announcement.

“It has to be the truth,” the princess sighed. “It doesn’t matter what he’s like as a person. Or even really what he wants. He serves his king, as I serve my queen. And why else would his father have sent him?”

That was a grim assessment, but probably an accurate one, and when Nuallan approached me that afternoon, I found myself tensing.

Even as I told myself again and again he seemed perfectly nice, I had also assumed the worst, and every moment I was braced for a knife or poison or something that would put Ladon back where it was before-- entirely without dragons and nigh-defenseless.

“Firebrand,” the prince said cheerfully as he approached me.

“Prince Nuallan.” I offered a smile that hopefully didn’t look as awkward as it felt.

“I’ve barely seen you these past several days,” he remarked. “I hope you don’t find me rude, but I’d been hoping to learn a little about Ladon’s new Firebrand.”

Yeah, I bet you were, I thought before I shoved it aside.

Being snide wouldn’t help.

“I know, that sounds suspicious,” Nuallan continued, and he gave a self-deprecating chuckle. “I promise, I won’t pry too much. I was just wondering if you’d like to go flying together, through the peaks.”

Admittedly, that did sound exciting. I hadn’t had much chance to fly on Beithir yet, and maybe this would provide an opportunity for me to sus the prince out.

So, before long, two dragons, one blue and one gold, were soaring over the craggy terrain of northern Ladon, and we headed south toward where the peaks gradually flattened and clumped together, so instead of mountains, it looked more like huge, narrow canyons.

And I was just looking around for a suitable place to land, somewhere Nuallan and I could chat, when a shadow in the corner of my eye made me look over sharply, and I found myself calling out to the prince not to land, but to look.

Because the shape in the sky was unmistakable.

Another dragon.
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Chapter 10

I saw the expression on Nuallan’s face turn to one of confusion and panic, and it was so quick, so complete, that I couldn’t doubt its authenticity.

The only question was, did surprise and confusion mean a carefully-timed plan had gone awry, or had he genuinely not been expecting to see a third dragon?

I didn’t have much time to parse this, because within moments the unknown dragon was close enough for us to see the rider atop its back.

This dragon had scales of deep, gleaming red, not unlike the cloak I wore. Its rider wore a cloak of sunny yellow, but I was too far away to make out any physical features, let alone a crest.

I thought about asking Nuallan who wore yellow, but that could have risked giving away how little I knew about this world.

So, instead, I shouted, “Yellow!” on its own, which could be perceived more neutrally.

“Keshki!” Nuallan yelled back, as though confirming something.

Keshki… I’d heard that name before. They were one of the other kingdoms unimpressed by Ladon’s feminist revolution and the ripe resources being ‘squandered’ under a dragonless queen.

The rider was heading right for us, and I felt Beithir in my mind wondering if she should bolt, fight, or stand her ground.

I looked over at Nuallan, and he clearly wasn’t moving to flee. He and Sarkany were just hovering in the air staring down the approaching rider.

If it did come to a fight, it would be two on one. But would the one be me or this newcomer? Nuallan wanted to ingratiate himself to Ladon, but how far would he go? Brysir could be putting itself at risk by trying to ally itself to this recalcitrant queendom.

The red dragon and its yellow-cloaked rider drew closer, until the three of us were circling together in the air. I supposed, from an outside perspective, it must have looked impressive to witness tri-color dragons in a graceful dance, hundreds of feet up.

“By fang and flame!” the stranger shouted to us both.

“By fang and flame!” Nuallan shouted back.

It sounded like some kind of formal greeting among dragonsblood, which I filed away for later. Neither man’s tone sounded especially friendly, though.

“So, the rumors are true!” the Keshki rider continued as the red dragon twisted through the air and circled Beithir and me. “Ladon has found itself a dragon! How the tides of war shall turn!”

I felt Beithir growl in my mind, and it was a low sound of unimpressed aggression. I almost wanted to growl myself. I wanted to lunge out with fang and flame to crush this proud, arrogant man, whoever he was.

“Is it true, Nuallan?” the newcomer went on in a bellowing voice. “Brysir means to ally itself with the Upstart Queen?”

This piqued my interest. He called Nuallan by his first name, without any title. Maybe this man was also a prince.

“That is for Brysir to know, and Keshki to learn in due time,” Nuallan called back. “Everyone wants Ladon to rejoin the fold, so we must speak to her in order for that to happen, don’t you agree?”

“To her?” the Keshki man echoed, and he was clearly amused by this characterization.

“I fail to see the issue with a queen instead of a king,” I loudly interjected, and I was met with a sneer.

“So says the dragonsblood who joined a kingdom with no king,” he scoffed. “How many ride in your fleet, Firebrand? Three? Two?”

“Enough,” I said thunderously.

“More than enough,” Nuallan added in a similarly cold tone, which surprised me. “Brysir means to negotiate with Ladon, like civilized regions. If Keshki, or any other region, means to violate that right, they will be met with force.”

“The force of women?” the yellow-cloaked rider scoffed. “With barely five years of so-called training behind them?”

“How many Dragon’s Heart crystals does Keshki have?” I demanded. “Enough to withstand a war? Your riders are useless if they cannot hear the dragon song.”

“That has always been Ladon’s problem!” the enemy rider retorted. “Only ever concerned about dragons! Never about soldiers! About men!”

“From where I stand, it looks like Tanit is overly obsessed with men,” I called back, and I managed to inject a fair bit of dryness into my words despite the fact I was practically shouting.

“So says the Firebrand to the Upstart Queen,” the yellow-cloaked rider sneered.

“Hold your tongue, Rymand!” Nuallan ordered, and the rider on the red dragon laughed coldly.

“Enough of these games, Nuallan!” he yelled. “Ladon has been a thorn in Tanit’s side for too long. One dragon is nothing.”

I could see it in the way he held himself, the way he spoke. He meant to kill Beithir and me, to gain glory, to bring ‘peace’ to an unsteady political climate.

And he meant for Nuallan to join him.

But would the Prince of Brysir take him up on the offer?

I tried not to let my unease show as I glared at the Keshki rider.

“One dragon is plenty for the likes of you!” I challenged.

“Is it, now?” Rymand laughed. “And when I slaughter Ladon’s Firebrand and force the Upstart Queen to bow before me, will that have been plenty?”

“Call Queen Adelinde that one more time, and Keshki can count one fewer dragon amid its own ranks,” I warned.

“You threaten me?” Rymand demanded, and his amusement faded into a scowl. “Do you know who I am, boy? Do you know what I command?”

“You could be the king of all Tanit itself, you will keep respect on your tongue when you mention Queen Adelinde!” Nuallan interjected, and I was startled by just how furious he sounded.

“You throw your lot in with them?” The Keshki rider now rounded on Nuallan. “The arrogant, desperate, and doomed?”

“You are one dragon against two, Rymand,” the Prince of Brysir warned, and the indignant expression on the Keshki rider’s face was so potent that I knew this wasn’t some ploy on Nuallan’s part to try and win my trust.

“Traitor!” Rymand snarled, and with a sudden burst of speed, his dragon surged toward Sarkany and Beithir.

It seemed we had reached the end of diplomacy.

Both my and Nuallan’s dragons banked in opposite directions, and I felt the rush of air as the red dragon’s outstretched talons only narrowly missed Beithir’s wing. I felt the flare of panic in her mind and tried to send a wave of reassurance as I spurred her to return in kind.

It felt so strange to be involved in a fight where I couldn’t do much of anything. I was stuck on Beithir’s back, and it wasn’t like I could draw the sword on my back and attack Rymand head-on.

This was a battle of dragons, and all I could do was aid Beithir as much as I could.

Both she and Sarkany dove toward the red dragon in unison, and in Beithir’s mind, I knew she only wanted to scare this creature, not to wound it. She had never fought a dragon before, and she was still relatively young for her kind.

“The Cataclysm tainted it!” Rymand snarled as he narrowly avoided Sarkany’s claws and directed his own dragon right at Beithir and me. “Rotten down to the bedrock! Ladon must be destroyed! Not bargained with! Not tolerated!”

With that, the red dragon lunged again, and it showed no signs of trepidation or hesitation as it outstretched its talons and opened its mouth. An orange glow emitted from the back of its gaping maw, and it was seemingly ready to both maul and scorch Beithir in one fell swoop.

My mind surged with panic.

Run! I urged Beithir.

It was less a thought and more a concept, a reflex. There was no conscious intention in my mind, only base instinct, but even so, Beithir responded, because we were as one, and her sleek, golden body, while smaller than this dragon’s, was much faster.

Beithir dove like she was going for gold in free-diving, and the wind tore at my clothes and hair as my heart jumped up into my throat. Moments later, I felt the dry, acrid heat of the red dragon’s belched fire behind us, and it only missed us by a couple of feet.

In this forum, it felt like mere inches.

“And will you be the one to destroy it?” I spat back at the other rider as Beithir banked around. “Know this, Rymand! Any hostile dragonsblood who enters Ladon will not be shown mercy. Ladon has offered too much mercy for too long. Be peaceful, or be destroyed!”

“Ladon will burn!” Rymand declared in a tone like acid, and his red dragon reared toward us again.

Sarkany and Nuallan moved to intervene, and Rymand’s dragon flared out its crimson wings to slow its momentum before the two great beasts slammed into each other. Sarkany copied the movement, but they were still moving too fast, so the two dragons clashed with the sound of boulders crashing down a mountainside. For a moment, all I could see were their frantically flapping wings, but as they tumbled through the air, I noticed that their talons were locked like bald eagles performing a courtship ritual.

I didn’t know how Nuallan and Rymand were holding on as the two dragons plummeted, but I didn’t have much time to wonder. Like a striking cobra, the red dragon suddenly reared back its long, sinuous neck and then whipped it forward, and there was a flash of bone-white fangs before they buried themselves in Sarkany’s shoulder, near the place where his wing sprouted from his side.

Nuallan’s dragon let out a pained bellow as dark blood streamed into the air, and he released his hold on Rymand’s mount and spiraled off to the side.

“Nuallan!” I shouted with concern, and I could feel Beithir wanted to go to them.

But then Rymand and his dragon righted themselves in the air, and I felt the moment they locked their eyes on us.

Fuck.

I silently commanded Beithir to try and put some distance between us, but the enemy was too fast. With a few powerful flaps of its massive wings, the red dragon was closing the gap at a rapid pace, and I winced and braced for impact, because I could feel the slowness of Beithir’s mind.

But then, I realized the intention of it.

Rymand and his mount approached until the crimson dragon nearly blotted out the sky, and the beast extended its talons like it planned to rip me from the saddle and let me free fall to my death. If the talons themselves didn’t crush me first, that is.

Then, at the very last moment, Beithir twisted upside down in the air like a ballerina and avoided being slashed by a hair’s breadth. But in return, she lashed out with her own claws, and a trio of darker red lines were scoured deeply into the softer, paler underbelly of the red dragon. Hot blood rained down around us, and I could practically taste the salt in the air.

The dragon’s pained howl was terrible, and I shuddered but urged Beithir on. I knew in my heart if she had been cut, I would have felt it acutely as if it had been my own flesh-- did Rymand feel the same about his? Were those more eager to turn their dragons to war cursed with lesser bonds? Or was his dragon, like him, simply eager for bloodshed?

Beithir and the red dragon banked around like a pair of jousters lining up for a second pass, but I could see the new hesitation in our enemy’s movements. Rymand hovered a good distance away, but I could still see the furious scowl etched onto his face. Blood continued to gush from his dragon’s belly, and it fell like scarlet rain down to the ground far below.

A sense of guilt flowed down my bond with Beithir, but I quickly and silently reassured her. These assholes were out for our heads, and even if I didn’t like hurting such a magnificent beast, I would do so to protect my own life and the life of Beithir.

Beithir echoed the sentiment, and her resolve hardened as she let out a threatening growl.

The red dragon snarled back and pumped its wings to try and lash out at Beithir again, but Sarkany suddenly loomed up from behind them, silhouetted by the sun so he and Nuallan were more like a portent than living creatures. Then Sarkany lunged downward and doomed Rymand and the red dragon to be trapped between Beithir and I, or to retreat.

I could still see the red wound on the blue dragon’s shoulder, but it didn’t seem to impede its movements. Nuallan’s face was also hard as steel, and I knew we were thinking the same thing.

It was either Rymand and his dragon or us, and we would do anything to protect Sarkany and Beithir, even if we had to kill another dragon.

In unison, we surged toward each other to close the gap and trap Rymand between us, but at the very last moment, the red dragon dropped a dozen yards and slipped through the narrow sliver of sky between Beithir and Sarkany.

“Mark my words, Firebrand!” Ryman howled, but even now he was flying away. “You and your little dragon will not be nearly enough to withstand it! Ladon’s destruction has been sealed since the Cataclysm!”

And then, before either I or Nuallan could react, he had all but vanished into the clouds.

I looked at Nuallan and wondered if we should follow the bastard, if it was even possible to keep up when he’d had a head start, but the prince didn’t move to pursue. He was also stroking Sarkany’s neck, like he was trying to comfort the wounded dragon. Rymand didn’t even seem to care when his dragon was hurt, and the stark difference stuck out in my mind.

“Was that true?” I asked Nuallan after a few moments. “Have Keshki been planning something?”

“I doubt it was that literal,” the prince said, though his expression was uneasy. “Keshki has always been brash, and Rymand more than most.”

Sarkany dove, then, and I bid Beithir to follow. There was ample space for dragons to land here. The flat-ish surface of the terrain was mossy between the canyons, and said canyons didn’t look nearly so small and narrow at ground level. They yawned so large it felt more like I was balanced on a very tall mesa, and the nearest pillar was too far away to really be worth noticing.

It was a place one could not easily access or depart without a dragon.

“Is he okay?” I asked once we’d landed and dismounted, and I nodded toward Sarkany.

It had all happened so fast, I was still reeling as I tried to process it all. The sudden appearance, the threats, the fight.

And… Nuallan’s apparent loyalty to Ladon.

“He will be,” the prince replied as he inspected his blue dragon’s injury. “Dragons heal quickly, and the wound isn’t very deep.”

“Still, it must have hurt,” I said with a frown. “I… thank you. I don’t think Beithir and I would have fared as well without your help.”

“Helping you wasn’t a choice,” Nuallan said, even though it very much was. “Rymand was in the wrong.”

“You two know each other, I take it,” I said.

“In a manner of speaking,” the Prince of Brysir admitted as he turned to me with a furrowed brow. “Keshki is to our southern border, so of course, we are necessarily close allies. Rymand has always been desperate for glory. Dragonsblood are unremarkable in royal circles, and he’s never truly accomplished anything. All he has, he was given by a quirk of his birth. His title. His dragon. He didn’t earn any of it.”

“And what have you earned?” I asked, because it seemed the right question to ask.

At this, Nuallan smiled ruefully.

“I hope to earn the trust of Ladon,” he said. “Truly, I do not wish for bloodshed. I have seen more than enough, especially since the Cataclysm.”

“Brysir also suffered after the Cataclysm?” I asked, and I realized only after speaking that might give me away as someone not native to this world, so I hastened to add, “I’ve never been there myself. I thought it did well, being so large as it is.”

“Our struggles were certainly lesser than those of Ladon,” the prince agreed.

Once he was sure that Sarkany was mostly okay, he began to walk back and forth across the moss atop this particular pillar. I sat down, since I was eager to feel solid ground beneath me after riding Beithir and having to move so evasively from Rymand. The moss was unexpectedly soft.

“But we weren’t without hardship,” Nuallan continued as he paced. “Brysir has always relied on Ladon for many of its Dragon’s Heart crystals. Things have been… precarious. There was the concern that fresh ones from the Heart mines would no longer work, after the Cataclysm. And while those rumors are dispelled, there is still reluctance. It’s why I was only permitted to enter the borders after I saw you and it became clear dragonsblood can safely enter Ladon.”

He seemed to cringe then and looked over at me sharply.

“I shouldn’t be saying any of this to you,” he confessed. “I… apologize.”

“No, it’s okay,” I told him. “Honestly, it’s refreshing. I think we can all help one another a lot better if we just put all our cards on the table.”

“I agree,” Nuallan said with a nod. “And my cards are simple. I want to avoid war. I want both Ladon and Brysir to flourish.”

“Do you want them to flourish in the same manner, though?” I asked. “Rymand made it clear he thinks a sole ruling queen is ludicrous. I don’t. And I’ll fight to my last to defend that. To defend Adelinde and Melusine.”

“Admirable,” Nuallan remarked. “Though… the concept is still unusual to me. Rulers in Brysir have been kings, dragonsblood, for as long as our histories care to note. Ladon, as well, has always held dragonsblood in high regard. They have-- had-- many, after all. But a non-dragonsblood, non-king…”

“You don’t have to understand it,” I cut in. “You just have to accept it. No one will force Brysir to take a queen. But you cannot force Ladon to take a king.”

“A fair measure.” Nuallan nodded slowly. “I suppose I can… learn. This week has already been enlightening. But you have to understand, in the wake of the Cataclysm, there are many in Tanit, king and commoner alike, who would prefer to see a return to normality.”

“There’s no such thing as ‘normality’,” I said with a shrug. “The only constant is change.”

“There you go again.” The prince flashed me a wry smile. “I see now why Queen Adelinde made you Firebrand.”

I grinned and was unexpectedly pleased by his praise. It didn’t feel like he was trying to flatter me or ingratiate himself to me so I’d let my guard down.

But… if he was a good manipulator, then it wouldn’t feel like that, anyway.

“I don’t know where you were in the wake of the Cataclysm, but in regions like Brysir, there was panic,” the prince continued. “Some kingdoms tried to lure or even steal dragons and dragonsblood away from other kingdoms, to try and ‘bolster’ their numbers in case the Cataclysm struck again. There were terrible sky-battles that diminished the number of dragonsblood even further. And the sight of dragons fighting is not one I am ever liable to forget.”

“Me, neither,” I said with a shiver, but Nuallan shook his head.

“Believe me, that was nothing,” he said. “A mere scrape, if that. I have seen dragons tear into one another, rend flesh, and snap bone. I have seen them devour one another and peel back scales to scorch their flesh with dragonflame.”

“That sounds awful.” I grimaced.

“It is, and it isn’t,” he admitted as he cocked his head. “There is a stark kind of beauty to it, like a dance. But it is also a heartbreak. A perversion of the way things should be. I feel ashamed, when I think of how our petty wars have turned these magnificent creatures on one another. It… cheapens what it means to be dragonsblood.”

I was again trying to sus out if Nuallan was being sincere, or if this was a long con to get me to like him, when he cocked a rueful smile.

“I… I had another reason for asking you to come fly with me,” he confessed as he stepped closer to me.

“Oh?” I asked, and I raised an eyebrow even as I felt my adrenaline spike.

If he had a knife, could I take him? Kenina had been training me, but it had been clear in our drakhar bout that Nuallan was much more used to fighting with a blade.

But, as I scanned his body for any tells of attack, I found none. His body language was relaxed, even tired, so maybe the adrenaline was making me paranoid.

“Melusine,” the prince said after a moment. “It’s been over a week, and I can tell she does not like me very much. If not for Queen Adelinde’s interference, I suspect she would avoid me entirely.”

“You’re… not wrong,” I admitted as the tension fled my body, because it seemed more polite than lying to his face.

“But I only have a short time left to convince her my intentions are pure,” Nuallan pressed. “I want her to like me. To see I am trustworthy and that I mean well for her. I wish to help her people.”

“You should tell her that, to start with,” I said.

“I did, but I don’t think she believes me,” he sighed. “Which is her right. Ladon has more than earned its wariness. But you seem close with her, Liam. She clearly cares for you. Do you have any tips on how to… break the ice, so to speak?”

I blinked at him in surprise. Was he really asking me for advice? I’d known Melusine barely two days longer than he had.

“Uh… what?” I asked gracelessly.

“I want to prove I wish to know her sincerely,” the prince insisted. “Do you know her favorite flower? Do you know how she likes to pass her free time?”

Admittedly, I had no clue what her favorite flower was, but I had a suggestion for the second one.

“She likes to spar,” I said. “She and her companion, Kenina, spar almost every day.”

I expected-- maybe even hoped-- the slightly chauvinistic prince to be put off by this, unladylike as it was. But, instead, Nuallan seemed intrigued.

“She fights?” he asked with a smile. “A warrior princess! Like the stories.”

“If you like,” I muttered and suddenly felt very awkward.

Thankfully, the conversation didn’t last too much longer, and I was quickly able to steer the topic of discussion from Melusine toward heading back. Nuallan seemed eager, possibly because it meant an opportunity to put his new knowledge to the test, and I felt a little slimy, like I’d just furthered the enemy’s cause somehow.

To alleviate any chances of Melusine being caught off guard, or feeling betrayed by me, I found her after I’d changed out of my riding clothes, just as she was coming back from sparring with Kenina.

“He wanted to know about me?” she asked with a grimace that left no ambiguity as to how uncomfortable and faintly disgusted she was by this.

“He wants you to like him,” I said. “It seemed genuine, at least to me. He sided with me against Rymand. I think he’s a--”

“A Keshki prince,” Melusine confirmed with a nod. “Odious man, from what I’ve heard. I suppose that’s earned Nuallan some respect, he at least knows not to ally with those brutes. But it still could be an elaborate ploy to make us lower our guard.”

“It could,” I agreed. “But if it isn’t, he sincerely wants to join us, and Ladon needs allies. Maybe… maybe just give him a chance? You said it yourself, he seemed nice.”

“Ugh, I hate when people use my own words against me,” the princess lamented, but there was a smile tugging at her lip, and by all accounts, she seemed to be teasing.

“It’s not my fault you say so many correct things,” I teased back, which made her grin.

“You’re a quick learner,” she declared. “So, for your sake, and that of my people, I’ll try to give him a chance. But there’s still no chance I’m marrying him.”

And, for some reason, this made something inside my chest swell excitedly.

Melusine then went to excuse herself so she could get changed out of her sparring clothes into something her mother had probably deemed ‘appropriate’ for dining with a visiting prince, though I suspected Melusine herself would have had no qualms about eating in dusty, sweaty sparring attire.

And from how he’d reacted to learning Melusine sparred, possibly Nuallan wouldn’t have minded, either.

But, before she could pass me, something came to mind, and I reached to catch her shoulder. Not enough to pull her to a stop, but enough that she felt the contact and stopped of her own accord.

“Yes?” she asked as she looked back at me.

“Just out of curiosity,” I said. “What’s your favorite flower?”

She blinked and seemed a bit perplexed by the question.

“Why do you want to know?” she asked.

“Curious,” I said again, and I shrugged. “I don’t really know what the flowers in this world are like. Not that I knew the names of many flowers back home, mind you.”

At that, her confusion softened, and she smiled at me.

“A dragon lily,” she told me.

“Sounds pretty,” I remarked. “You’ll have to point one out to me, if you see one when we’re together.”

Her smile broadened, and the swelling feeling in my chest turned warmer.

“It’s a deal.”

Dinner that night was by far the least awkward of the past week, though still far from relaxed. Nuallan seemed a little more at ease after our conversation, as did Adelinde, once she’d been informed of how Nuallan had come to my-- and by extension her-- defense with Rymand.

“I had hoped Keshki’s temper would mellow after the years of hardship Tanit has endured,” the queen sighed. “Evidently, I was mistaken.”

“From what I hear, Keshki is the exception, my Queen,” Nuallan assured her. “Any reasonable person wants a peaceful resolution to the… tensions with Ladon.”

“There is a peaceful solution right in front of everyone’s eyes,” Melusine interjected, but she said it less snappishly than she would have before I’d spoken to her about Nuallan possibly being legit, which I took as a good sign. “Simply allow Ladon to continue as it is. Trade can reopen, and things can continue in a new normal.”

“Would that all resolutions were so simple, Princess,” Astarot chimed in. “But what seems reasonable to one party may seem entirely unreasonable to another.”

“That does not mean both opinions are entirely correct, though, Astarot,” Melusine pointed out.

Once again, after dinner, Adelinde insisted Nuallan and Melusine spend some time alone, but from how Melusine described it the next day, it had gone better than before.

“He seems not to mind that we spar, Kenina,” she informed her gray-eyed companion as they swung swords at one another the next morning.

I was taking one of my breaks, which Kenina had been quick to point out was less a ‘break’ and more ‘an opportunity to observe correct technique.’

Whatever, as long as it meant I got to sit and catch my breath for a few moments.

“Then he’s not the most stupid prince in Tanit,” Kenina replied with a laugh, and she narrowly avoided an impressive lunge from Melusine, which would have won the princess that bout if Kenina had not been slightly quicker to avoid it.

“No, that award goes to Rymand,” I snorted, and Melusine let out an immense groan, which made Kenina laugh.

“Thank the gods he didn’t ask for your hand, then,” she advised the princess, and Melusine shuddered as she parried Kenina’s thrust.

“He’d sooner cut it off than ask for it,” she said. “I’ve heard the names given to my mother. ‘Upstart Queen’ is the most polite by far.”

“If Brysir and Ladon do ally themselves, maybe kingdoms like Keshki will back off,” I mused. “Dragons and an army, they’re the only things Ladon doesn’t already have. You still have the Heart mines, a defensible position, and even a workforce that can sustain itself. It’s only military might that you lack.”

“Assuming everything works out, maybe,” Melusine said with a frown. “But if it doesn’t? Ladon will be vulnerable. Possibly even more so than before we had you, Liam.”

“And, if this goes on too long, Ladon will only become more vulnerable,” Kenina added. “The population will age, and there will be no younger ones to take their place, if there are no men. We need both.”

“When people see Ladon is opening itself, they’ll come,” I said with confidence. “Not as conquerors, but as allies. Trust me.”

“I want to,” Melusine sighed as her golden eyes met mine. “I really want to.”

They finished their match, with Melusine narrowly edging out a victory over Kenina. Then it was Kenina’s turn to ‘observe technique’ as Melusine set down her sword, and I squared up to tackle her.

I’d learned quickly, with Melusine, it was best to go on the offensive as quickly as possible. She liked to get in first, so if you could catch her off guard and gain a quick upper hand, you were likely to keep it.

The only thing was, she was impressively good at wiggling free of various grapples, and it was hard to keep a good grip on her for long. She knew exactly which weak points to target, so it was as much about twisting my way partially out of her blows as it was delivering my own. One square hit, and she could flip the fight entirely.

When I finally had her in a grip that immobilized even her nimble form, I let out a surprised shout of victory, but it went unmarked. I looked at Melusine, but she wasn’t looking back at me.

I glanced at Kenina, but she, too, wasn’t watching the fight. She had instead turned completely around and was gazing out of the mouth of the cavern above the palace.

But she wasn’t looking down at the palace, at upper or even lower Aitvaras. Her, and Melusine, were both staring at the sky.

And then I saw the dark shapes looming toward us. They were tiny specks, at first, but they soon grew in size, until their shape was unmistakable.

Ten days had passed, and the delegation from Brysir was arriving.

And they had brought some dragons of their own.
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Chapter 11

Of course the Brysir dragonsblood invited to Ladon would not hesitate to make this a show of strength. Four enormous, beautiful creatures were soaring through the air toward Ladon’s palace, and they circled overhead like a dark omen.

They were beautiful and terrifying and doubtless the largest assembly of dragons anyone in Ladon had seen since before the Cataclysm.

“What kind of damage could those four dragons do?” I asked out loud without thinking.

It struck me, not for the first time, how fragile Ladon’s position was, how precariously the whole region balanced. Maybe my arrival had been less of a blessing than everyone thought, because now all of Tanit knew dragons and dragonsblood could safely enter Ladon again.

“Depends what you mean by ‘damage,’” Melusine replied, and her tone was somewhere between grim and awed. “Four dragons could devastate the city and the outlying villages. But the Heart mines would probably be safe, if they were careful about where they targeted.”

“You two should go,” Kenina then said, and when we turned to her, her expression was grave. “Everyone will want to see Ladon’s princess, but they’ll want to see the new Firebrand even more. The sooner you present yourselves, the less it will look like Ladon has anything to hide.”

“You’re right, of course,” the princess agreed, though now her voice was tinged with bitterness.

For the past five years, she’d been spared the dull fakery of smiling and chattering with foreign nobles, everything necessary to maintain tenuous friendships and alliances. Ladon’s isolation, while coming to an end one way or another, had nonetheless been filled with many small blessings.

“I’ll come with,” Kenina added, as if there was any doubt.

It seemed her duties were as much about helping Melusine into complex attire for formal events, as it was helping the princess feel a little more at ease.

I knew I wouldn’t have liked being trussed up and paraded around like a prime piece of meat, which was just one of the many reasons I didn’t begrudge Ladon’s reformed culture. If princesses like Melusine were valued not just for their bloodlines and their looks, but for their intelligence, their kindness, their sense of strategy, maybe all of Tanit could learn to be a kinder place.

“Would you like someone to assist you, too, Liam?” Melusine asked as the three of us made our way down the narrow path from the cavern to the palace gardens.

I wasn’t worried about rushing, even though the guests had already arrived. As the first foreign delegation to enter Ladon in five years, their papers were going to be rigorously checked and re-checked, even if it was the King of Brysir himself.

“Assist me?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “As in getting dressed?”

I’d managed so far with the formal wear, hadn’t I? Or was Melusine subtly indicating I hadn’t quite been wearing everything correctly?

“I’ll be fine, Princess,” I assured her. “Please, don’t worry about me.”

“I don’t think I can help it, on a day like today,” she replied in a thoughtful murmur.

We parted ways once we were inside the palace. Melusine was whisked off to her chambers by Kenina, which left me to make my way alone.

I passed a couple of people in the hallways. As ever, there were members of the household guard doing their patrols, which were probably tightening up with the arrival of guests.

“Did you see their dragons, Firebrand?” one servant excitedly remarked to me. Her dark brown eyes were sparkling with sheer awe, and more than that, hope. The return of dragons, while possibly dangerous, also meant a return to former normality, maybe even to greatness. “They were magnificent!”

“They were,” I agreed with a smile, because even if the riders meant to destroy Ladon, whether directly or indirectly, the dragons themselves remained magnificent, awe-inspiring creatures.

As I arrived at my own chambers, another servant appeared, and she smiled at me warmly as I opened the door.

“Are you dressing for the reception, Firebrand?” she asked.

“I am,” I confirmed with a nod.

“Would you like some help?” Something about her smile was almost… coy. “The formal attire can be quite… complex.”

“Uh…” I began, and I looked at her, then back at my hand, still on the handle of my door. “No, thank you. I think I’ll be alright.”

Then I offered a quick smile and hurried into my chambers.

This wasn’t the first time this had happened. About a half-dozen servants over the course of my time here-- which, I realized with a jolt, was now nearly two weeks-- had either subtly or not-so-subtly propositioned me.

While a part of me was flattered, I’d endeavored to remain practical. It wasn’t about me as a person and probably wasn’t even about my looks. I was the Firebrand, a figure of immense political influence, and I was also the first man to enter Ladon in five years. It likely wouldn’t have mattered what I looked like at all.

I dressed, looked in the mirror to check everything looked right, and then headed down to the throne room, where Queen Adelinde, Princess Melusine, Astarot, and Nuallan were all waiting. It was the same place where I’d first been received, and maybe because of that, I felt a little unsettled here.

Though, I was still pretty confused. I still had no answers as to how or why I had come to be in Tanit.

As ever, a dozen of the household guards stood in a semi-circle around the thrones, six on either side of the trio of thrones. Adelinde, of course, took her place in the larger, center throne. Melusine gracefully settled herself in the throne immediately to Adelinde’s right, and I’d expected Nuallan to sit in the third.

“Liam?” Queen Adelinde said when I remained standing by Astarot and Kenina, who were in front of the semi-circle of guards but standing on the steps up to the thrones’ dais.

“My Queen?” I asked, and when she gestured to the third throne, I blinked in surprise. “Oh. Are… you sure?”

“The Firebrand has always held a position of honor in Ladon,” the queen explained. “My husband was Firebrand before you. It is only fitting you should sit alongside Melusine and me.”

I bowed my head in deference, and while I was still a bit stunned, I sat down in the third throne and hopefully looked less awkward than I felt. On the steps of the dais, on my side as opposed to Melusine’s, Nuallan stood with his hands behind his back, and he looked both proud and regal. He was on a higher step than Kenina and Astarot, who were on the bottom step, probably as a sign of his status.

I looked over at Melusine and Adelinde, and I wondered if the thoughts running through their heads now were at all similar to what they’d been thinking the night I’d been brought before them.

We were about to meet a possible enemy, but also a possible ally.

I hoped this visit from Brysir would go similarly well, but there would be only one way to know.

All of us waited there, in patient silence, until there was the muffled sound of a fanfare on the other side of the hall doors, and then they burst open to reveal the Brysir delegation.

They numbered about a dozen, all men. The four dragonsblood were easy to pick out in their stiff black clothes, just like mine, though their cloaks were a deep, midnight blue that was not dissimilar to Sarkany’s scales.

Of the remaining eight, the leader of the delegation was a tall, thin, stern-faced man who, to be blunt, did not look at all like Nuallan. He, too, had fair skin, but his hair was a mousy-brown color, and his eyes were hazel, not dark gray.

But he was leading the delegation, so that surely meant he had to be the King of Brysir, right?

I wanted to look over at Adelinde or Melusine, to use their reactions as a gauge for how my own face should look, but I needed to seem confident, so I kept my gaze straight ahead and settled for an ambiguously studious expression.

Nuallan was practically right in front of me, though, so I saw his expression of confusion clearly as he approached the thin man who I was growing increasingly sure was not his father.

“Lord Soren,” he said to the tall man, which confirmed my suspicions.

“Prince Nuallan,” Soren replied with a deep bow. “I know you were anticipating your father to be leading the delegation. He has a letter for you.”

From the depths of his floor-length robes in varying shades of dark blue, Lord Soren pulled a scroll that was sealed with blue wax. Nuallan frowned at it, but then he broke the seal and skimmed it quickly.

The more he read, the more his expression darkened.

“My Queen,” he said at last as he turned to Adelinde. “My father extends his most grave and sincere apologies. Since I departed for Ladon, it appears he has suffered a leg injury and cannot travel. Myself and Lord Soren will negotiate the terms of any alliance in his stead.”

It was clear from Nuallan’s face that he was pretty peeved about having this dumped on him with no warning, and from how Adelinde’s expression hardened, she, too, was unimpressed.

“May I see this note?” she asked, and she extended a hand.

Without hesitation, Nuallan climbed the steps of the dais and handed the scroll to her.

“‘… but I remain confident my son, Nuallan, has been upholding the noble reputation of the Brysir royal family,’” the queen read aloud, “‘and I hope my new daughter-in-law will make time to visit her ailing father-in-law once all the affairs of state have been sorted.’”

I was impressed by her ability to keep the derision in her tone to a bare minimum. From where I was standing-- or, sitting-- this seemed like a pretty obvious blow-off from the King of Brysir. He had no desire to even try to play nice with the so-called ‘Upstart Queen,’ and to add insult to injury, he was behaving as though Melusine had already accepted Nuallan’s proposal.

The scroll also made clear the king’s position: he was only interested in playing nice once he’d been given what he wanted, which was to say, once Ladon had functionally been handed over into Brysir’s control.

“Well,” Adelinde then said, and she handed the scroll back to Nuallan as she rose from her seat and clasped her hands together. “The king’s condition is unfortunate, and we shall all pray for his good health. Nonetheless, I thank all of you for making the journey. You will all be shown to your rooms to rest and prepare for the evening’s festivities. Tomorrow, we shall talk of politics and alliances. Tonight, we shall celebrate the dawn of a new age of peace and cooperation between our regions.”

“Hear, hear!” the guards around us all cried out in unison, and they punctuated their cries by slamming the butts of their spears and halberds against the flagstone floor.

I thought the whole meeting was rather exciting, for politics. A last-minute rebuff, a short speech, and then everyone was dismissed.

But the expressions on the faces of the Brysir delegation looked blatantly bored and thoroughly disinterested.

Nuallan, sure, he could be a little annoying, but he’d at least made sincere efforts to be interested-- or a very convincing imitation of interest, anyway.

I stayed in my throne and watched as the dozen newcomers filed out of the hall, led by their prince. Aside from Lord Soren and the four dragonsblood, the other seven seemed to be Brysir soldiers who were there more for protection than for negotiation.

I wondered what Lord Soren, or the King of Brysir, expected of this meeting that they’d felt the need to bring four dragons and seven guards with them.

I hoped it wasn’t some portent of what was to come.

As it turned out, the formality required for the evening would be a step above what had been required for the welcoming reception, and I was handed a stack of brand spanking new dragonrider clothes, including a richly embroidered red cloak. Much like the shawl I’d seen Queen Adelinde wearing, the embroidery thread was the same color as the cloak but had a different sheen, so the pattern of flames only became evident when the fabric caught the light.

I was also given a dagger in an embossed leather sheath, which Astarot explained was a ceremonial dagger reserved for the Firebrand.

“The blade is made from the fang of a dragon,” the older man explained to me, and he pulled the dagger from its sheath so I could admire the wickedly-sharp blade that looked like it had been made from ivory.

“I would’ve thought something like that would be sacrilege,” I said. “Using parts of a dragon’s body like that.”

“Ordinarily, yes,” Astarot confirmed. “But this was donated willingly. Ladon’s first Firebrand was bonded to a dragon named Herensuge. She battled a fearsome dragon, one that was never bonded to a rider and had sworn hatred to all of the people of Tanit. He was known only as Anihya Tal, or ‘the Ruin’ in the draconic language.”

The Ruin… I didn’t even want to know what a dragon called that would have looked or behaved like. Surely he’d been staggeringly enormous, enough to make Beithir look like a garden lizard.

“Herensuge and the Ruin fought, and ultimately, Herensuge and her rider beat him back, with the aid of Ladon’s newly-formed ranks of dragonsblood,” Astarot continued. “The Ruin then fled from Tanit forever, disgusted and perhaps slightly afraid of the alliance between the people and the dragons.”

“And her fang?” I asked as I held up the blade.

“Dislodged in the fight,” Astarot told me. “This was one of her smallest teeth, I am told. The largest would have been the size of your forearm, at least. By dragon standards, Herensuge was small, but she was fierce.”

I smiled at that, because it reminded me of someone I knew.

“Thank you,” I said to the older man, and I carefully resheathed the fang dagger. “I’ll keep it safe.”

“I pray you never have cause to use it,” Astarot said gravely, and then he clapped me on the shoulder and left to prepare himself for the evening’s events.

The new outfit had been tailored so accurately to my measurements, I had to wonder if a servant hadn’t snuck in one night as I’d been sleeping and measured me. It seemed to fit perfectly and made my shoulders look broader, my silhouette more intimidating, even without the addition of the new cloak.

The dragon fang dagger also looked badass when I attached the sheath to my belt, but I slid it back until the weapon was hidden by the billowing folds of my cloak.

I was just about to affix my pin with the crest of Ladon to the cloak and pin it around my shoulders when I heard a knock at the door. I set both the pin and cloak down, crossed the room, and opened it to see Melusine standing there.

She looked radiant in a gown of shimmering silver, with her chocolate-colored hair intricately braided and threaded with glittering beads. The gauzy material of her gown made her look ethereal, almost angelic, and the cape sleeves fluttered behind her as she gracefully glided into my room, as if she didn’t need to take steps but simply floated on the air.

“Princess,” I said in a stunned voice. “You look…”

I trailed off, because the words wouldn’t come. How could I find the words to describe her? Especially without any time to prepare.

“Thank you,” Melusine said, and when her cheeks flushed slightly, I could tell she was sincerely flattered. “You look wonderful, too. I see the tailor got your measurements right.”

“Very right,” I agreed. “Is she some kind of magician or something? Because I don’t know how she got them without measuring me.”

“I’m told a good tailor can measure just with their eyes,” the princess said with a shrug, though I could tell her heart wasn’t really in the joke.

Honestly, she looked scared.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Just… nervous,” she admitted, and she swallowed hard. There was a frantic energy about her, like she wanted to start pacing but knew it would be unbecoming of her station. “I’ve been dreading this evening. And… seeing the dragonsblood arrive… Ladon is so outnumbered, Liam. I didn’t realize until now just how terribly unfair I’ve been pinning all our hopes on you and you alone.”

“You haven’t been unfair,” I reassured her, and I reached over to take her hands in my own, but only now did I notice she had a small wooden box clutched in her hands.

I settled for cupping her hands, stroking my thumbs over hers, and looking desperately into her eyes.

“You haven’t,” I reiterated.

“I have,” she pressed. “You are one man, and Beithir is one dragon. As wonderful as you both are, that’s not possible… and it’s not reasonable for me to have asked. I fear for my people, and their way of life, but… maybe marrying Nuallan wouldn’t be so bad. He seems open to a new way of thinking, I think, and… I want to spare Ladon war. I want to… spare you.”

Her voice was so mournful and tentative that I felt my heart break for her.

“I understand why you feel that way,” I said. “Everything seems so much more real when it’s right in front of you, about to happen. And it is scary, I won’t pretend I’m not scared by this. But Ladon’s enemies are counting on us being spooked and capitulating. This is still a viable strategy, Princess. An alliance with Brysir, without a marriage, is possible. Like you said, Nuallan seems open to new ideas. Marrying him and condemning Ladon to war are not the only two options.”

She looked up at me, and I could see she so desperately wanted to believe me, wanted to trust that everything would be alright.

But the past five years had been hard and riddled with uncertainty.

“I have lost too many people I hold dear,” she told me at last. “I don’t want to risk losing another.”

“You won’t,” I promised, as if it was something I could promise. I so badly wished it was.

Seized by some impulse, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to her forehead, and I squeezed my eyes shut as I breathed in her warm scent.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and when I pulled away, a tiny, tentative hope flickered in her golden eyes.

Then she finally held out the box she’d been carrying.

“I… I wanted to give this to you,” she said a bit sheepishly. “Ahead of this evening.”

I took the box and opened it to find a gold cloak pin, nestled on a plush lining of scarlet velvet. It bore the same circular crest of Ladon, but the crest was gripped in four dragon’s claws, three at the top, one at the bottom, almost like a cop flashing his badge.

“The emblem of the Firebrand,” the princess explained. “The last person to wear it was my father, before the Cataclysm.”

This made me pause, and I looked up at her.

“Are you sure you want me to have this?” I asked.

“I am,” Melusine said firmly. “You have been named Firebrand. It’s yours by right.”

“I know,” I said, and I carefully lifted the gold pin from the plush lining of the box. It had a solid weight to it and shimmered like a sunset. “But this still means a lot to you. I wouldn’t want to… trample on any memories.”

“You could never,” the princess assured me with a watery smile. “I trust you with it, Liam. This piece of my father. You have proven you mean to defend Ladon, and he would be so grateful to you for that. Besides, tonight, in front of the Brysir delegation, you will need to be seen wearing it.”

“I suppose that’s true,” I admitted.

I turned away from Melusine and set the box down on the nightstand beside my bed. Then I gathered up my embroidered cloak and turned to the mirror.

The mechanism of the pin was stiff from years of disuse, so Melusine stepped forward and had me arrange the cloak correctly over my shoulders. Then she pinned it in such a way that the pin went through both the cloak and the topmost layer of my stiff black jacket, with the pin directly over my heart.

“Thank you,” I murmured, and I knew she would gather from my tone that I meant more than just her assistance with the cloak.

She smiled at me warmly.

“You’re more than welcome,” she replied. Then she stepped to my side and slipped her arm through mine. “Now, a princess should never be unescorted on such evenings. We should head down to the entrance hall together. My mother wants you to escort her into the dinner itself.”

“She does?” I blinked down at the princess in shock.

“Traditionally, at these events, guests enter in pairs,” she explained to me as we gracefully walked through the hallways of the palace.

The only people who saw us for now were servants, but it was good to have a chance to get into character.

“It doesn’t have to be romantic pairs, either, like husband and wife,” Melusine continued. “Frequently, siblings will enter together, if they’re too young to be betrothed yet. But entrances can also signal strong bonds. Old friends, new alliances, things like that. Sometimes a queen will enter not on the arm of her king, but with the chief advisor, to signal how much the royal family trusts the advisor.”

“And that’s what I am, in a sense,” I said as I caught on. “The trusted advisor.”

“Exactly.” Melusine nodded.

“So, who will you enter with?” I asked.

“Ah, I’m the exception,” she sighed. “My hand is being sought, so I’ll enter alone. So will Nuallan. Entering together would give the impression we’re already engaged-- which we’re not, thank the gods.”

“I thought you said princesses needed to be escorted at all times at the events?” I asked in a wryly amused tone.

“In the dangerous, sparsely-populated hallways, and darkened gardens, she does,” Melusine said as she smirked up at me. “But a crowded hall is a whole different set of dangers.”

We arrived in the entrance hall a few minutes later, and I was intrigued to see both Kenina and Astarot, who even this morning had been in fresh-but-still-not-fancy clothing, now dressed to the nines. The older man was in a white version of a dragonrider uniform, probably so no one would confuse him for someone who still had a dragon, though he had retained the cloak and silver pin.

Then there was Kenina, and I was actually kind of staggered by the sight of her. While her servant’s clothes had still been nice, I’d primarily seen her in the same dusty, sweaty clothes Melusine had worn during our sparring sessions, and I’d certainly never seen her in this kind of finery.

The pale lilac gown complimented her fair skin and gray eyes nicely, and her blonde, wavy hair had been gathered up into an elegant rose-shaped knot at the back of her hair before cascading down her back.

“Kenina,” I greeted, and I bowed deeply. “You look wonderful.”

“Do I?” she asked with a nervous smile. “Princess Melusine said the same, but I feel ridiculous.”

“Not at all, you look the part of a noblewoman,” Astarot assured her, and he offered her his arm.

She wrapped her hands around his elbow, and with his other hand, he patted her fingers reassuringly, the way a father might.

I expected Astarot had often found himself in a sort of surrogate father role in these past five years.

I heard the fanfare of trumpets, and we all hurried to take our positions, which in my case mainly involved being directed by Melusine to stand at the front of the line. She stood directly behind me, followed by Astarot and Kenina.

Adelinde entered then, and she descended the steps in a gown of silver silk not dissimilar to her daughter’s, though it was unmistakably a more mature style, with a higher neckline and fitted, full-length sleeves under the caped ones.

“Firebrand,” she greeted me, and I bowed to her deeply and then offered my hand.

She took it, and I kissed it.

“My Queen,” I intoned, and then I straightened and gently tucked her hand onto my elbow to escort her inside.

The doors opened, and we strode forward in perfect unison. I could feel how tightly she was gripping my arm, and I knew how desperate she was for this to go well, because this evening was literally the beginning of Ladon’s fight for its future.

We spilled out into a large hall filled with well-dressed guests. Almost all of them had curious, slightly hungry expressions as they took in both their surroundings and, as we all entered, their hosts.

No outsider had been this close to the heart of Ladon in five years, and I could see the Brysir delegates searching for any signs of collapse, fatigue, and fragility. Even the Ladon nobles who’d been invited to round out our numbers- which had the added effect of skewing the guest list strongly female-- were eagerly drinking everything in with a kind of morbid, anxious excitement for clues as to whether Ladon was on the brink of destruction.

I was determined none of them would find anything of the sort. Adelinde and Melusine had put their faith in me, and I was adamant it would not be misplaced.

As Adelinde and I entered the hall and made our way to its very center, I saw we were getting more than our fair share of looks. The Queen of Ladon and its new Firebrand, the first non-hostile man to enter the region since the Cataclysm, were of course figures of note. I caught several of the noblewomen eyeing me up with the exact kind of intrigue you would give the first man you’d seen in five years.

I expected Adelinde to make a speech of some kind to start the evening, but it seemed the speeches were done with for now, and I supposed she’d already started things off earlier during the welcoming reception.

Pretty-looking drinks precariously balanced on trays, that were themselves precariously balanced by passing servers. They moved with startling speed, but the liquid in the glasses barely even shifted. I plucked one as it passed, and the server didn’t even seem to notice.

Along one wall of the ballroom was a long table laden with impressive-looking dishes, but I suspected this would be an evening of drinking more than eating and made a note to pace myself.

The last thing anyone needed was me to get so drunk I accidentally spilled an important secret.

“Queen Adelinde,” Lord Soren’s voice said, and it was practically dripping with overexaggerated respect. He emerged from the crowd wearing even finer blue robes than he had been before, and he bowed deeply to the queen. “And Ladon’s new Firebrand. Forgive me, I don’t yet know your name.”

“Liam Drake,” I said with a smile I hoped didn’t come off as too tight.

I had disliked this man on sight, and nothing about the way he was looking at me or speaking to Adelinde was helping to change that.

Over the next several minutes, the queen and I were forced to listen to his entirely-unsubtle questions about the state of Ladon, its defenses, and how it had held up over these past five years.

“Now, my Lord,” Adelinde finally said with a smile. “We must leave some things shrouded in mystery, don’t you agree?”

“Exactly,” I said quickly. “Life would be so boring, if we all knew everything.”

“I agree in principle,” Lord Soren remarked, and he set his now-empty glass on the tray of a passing server. “But I have often found that sentiment gets used as an excuse to indulge in willful ignorance.”

“You’ll find no such willfulness here, my Lord,” the queen informed him, and her tone was noticeably cooler. “Ladon has always prided itself on keeping its eyes open and its mind sharp.”

“A sharp mind is a valuable asset,” the thin man confirmed. “But is not itself sufficient for a kingdom to stand.”

“Not a kingdom, but perhaps a queendom,” I pointed out with a tight smile.

Soren finally seemed to get the message then and slunk off into the crowd.

“Thank you,” Adelinde muttered once he was gone, and she pressed her fingers to her forehead. “I don’t know how I would have suffered through that alone.”

“I suspect not all of Brysir is as eager for an alliance as the king and the prince,” I murmured to her. “Best keep an eye on that one.”

“I agree completely,” the queen said in a grim tone.

Eventually, Adelinde broke off from my arm, but the moment she departed, I felt someone else tugging on my arm and saw Melusine looking harried.

“Nuallan just suggested we spar together some time,” she blurted out as she plucked a glass from a tray and drained it in one swallow. “Do you have any idea where he got such a ridiculous notion?”

“I… might have told him you like to spar in your free time,” I admitted with a sheepish grin.

She let out an exasperated noise, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Oh, come on, it’s not that bad!” I cajoled. “He’s trying to learn your interests.”

“I know, I know,” she groaned. “I’m sure he means well, but… I can’t help but feel like we’re surrounded by enemies.”

“Certainly some of them,” I admitted to her as I glanced around the great hall. “Your mother and I just had a very unsubtle conversation with Lord Soren.”

“Odious man,” Melusine muttered with disgust. “Kenina told me she’s caught him leering at her three separate times since he’s arrived.”

“Where is she now?” I asked with a grimace. “Is she okay?”

“I told her to stay with Astarot,” the princess said. “He’ll make sure Soren behaves. As for sparring with Nuallan, it would defeat the point.”

“The point of what?” I smirked in amusement. “You being able to beat him?”

“Of why I like sparring,” Melusine corrected me. “It’s as much about my partner as anything else. You or Kenina, I like, sincerely, and I know you both like me. With Nuallan, everything feels… conditional. Calculated. He’s trying to make me like him deliberately. And that just rubs me the wrong way, even if the things he does are, ordinarily, things I would like.”

“I get that,” I admitted. “It’s difficult to trust anything he says or does. But I don’t think he’s a bad guy. Maybe a little stuck in the past, but… he could be a good ally. I think he wants to be.”

“I hope so,” Melusine sighed, and she set her empty glass down. “If he really is working to undermine Ladon’s independence, I actually think I’d be disappointed.”

I opened my mouth to say something else but was interrupted before I could speak.

“Princess,” a voice said behind us, and we both turned. “Firebrand.”

It was one of the dragonsblood from Brysir. I hadn’t yet learned their individual names, but between the stiff black uniform and the midnight-blue cloak, he was unmistakable.

“Forgive me, Princess Melusine,” the man said, and he bowed low to Melusine. “I wondered if I might speak to the Firebrand alone?”

“Of course,” Melusine said.

Frankly, she seemed relieved to have an excuse to leave this conversation, and I didn’t begrudge her it.

She darted off, and I was left alone with one of the largest men I’d ever seen. He was tall, broad, and stocky, closer to a tree than a man. A scar raked itself down the right side of his face, only narrowly missing one of his dark green eyes. I wondered idly how it had gotten there.

“How can I help you?” I asked him.

“I’m curious,” the man said. “How did you come to fly for Ladon? You can’t have been born here, correct?”

There was something in his tone, paired with this extremely unsubtle question, that set me on edge. This wasn’t really the guy’s plan, was it?

“I wasn’t born in Ladon, no,” I agreed as I decided it would be smarter to be vaguely truthful than precisely dishonest. “But when I realized I could be of service to a vulnerable region, I was compelled to heed the call.”

“How noble,” the Brysir dragonsblood observed. “You must have known of Queen Adelinde, though.”

“I hadn’t met her until I arrived in Ladon,” I told him, which was again technically accurate. “But she is a just and shrewd ruler. I’m sure Crown Princess Melusine will be similarly just and shrewd when she ascends to the throne, as well.”

“Hmph,” the man muttered, and it was clear just how little he cared for either a Queen or a Crown Princess.

I smiled at him mirthlessly.

“From where do you hail, then, if not Ladon?” the man asked after a moment. “No dragonsblood withstood the Cataclysm.”

“I may not have been born in Ladon, but as far as Tanit is concerned, I am from Ladon,” I told him. “It’s my home now, ser, and I’ll thank you to respect that.”

The man frowned and was clearly not content to just respect it and leave it at that. I braced myself for another question or an outburst or even a physical blow. This man didn’t seem especially tactful.

“Women are not suited to the throne,” he scoffed as his polite mask slipped. “They have soft hearts and no sense for war. They cannot even be dragonsblood.”

I felt Beithir’s anger enveloping my own as a flare of irritation coursed through me, but I bit it back. It would be disastrous if I lost my temper here.

“A ruler is not a warmonger,” I said. “There can always be Firebrands and generals who serve the ruler. And I would more readily serve one who seeks peace, than one who thirsts for war.”

“There can be no peace, so long as Ladon spits on Tanit’s traditions,” the dragonsblood warned me in a dark tone.

“Now, now, Calum, I think you might have had a bit too much to drink!” a cheerful voice interjected, and I turned to see one of Brysir’s other dragonsblood insert himself into our conversation, pluck the larger man’s full glass from his fingers, and replace it with an empty one.

Frankly, I doubted he’d had anything to drink, and further, I knew no amount of alcohol would have changed or softened his views, but I decided to go with that excuse for the sake of not making a scene.

“These are dangerously strong,” I agreed with a smile toward the new dragonsblood.

He was smaller, closer to my size, with dark hair and startlingly green eyes.

“Demyan,” the man said warmly, and he extended a hand.

“Liam,” I said as I took it and shook firmly. “A pleasure.”

“Please excuse Calum, he’s never been known to hold anything-- not his drink, nor his tongue!” Demyan admitted with a laugh.

Or his temper, by the looks of things, because the huge man looked irate to have been interrupted and sidelined.

“Go eat something, Calum,” Demyan instructed, and he waved the other man off as if he were no more intimidating than a kitten before turning to me. “It’s frightfully warm in here. Do you know if there is a place we can step out for fresh air?”

“Of course,” I said, and I led the man to a side hallway that itself led out into the palace gardens.

This newcomer, Demyan, seemed far more reasonable than Calum, and much closer to Nuallan, but I was still on my guard. The general attitude of Brysir was still that it wanted to take Ladon, either by force or marriage, and roll back so much of the changes they’d seen under Queen Adelinde.

“You know, I’ve never much liked formal events,” Demyan admitted to me with a sigh. “I know it’s expected of our station, but I would much rather be riding.”

“You and me both,” I chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever known a better feeling.”

“Well,” Demyan said with a wry grin. “Perhaps one or two.”

I startled myself with how readily I was able to grin back at him.

“Truthfully, I don’t have the stomach for any of these politics,” Demyan continued. He was ambling around in the shaft of golden light cast by the windows of the hallway, and he paused to admire the blooms on a particular bush.

“No?” I asked.

“The idea that all kingdoms must be the same, well, that defeats the point of independent kingdoms, don’t you agree?” the man pointed out. “Either we should all be left in peace, or everyone should be united under one Tanit.”

“True enough,” I admitted. “So, you don’t support a royal engagement?”

“It seems an… inadequate solution,” the Brysir man said carefully. “A small attempt to remedy a larger issue.”

I was intrigued by what I was hearing, because it sounded so… reasonable. Maybe I’d been right to be hopeful. Maybe there were those in Brysir, even among the ranks of their dragonsblood, who just wanted an end to the tension and would be content to leave Ladon in peace.

“Many people seem to think dragonsblood are for conquest,” I said. “I don’t think I’d want to be a conqueror.”

“It sounds like so much work,” Demyan agreed with a rueful laugh. “After the Cataclysm, our regions should have banded together, not splintered further apart. Many regions saw the Cataclysm as a sign that dragons, or even magic as a whole, no longer has a place in Tanit-- that it is, in fact, a corruption that must be driven out.”

I shivered, because I’d heard of similar sentiments before. I wondered how common they were, and how close, geographically.

“So long as Ladon has its Heart mines, it will be a target from both kingdoms who want them, and kingdoms who want them destroyed,” Demyan warned. “I don’t think Ladon has the option of refusing this alliance, truthfully. But Brysir will be putting itself at risk to accept it.”

“Cooperation is the way forward,” I said diplomatically. “I think a few differences of opinion are a small price to pay for the continued safety of dragons and magic within Tanit.”

“You sound so reasonable,” Demyan remarked.

He was slowly moving his way around the shrub and apparently looking at every single flower on it in detail. He slipped just beyond the reach of the windows’ light, but I could still see the outline of his figure as he moved.

“But if your ruler is not willing to bend, to change, she will break,” he continued with a sigh.

“Queen Adelinde has already bent,” I pointed out. “She was Queen to King Aeden and took the throne after the Cataclysm. She’s more than demonstrated her tenacity and her ability to adapt. If all of Tanit’s rulers could follow in her footsteps, think of the progress that could be achieved!”

“It would be a very different world,” Demyan admitted, and he shuffled further around the shrub, almost back into the light, near where I was standing on the bush’s other side.

I looked over at the windows and wondered what Melusine was doing in the hall right now. I probably needed to get back soon, before she was cornered into an unpleasant conversation with someone.

I was just thinking about how to suggest to Demyan that we should be getting back when I felt a flare of adrenaline shoot through me like an arrow.

Beithir, in my mind, was altering me of danger.

I whipped around to warn Demyan something was coming, just in time to see him drawing a blade.
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Chapter 12

I jerked back as he lunged forward, and I narrowly avoided the blade a second before it plunged down into my chest. I felt the tip of the cold metal graze against my collarbone and cut a small slit in the shoulder of my jacket. For a half-second, I felt a spike of dismay as I realized the tailor’s hard work had been ruined, but I quickly pushed that aside as Demyan let out a frustrated howl and dove for me again blade first.

His sudden ferocity was so shocking that the pair of us tumbled backward over the squat bush of flowers. I felt brambles and thorns pluck and tear at my flesh and clothes, but this was all immaterial, because I was brawling with this man for my very life. My hands latched onto his wrists so I wouldn’t be turned into a sieve, but the strength in his lithe body was shocking.

“Traitor!” Demyan snarled as he tried to angle the blade toward my throat, and I saw it glint menacingly in the poor light of the gardens. “Bowing to a woman! You are an insult to the very concept of dragonsblood!”

“I feel sorry for your mother,” I grunted back as I attempted to shove him off me. We were struggling against one another, with him trying to push the knife down, and me trying to push it away. “Raising someone who has so little respect.”

Demyan swore at me and was evidently not happy with the fact I mentioned his mother. He wrenched his left hand free of my grasp with a jerk and then punched me across the jaw hard enough that I saw stars, but I didn’t relent.

A single second would be enough for him to slit my throat.

I shoved my arms forward like I was trying to bench press two hundred pounds, even though I was blind from the combination of darkness and my scattered vision. Somehow, I managed to push him off me, and I swung wildly with a closed fist but met only air. A moment later, I began to see clearly again, just in time to see him barreling toward me from the side to catch me off guard.

I rolled backward and narrowly avoided being bodily tackled by him. Before I could try and pin him to the ground, he sprang up again and turned the knife around in his fist so the blade jutted from the bottom rather than the top. I jumped to my feet at the same time, and I raised my arms defensively, in an amalgamation of a boxing stance and Melusine’s own form.

“Tanit will be a better place without this barbaric kingdom hoarding the Heart mines,” Demyan growled as we squared off with each other. “Brysir and Ormar are civilized. And we’ve been forced to bow and scrape to the likes of Ladon for centuries. First with their dragons, now with their crystals. Enough! Their time is over.”

“You talk way too much,” I spat, because he just sounded insane.

Demyan clearly didn’t care for this remark, because he lunged toward me again with his blade raised.

Back on Earth, there’s a reason that most professional fighters advised running or retreating in a knife fight, if you didn’t have a gun, of course. No matter how well-trained or strong a person was, it was almost impossible to come away from such a fight without any injuries, and I unfortunately learned that the hard way.

I managed to keep from being skewered or stabbed, but my arms were quickly marred with shallow cuts as I dodged and blocked Demyan’s blade. He was obviously trained, just like Nuallan, but he didn’t possess any of the prince’s technique or restraint. He threw his whole body into every attack, and at first, it was all I could do to avoid his dagger.

As the fight continued, though, I began to notice his flaws. There wasn’t much finesse or variety in his movements. He just lunged relentlessly, again and again, and when he was able to nick my forearms, the tiny victory would send him into a frenzy. The dagger flashed like quicksilver in the moonlight, and it matched the zealous gleam in his green eyes.

But his attacks were repetitive and predictable. With each passing second, I was able to avoid more slashes and jabs, and this pissed Demyan off. He bared his teeth with a snarl, and his movements became quicker but more crazed. He was fully focused on the offensive, not his defense, and he left himself open more and more.

That’s when the tide began to turn.

I had to keep my hands up to ward off his blade, but Melusine and Kenina had taught me that my whole body could be a weapon. So, the next time Demyan lunged for me and left himself wide open, I spun away from his dagger, pivoted on my heel, and snapped my leg out in a swinging back kick. My foot connected solidly with his side, and I both heard and felt his rib crack beneath the blow.

Demyan gasped in both pain and shock and stumbled back, but he slashed his dagger blindly in front of him so I couldn’t press the advantage and attack him head-on. He managed to stay on his feet, but he cradled his broken rib for a moment as he tried to catch his breath. His glare was as corrosive as acid, but it didn’t faze me.

He brought me here because he thought I would be an easy target. The new, untrained Firebrand, just begging for a knife in the back.

But he had been wrong, and I was going to make him regret it.

Before he could regain his bearings, I went on the offensive. I lashed out with both my hands and fists, and this time, he was on the back foot. His dagger was still sharp and deadly, but his movements had slowed and had grown more sloppy, so he wasn’t able to draw any more of my blood.

Or maybe I was just getting faster. The adrenaline coursing through my veins felt like jet fuel, and the world seemed to stutter around me in slow motion. As he tried to jab me in the gut, I bent back like a willow tree and flowed around him like a river. He had to pivot to keep me in his sights, but I was always moving, and he couldn’t seem to keep up.

Then I finally saw my opportunity.

The enemy dragonsblood swung wildly at my head, probably in the hopes of blinding me and digging the dagger into my skull, and I silently thanked Melusine and Kenina for their training as my reflexes took over.

On sheer instinct, I ducked underneath Demyan’s outstretched arm and caught it under my shoulder. Then I used his forward momentum, flipped him bodily up and over my shoulder, and threw him to the ground, which knocked the wind out of his chest with an ‘oomph.’

He was flat on his back and by all rights should have been out of the fight, but he didn’t let up. His arm lashed out like a cobra, and he grabbed my leg and twisted it hard enough to bring me down to one knee with a cry. I teetered, off balance, and my right hand scrabbled around my waist. Then Demyan fisted his free hand in my cloak and dragged me toward him, and I saw the flash of his knife as he raised it to tear open my throat--

But he never did.

The blade stopped less than an inch from my neck. With a startled expression and a wet gasp, Demyan let go of the knife, and it clattered metallically to the gravel path. He stared up at me with a dumb, lost look, and then his eyes slowly dropped down to where I’d drawn my own blade, the one crafted from Herensuge’s fang, and driven it up into his chest under his ribcage. Our battle had been so quick and furious, I hadn’t had time to draw it before, but now the hilt dug into my palm as I twisted the bone blade deeper into his chest. Warm blood gushed from the wound and trickled over my hand, and it quickly soaked into my opponent’s shirt in a damning, lethal circle.

“I fly for Queen Adelinde,” I said in a cold voice. “And Ladon is done capitulating to the petty egos of men like you.”

Demyan opened his mouth, perhaps to curse me, perhaps to ask something, but all that emerged from a dribble of bloody saliva, and then his eyes turned glassy as he went still.

Before I even had time to withdraw the Herensuge blade from his chest, a terrible, ear-splitting howl tore through my mind. I gasped, and if I hadn’t already been on one knee, I would have fallen to it. Instead, I let go of the hilt of Herensuge’s blade to press my hands over my ears, but the horrible, wailing noise could not be drowned out.

Because it wasn’t outside, in the night air. It was inside my head.

I realized it was the dragon song as I rocked back and forth with my hands clasped over my ears. This was the sound a dragon made when their summoner was killed, and they were left severed.

It was a sound of pure heartbreak, of grief and pain and every other terrible emotion. I wanted to cry and tear out my hair.

And just as I thought I would begin to go crazy from this noise, just as I thought it would never stop, it did.

In its absence, the air felt too large. There was a space inside my head, my soul, that had been hollowed out by that awful sound, and now that it was gone, it threatened to collapse in on itself.

I took a deep, shuddering breath, and with trembling hands, I pulled the Herensuge dagger from Demyan’s chest, wiped it on the black material of his uniform, and slipped it back into its leather sheath.

My mind was still reeling, but I mentally reached out for Beithir.

Her thoughts were as grim and harrowed as my own, and I knew I’d been right. That was the dragon song when a dragon lost their summoner. That was the sound of a heart breaking.

In my daze, I wanted to run to whoever Demyan’s dragon was and throw myself at their feet. I had wrought that terrible heartache on them, and they would never be free of it, for as long as they lived.

But, just as I had done turning the sky battle with Rymand, Beithir sent me gentle and reassuring thoughts. I had not set out to kill Demyan. It had been self-defense. And if I hadn’t killed him, he would have killed me, and he would have heard Beithir making that horrible wail.

All at once, the guilt receded from me, because the notion of Beithir experiencing that pain and grief was too awful to contemplate. She was bonded to me, and I to her, and the very idea was unbearable.

A dark shadow then swooped overhead, and I looked up to see a dragon, no doubt Demyan’s, had taken to the sky. I reared back from the dead man’s corpse and braced for some kind of attack or retribution, but it just flew past me, over the palace, and off into the night.

Then I realized, with its rider dead, it no longer had any reason to be here, in this foreign land of petty power grabs. While grieving, there was some release in it, too. It now had the freedom to return to the land of the dragons, to be among their own kin, to mourn in peace.

An idea occurred to me then. It was grim, foul, and maybe even sacrilegious, but I thought it nonetheless.

If I killed the other dragonsblood here, the remaining three and Nuallan as well, their dragons would presumably also depart, and Brysir would feel a fraction of what Ladon had felt during the Cataclysm.

Beithir at once sprang into my mind again, and now her thoughts were frantic and horrified. It was a warning in itself, and as her fear spiked through me, logic followed quickly.

To do such a thing would inevitably cause a war between Ladon and Brysir, a war Ladon would certainly lose. But, much worse than that, Ladon would be reviled by any and all kingdom with dragonsblood, as well as any kingdom who abhorred magic already. Even the dragons themselves may spurn and scorch Ladon for abusing the sacred bond between a dragon and their summoner, and I found myself asking Beithir for forgiveness.

Because it was Beithir, and because of the bond we shared, her forgiveness was immediate, but I knew I had been wrong to contemplate such a thing. It wouldn’t have solved anything, and it would have been a perversion of what it meant to be dragonsblood.

Yet, one thing remained clear. If one of Brysir’s dragonsblood had attempted to kill me, it was likely any and all of the others would attempt the same thing. Maybe even the entire delegation.

There was only one course of action, and that was to warn Adelinde and Melusine. The pair of them would surely be targeted, too. Adelinde was queen, and Melusine was the heir. Killing them and me would cripple Ladon to be overtaken by whoever got there first.

By Brysir’s dragonsblood prince, most likely.

I quickly checked myself to make sure I wouldn’t immediately cause a panic when I rejoined the crowds in the great hall. I was a bit dusty from brawling with Demyan, and my jaw still stung from where he’d punched me. My arms were also scoured with a dozen shallow cuts, but most of them had coagulated already, and the color of my clothes did a good job hiding the blood I’d lost. All in all, I was broadly unharmed.

So, I rushed back into the ballroom and had to narrow my eyes against the glare of the hundreds of candles in the chandeliers above. The warm light didn’t feel nearly so inviting and gentle as it had before, not when I knew there were traitors in our midst.

I found Melusine before I found Adelinde. She was easy enough to spot in her shimmering silver gown and by the way everyone in the room seemed to gravitate toward her. She was young, beautiful, and fiercely principled, and she exuded a kind of power I knew every man and woman in this hall envied, even the dragonsblood.

Maybe they were jealous. Maybe they’d predicated their whole lives on being better than any and all women because women could never be dragonsblood, and the idea of a woman ruling, and a woman inheriting a throne, challenged that. Even as dragonsblood, they were not automatically remarkable.

They would have to earn that quality instead, and many of them knew they would be found wanting.

“Princess,” I said as politely as I could while still emphasizing a certain urgency. “Could I speak with you alone, for a moment?”

“Of course,” she said readily, because she’d been locked in conversation with one of the Brysir soldiers, and it clearly hadn’t been a particularly exciting chat.

The soldier himself looked a little disappointed to lose what he’d probably seen as a ‘shot’ with Ladon’s princess, but wisely he didn’t interfere with the obviously-urgent business of the Firebrand.

“Is something actually wrong, or were you just rescuing me from that dullard?” Melusine asked in a low voice once we were a fair distance away from said dullard.

“Actually wrong,” I admitted grimly, and I shot a furtive glance around to make sure no one would overhear us. “One of the dragonsblood, Demyan, tried to kill me in the gardens just now.”

“He what?” Melusine managed to keep her voice low, but her shocked tone still drew a curious glance from a passing noblewoman.

Sensibly, she decided to just continue on and mind her own business.

“He pulled a dagger on me, we fought, I won,” I reported, and I tried not to think of the terrible noise that had racked through my mind. “But the others will know. They’ll have heard the dragon song when he died. They’ll know he tried to kill me, and now that they’ve seen me walk back in, they’ll know he failed, and I killed him instead.”

“We have to find my mother,” the princess said at once. “If they’ll target you, they’ll target her.”

“I agree,” I said. “Do you have any idea where she went?”

“She was being dragged into another conversation with Lord Soren last I saw,” Melusine said, and she grimaced at the mention of the unpleasant man.

I glanced around quickly then, and I spied Soren’s blue-robed figure partway across the ballroom. He was in conversation with Kenina, who clearly didn’t want to be there, and one of the Brysir dragonsblood-- Calum, the large man Demyan had supposedly rescued me from.

He stood at Soren’s side as though a bodyguard, and maybe, given the direction events had taken this evening, he was. After a moment, he seemed to realize he was being watched, and he looked up only for his gaze to lock with mine.

Even from this distance, I could feel the heat in his glare, and the pure hatred in it confirmed that he knew Demyan had died, and I had lived.

And Calum intended to kill me for it.

“What do we do?” I asked Melusine as I continued staring at the man that looked like he wanted to charge at me right this instant. “Will this be enough to trigger war?”

“Brysir came under a banner of peace,” the princess said. “They clearly mean to start a war, if they fail to take out Ladon’s power structure entirely. But I don’t think they’ll make overt moves unless they’re forced right now, or unless they succeed in killing you, me, and my mother.”

“Where is she, anyway?” I muttered, and frustration began to give way to panic as I scanned the room again and still did not see her.

She, like Melusine, was dressed in silver, so she should have been relatively easy to find.

“We’ll find her quicker with more eyes,” I said, and I looped my arm through Melusine’s and steered her toward where Kenina was still stuck talking to Lord Soren.

Calum’s hatred was even more potent up close, and I could see Kenina had noticed it, even if she hadn’t directly called attention to it. Once she caught sight of Melusine and I approaching, she visibly relaxed and tried to move away from Soren.

“Apologies, my Lord, it seems my mistress has need of me,” she said politely, and she offered a quick curtsy and practically scampered away before we even got within ten feet of Soren and Calum.

“Firebrand,” the thin man said before we could turn away, and I knew in his tone that even if he could not hear the dragon song, he somehow knew, or had been told, what happened. “You look harried. Is everything quite alright?”

“Just fine, Lord Soren,” I said, and I forced a smile. “Just a private matter to attend to.”

Then we whisked Kenina away before any more not-so-subtle questions could be asked.

A few minutes later, Kenina pressed her hands to her mouth in utter shock when I told her what had happened.

“What?” she exclaimed in a hushed tone. “Right here? In front of all these people?”

“Well, in the gardens,” I said. “Someone will find his body soon, too, so we need to act fast. Do you know where Queen Adelinde is?”

“I haven’t seen her in a while,” Kenina confessed, and then she grimaced. “By the gods, do you think she’s being targeted, too?”

“It would make sense, if they came all this way to kill the royal family as well as the Firebrand,” Melusine told her companion gravely, and her expression was beginning to grow tense with worry. “Where did you last see Mother?”

“Speaking with Prince Nuallan,” Kenina said, and now she looked worried, too. “Oh, gods, do you think he’ll hurt her?”

“It seems unwise to have a prince directly do the dirty work,” I said. “But he could have easily lured her somewhere. We need to find her, and quickly.”

I still couldn’t help but think this was partly, if indirectly, my fault. As soon as Beithir and I had been spotted, it had been clear the Cataclysm held no more sway over Ladon, not anymore. There was no need to be cautious, to let Ladon continue to flourish independently.

After that, all Brysir had needed was a legitimate reason to get some of their own people on the inside, to take me and possibly the royal family out and ensure that Ladon remained defenseless. From there, Brysir could have swooped in and filled the power vacuum directly, or if they preferred, compel Adelinde to surrender and Melusine to marry Nuallan, or whoever would afford the most ‘legitimate’ link to Ladon being subsumed into Brysir’s territory-- and all the Heart mines thereof.

“Where’s Astarot? Can we see him?” Melusine then asked.

Kenina spotted the older man first, and he was chatting pleasantly to a few Ladon noblewomen. She rushed over to him, begged his pardon, and then hurried him back to where Melusine and I were standing.

His fury was truly that of a dragonsblood. Even with his dragon, Cekula, dead, her temper still echoed within him, because his eyes flashed dangerously as we explained what had happened.

“You two stay here, in case you see the queen, and so we have someone keeping an eye on Soren and the dragonsblood,” I instructed both Kenina and the older man. “Melusine and I will check the side corridors, in case Nuallan lured her away somewhere.

“Understood,” Astarot said, and Kenina nodded solemnly.

She looked very like her sister, Ailith, in that moment, and I wondered what she would make of this story, if Kenina and Ladon lived long enough to tell it.

Melusine, of course, knew the palace a lot better than I did, and she quickly led me down a side hallway I’d never been in before. It was narrower and less grand than a lot of the palace’s corridors, but it was also entirely deserted.

“Servants’ passages are built into the very foundations of the palace,” the princess explained to me as we hurried along. “They’re also intended as escape routes for the royal family, should the palace be invaded. Only the royal family and very trusted servants are supposed to know about them, in case an assassin ever used them to infiltrate the place.”

“Well, your secret is safe with me,” I joked, in a vague attempt to lighten the mood, but neither of us laughed.

We were spat out at the end of a familiar hallway, which at this moment in time, was empty, so no one saw Melusine push forward an impressive marble statue of one of Ladon’s past rulers to reveal the exit from the servants’ passage.

With my help, she pushed it back into place, just as we heard loud laughter. Unsure of whether it was friend or foe, whether it would be wise to let even an ally from Ladon in on what we were doing in case it caused a panic, both Melusine and I dove into the alcove behind the statue, which was a lot narrower now that we’d closed the passage entrance.

It was so narrow, in fact, that we were practically pressed together chest to chest. I could feel her hair tickling my nose and smell the sweet perfume she’d donned for the evening. Something lightly floral, like wildflowers. Something free, like the sensation of rolling hills and endless, explorable terrain.

I hadn’t been this close to her outside of a sparring match, and there was something different about it, now that she was dressed in all her finery, but the way she almost glowed with determination remained constant.

Neither of us so much as dared breathe as we heard the laughter get closer. I relaxed fractionally when I realized both voices were unmistakably women, but I tensed again as it became clear they were coming right toward us.

Melusine was tense enough that I could almost feel her vibrating. We both peered out from the narrow gap between the statue’s plinth and the back of the alcove as two women came into view from down the hallway, with their arms intertwined and their faces flushed from having drunk too much.

One of them, a woman with dark red hair and fair skin, leaned over to whisper something in the other one’s ear. The second woman, who had copper skin and dark brown hair, laughed behind her hand and then turned to kiss the red-haired woman’s cheek.

A moment later, the pair of them were kissing passionately on the other side of the hallway.

I stared and was unable to believe the ludicrous situation Melusine and I were suddenly in. We were pinned down by a pair of women too drunk and too focused on one another to see us, and yet if we revealed ourselves, it would be at minimum embarrassing, and at worst, would trigger a panic across the palace as the guests realized Brysir was here to enact a coup.

I silently begged the two women to move along, to decide the middle of a random hallway was not a suitable place for a drunken affair, so Melusine and I could continue our search for Adelinde.

After what felt like an eternity, the dark-haired woman, who’d had the red-haired woman pinned against the wall, pulled away and took the redhead by the hand. Then, while still giggling together, they hurried off down the hall, presumably in search of a more suitable locale for their tryst.

Only once the sounds of their laughter faded from the hallway did Melusine and I dare relax.

We extricated ourselves from the alcove and brushed ourselves down, and I looked over at Melusine, who was shaking her head exasperatedly.

“Of all the timing in the world,” she muttered.

She didn’t seem the slightest bit surprised to have seen two women romantically entangled, which suggested to me it was entirely normal in Tanit.

Or, at the very least, it was normal in Ladon, where there had been no men for five years.

“There are only so many sitting rooms down this hallway,” the princess then told me. “We’ll check them, and if she isn’t here, Nuallan must have brought her beyond the part of the palace set aside for the guests.”

“Would he have been allowed to do that?” I asked. “Would the household guard have let him?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean he couldn’t have forced his way past them,” Melusine answered with a nervous look. “Or had someone else do it for him.”

I swallowed hard and steeled myself.

We had to be quick.

There were four sitting rooms along this hallway. The first two were empty, and the third was locked and-- from the sounds coming from behind the door-- occupied exclusively by the two women we’d seen a moment earlier.

The fourth was unlocked, but the door strangely jammed before it could open. Melusine looked at me, and I at her, and we both jumped into action. I grabbed the handle and shoved my shoulder hard against the door, and I forced it open with a grunt.

Inside, lying on a chaise longue, either asleep or unconscious, was Queen Adelinde.

And across the room stood a masked man reeling from how I’d forced the door open against him, and he held a vicious-looking dagger in his hand.
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Chapter 13

I didn’t stop to think, I just reacted and hurled myself at the armed, masked stranger.

My aim was true, and my reaction was fast enough to catch him off guard. I silently thanked Melusine and Kenina for all their training as I made contact with the man’s torso and tackled him bodily to the floor.

The dagger fell with a tinny clink, and from the corner of my eye, I saw a swirl of silver silk as Melusine darted forward and snatched it up before this would-be assassin could take it and plunge it into my heart or something.

“Idiot!” the masked man snarled as he struggled against me.

Unfortunately for him, I’d managed to straddle his torso, so my body weight was keeping him pinned down. He bucked his hips and kicked his legs out behind me like a toddler throwing a tantrum, but I ignored all that as I grappled with his flailing arms.

I grabbed his wrists, and I attempted to pin them above his head, but when he kept yanking away, I finally got fed up, wrapped my hand around two of his fingers, and yanked them back until I heard the bones snap like dry kindling.

The assassin howled with pain and rage, though I couldn’t see his expression due to the mask he wore.

It was not dissimilar to the masks Ailith, Dalka, and the other women who patrolled Ladon’s border wore. It was made of the same kind of lacquered wood, but this one wasn’t carved with the scaly ridges of a dragon’s head. It was pointier, smoother, and after a moment, I realized it was meant to look like a fox. The eye slits were narrower and seemed to have been backed with some kind of cloth that prevented me from seeing the man’s eyes.

“I’m-- the-- idiot?” I asked, and every word was an effort as we grappled back and forth across the floor. “Coming in and-- trying to-- murder the queen?”

The fox-masked assassin did not give an answer to that one. Instead, he violently arched his whole body off the floor to throw me off balance, and when I let go of one of his arms to catch myself, his non-broken hand darted down into a hidden pocket in his clothing.

Before I could process what he was doing, and wonder if he had a second nasty-looking knife stowed somewhere, his hand flashed back into view, and I felt something gritty being flung into my eyes

“Ugh!” I heard Melusine’s voice cry out in surprise and pain, and I knew she, too, had this stinging powder in her face.

I reared back on reflex, but then I blindly lunged forward to trap the man again before he fled. My fingers brushed the rough material of his clothes, but they slipped through my grip before I could latch on. Then a boot roughly collided with my side, and the breath whooshed from my lungs with a grunt as I rolled off to the left.

I tried to open my eyes, but it just hurt too much. It felt like I’d been pepper sprayed or dunked my face into a vat of hot sauce. I groped around blindly as I listened to shuffling noises from the assassin, whose eyes were protected by that mask, and I could hear him move around the room.

I kept my arms cradled around my head in case he tried to kick me again, but it seemed he didn’t care about me any more now that he’d gotten free.

At the very least, I didn’t hear the horrible, soft, puncturing noise that would have meant a knife piercing flesh, and Melusine was coughing, not crying out in agony over being stabbed.

But when the pain finally subsided a degree, and I was able to open my eyes once again, the fox-masked assassin had vanished, and it was just Melusine and I blinking our reddened eyes, with no sense of where the man had gone.

“Mother!” Melusine rasped as she abandoned trying to wipe off her face, and she flung down the ugly, jagged dagger and rushed to kneel beside the chaise lounge, on top of which Queen Adelinde still laid utterly unconscious.

My eyes were still stinging and irritated, but I watched as Melusine took her mother’s hand between both of her own and pressed it to her cheek.

“Mother,” she said again, and now tears began to well in her bloodshot, golden eyes. She winced, presumably as whatever powder we’d had flung at us was re-activated, but hopefully the tears would wash it away.

Adelinde’s face was limp. I would have been worried, except she was still breathing and seemed to have healthy color in her cheeks, and this looked for all the world like an ordinary sleep, if not for the fact she seemed impossible to wake.

“Could this be magic?” I coughed as I went to kneel down beside the princess.

Gently, I placed one arm around her shoulder in an attempt to comfort her without inserting myself too much into this moment of family concern.

“I don’t know, possibly, but I’m not a trained sorcerer,” Melusine admitted, and her expression was desperate as she gazed at her sleeping mother. “Oh, gods. What did he do to you?”

“We’ll find out,” I promised as I cleared my raw throat. “The palace is crawling with guards, and the important thing is he didn’t hurt either you or your mother.”

Well, beyond the burning pocket-sand, but I’d take that over a stab wound any day.

“Or you,” Melusine said, and when she turned to look at me, her eyes, though still red, seemed even more golden and luminous in the dim light of this room. “We’re just as doomed if he took you away from us.”

“That’s never going to happen,” I told her firmly, and she weakly smiled at me despite her fear.

Then she turned back to her mother, and that worried furrow appeared between her eyebrows again.

“Please, wake up, Mother,” she implored softly.

“I should go get someone,” I said as I glanced toward the still-open door and got to my feet.

“No, you can’t,” she said as she turned to me with wide, panicked eyes. “What if he comes back? Or what if he attacks you in the hallway when no one else is there?”

“We can’t stay here,” I reasoned with her. “No one knows exactly where we are. We need to find Kenina and Astarot, or some guards. Someone who can raise the alarm.”

“Is that such a good idea, though?” the princess asked, and she swallowed thickly. “I mean… it’s not as though he was just some… chance interloper.”

A chill ran through me as I realized what she was suggesting. The Brysir delegation hadn’t been simply infiltrated by a random third party. That man had been deliberately brought along, planted even, by Brysir, for the express purpose of murdering Adelinde.

“You said Demyan attacked you,” Melusine continued, and she gently let go of her mother’s hand, stood, and turned to face me.

Her eyes were bright with tears and worry, and she raised a hand to cup my cheek. Her palm was warm, and despite everything happening around us, I found I just wanted to lean into her touch.

“This can’t be a coincidence,” she went on. “Attacking my mother at the same time? They mean to destabilize Ladon, cripple it by removing the royal family and the Firebrand in one fell swoop.”

“I don’t disagree,” I said. “But what good does it do, for us, if we keep it quiet? They plan to kill us anyway. We might as well put people on high alert.”

“But if we do that, what’s to stop them from killing anyone and everyone?” Melusine pressed. “They’ll do away with subtlety, and they’ll kill whoever they need to in order to get to us. To hurt Ladon in any way they can.”

New tears welled in her reddened eyes. These ones, at least, didn’t seem to sting, which implied the powder had indeed been washed away.

“Kenina…” she whispered. “She’s never done anything but serve me loyally. She’s more than a best friend, more than a sister. And if they killed her…”

She pressed her free hand to her mouth as she was suddenly overcome with emotion.

“She could survive this, even if I and my mother didn’t,” Melusine continued tearfully. “Her and Astarot and all the guests. They pose no threat. Their ignorance is all that keeps them safe.”

“Is it safety, though?” I asked. “To not know that the people by your side mean to destroy your home? Your culture? You’ve seen Kenina fight, Melusine. And I’m sure Astarot, too, knows his way around a sword. Don’t discount them.”

“I’m not discounting them,” she insisted with a frown. “I want to protect them.”

“Of course you do,” I said, and I raised both my hands and pressed lightly on her shoulders. “That’s all you and your mother have ever strived to do. But they’re not helpless, and Ladon is as much their home as it is yours. The burden of protection is not yours alone to bear.”

Because this, I realized, was just an extension of the fears she’d expressed to me at the start of the night, when she’d entered my chambers and offered me the Firebrand pin. As Crown Princess, as Ladon’s Heir, Melusine had come to believe it was her responsibility and hers alone to protect Ladon.

Training me, contemplating marrying Nuallan, even her initial refusal of it. All of it was to protect Ladon and the lives and livelihoods of its people, which seemed to be at odds with each other, because one was so much easier to protect if the other was sacrificed.

“I’m tired of fighting, Liam,” Melusine said in a small voice. “I’m tired of struggling to just… live as I want to. Ladon… it’s not the business of any of those other regions. Ladon is my home, my land, my culture. We were here first. They don’t get to… to foist their beliefs on us, just because they’re larger, or they have more powerful allies. I’m… just so tired.”

“I know,” I murmured as I gently squeezed her shoulders. “I don’t blame you. And I wish, I wish I could just take it all away. One day, though, I know we’ll be able to rest. You and your mother will have peace. And that day will come more easily if you let us raise the alarm. He’ll be easier to catch if people know they have to watch out for--”

I broke off suddenly as something in the corner of my eye glittered. I spun around, since I was expecting another knife in the back, but then I frowned and slowly pulled away from Melusine.

“Liam?” she asked in a worried tone. “Liam, what’s wrong?”

“I… saw something…” I muttered, and I crouched down and shifted my head back and forth to recreate whatever reflection of light had caused the glitter.

After a moment, I saw it again and zeroed in on what turned out to be a tiny crystal vial with a cork stopper.

I carefully picked it up and looked at the handful of candles in the lit chandelier above. They weren’t enough to truly illuminate the room, but when I held the vial up, I could see it was filled with a dark, reddish liquid.

Somehow, I knew it wasn’t blood, even before I unstoppered it to take a tentative sniff. It was tinted slightly purple, more like wine.

“Careful,” Melusine whispered. “It’s probably poison.”

Whatever it was, it smelled both sickly-sweet and unpleasantly sharp, like partially-fermented berries. I didn’t immediately start swooning or vomiting, though, so I held it out to Melusine, who carefully smelled it and then reared back.

“Belladonna,” she said at once. “I was right, it’s incredibly poisonous.”

That explained why the assassin hadn’t simply stabbed Adelinde while Melusine and I had been incapacitated by the stinging powder in our eyes. That dagger, I realized, had not been meant for the queen. It had been a means to defend himself when he’d heard someone trying to force their way into this room and disturb his grisly task.

As I considered how Adelinde’s death had been planned, I thought back to what Melusine had told me of the Queen of Imugi wasting away from a strange illness, which ultimately led to an unstable region when she died. It was unstable enough that Brysir and Ormar had swept it and divided it up among themselves.

I wondered now if that had really just been a run of bad luck.

I did find it interesting, though, that Brysir was seemingly fine with murdering me outright but then turned to subterfuge when it came to Adelinde’s assassination. Why the different methods? Maybe they were hoping for some kind of “accident” or “illness” to claim Adelinde’s life in the hopes of a more peaceful transition of power, but I was just some unknown Firebrand, so my death wouldn’t have caused the same outrage in Ladon’s people. I guess it didn’t matter, their goals had been the same, but it still made me wonder all the same.

“Thank the gods we got here in time,” Melusine said, and she pushed the vial away from herself. “Stopper it. I’m worried we might accidentally swallow some or something.”

It wasn’t an especially rational fear, given how difficult it was to swallow something by accident, but I understood the impulse, and Melusine was stressed enough with her mother’s incapacitation without me arbitrarily arguing with her.

I replaced the cork as tight as it would go and slipped the deceptively-innocuous vial into my pocket, just as I heard a rustling noise and looked over to the chaise lounge to see Queen Adelinde groggily opening her eyes.

“Mel… Melusine…?” she asked slowly.

Her words were slurred and thick, like her mouth was dry. No doubt she’d been drugged. Perhaps this had even been part of the plan, and the assassin had played the part of a dutiful guest helping his host find somewhere to lie down after over-indulging.

“Mother!” the princess cried out, and she immediately rushed to Adelinde’s side. “Don’t stand up, not yet. You look unsteady.”

“I feel it,” Adelinde groaned as her daughter helped her into a sitting position. Then she pressed her free hand to her head and grimaced. “By the gods… What happened? I don’t remember drinking much at all…”

“You were drugged, my Queen,” I said frankly, and Adelinde snapped her head up to gape at me.

“I… was?” she asked blankly. “But I… I don’t remember… I…”

“Brysir seems to have been planning some kind of attack,” I explained, and my tone was both firm and gentle. If I knew one thing about Queen Adelinde, she liked things straight-up, and she would consider time to be of the essence. “One of their dragonsblood, Demyan, attacked and tried to kill me. At the same time, it seems someone slipped something into your drink. Melusine and I, we…”

“We found an assassin in here with you,” the princess interjected fearfully. She had settled beside her mother and seemed caught between supporting her dazed mother and falling into her arms and weeping. “H-He was going to poison you. We found belladonna.”

“Belladonna?” Adelinde asked, and she grimaced again. “An unpleasant fate. Thank you both, I… I had no idea we would be so at risk here.”

“Brysir came under the banner of allies and friends,” I said darkly. “This is subterfuge, my Queen. They mean to destabilize Ladon and take it for themselves.”

“Are you sure?” Adelinde asked as she looked up at me. Her eyes were a little clearer now, and she frowned. “It could be possible, after all, that they were simply infiltrated.”

“If it had just been one attack, I might have believed you, my Queen,” I told her frankly. “But two is more than a coincidence. This is a coordinated attack. On you and on Ladon.”

Adelinde’s frown deepened, and I knew she couldn’t find a reasonable refutation to my point.

“Such coincidences are rare,” she agreed in a grim tone. “Yet I had hoped Brysir would be sincerely open to some kind of alliance. I’d hoped Tanit was beginning to see the pointlessness of such fighting. Odd. I hadn’t expected to still experience naivete.”

“They abused your goodwill, my Queen,” I said.

Just saying it aloud was enough to get my blood boiling. Now that the immediate danger of the assassin had passed, fury was taking concern’s place. I was pissed over how blatantly they’d flaunted their betrayal, over how easily they had cast aside the laws and traditions of hospitality.

The queen’s expression had also darkened. I could see anger in her face, too, but also a hint of self-disgust. She was appalled at herself for practically rolling out the red carpet for these people, but I was adamant none of it was her fault. Asking for peace had been Ladon’s only real option, and it had been flung back in her face with a vial of poison.

“What’s important is that you are safe,” Adelinde said to Melusine, and she gently stroked her daughter’s tear-stained cheeks. “You are the Heir. You are Ladon’s future. I do not matter as much as you do.”

“You do,” the princess insisted at once. “If you die, they would just marry me off to whoever they wanted to.”

“As if you would simply let them,” Adelinde scoffed with a wry smile. “You count yourself too little, Melusine. Ladon rests on all our shoulders, all three of us. It rests on the shoulders of her people, too, every last one. But you are the keystone. You are the future.”

I knew Adelinde meant well, but all I could hear was the same sentiment Melusine had expressed to me only minutes before. The idea that she alone had to bear the burden of protecting Ladon.

The best I could do was help her.

“We need to get you both somewhere safe,” I advised them as I glanced toward the door again. “I’ll go get help.”

“No,” Melusine said, and her expression quickly hardened with resolve. “I’ll go.”

“Absolutely not!” Adelinde immediately protested.

“I know the palace better than Liam, Mother,” the princess argued. “And you’re too weak to move fast right now. I’ll be quick, I promise. And if something bad happens, I’ll scream loud enough to shatter the windows.”

Adelinde looked physically pained at the idea of letting her daughter go somewhere alone, now of all times, but I could see she knew Melusine was right. And I needed to stay here to guard Adelinde, in case the assassin, or another one, came back to try again.

“Be safe,” she finally said to her daughter, and as she clasped one of Melusine’s hands between both of her own, her voice cracked like her heart was shattering before her very eyes.

Melusine nodded solemnly, stood up, and then slipped out of the door, as silent as a wraith.

Adelinde then looked at me, and her purple eyes were dark with worry and fear.

I couldn’t imagine what she was feeling right now. I didn’t have kids. But it was clear just how terrified she was, not just now, but in everything Melusine did. She’d put all her love into her child, given her the best she could offer, and yet there was still nothing she could do to protect Melusine forever. There would always be the danger of being a princess, and there would always be the cruelty of random tragedy.

Even if this particular tragedy was anything but random.

“Promise me you will keep her safe,” Adelinde murmured as she stared deeply into my eyes.

“Of course, my Queen,” I swore at once. “Of course.”

“I mean it,” she insisted, and she reached out to grip my shoulder. Despite the drugs, despite her age, her grip was strong and sure. “I can see you care for her. And she for you. Protect her, above everything else. Above me. I am queen now, yes, but Melusine is Heir. If she dies, I fear Ladon may be doomed.”

“I promise,” I vowed. “I would never let anything happen to her.”

“I know you wouldn’t,” Adelinde said, and her smile was sad. “Nor would I. But that doesn’t mean nothing will.”

Unfortunately, I knew she was right, and the knowledge that even I, with a dragon at my back, could not defend Melusine from any and all possibilities sat uncomfortably within my chest.

Maybe this was a fraction of how it felt to be a parent watching your child grow up.

Melusine, thankfully, returned only moments later, with Astarot in tow. In a moment of startling lack of decorum, the moment the older man saw Adelinde, he rushed forward, gathered her into his arms, and hugged her tight.

“Thank the gods!” he breathed as Adelinde gingerly raised her arms to hug him back.

Once she did, though, her embrace was as warm and sincere as his.

After a long moment, Astarot pulled back but kept his hands on Adelinde’s shoulders, and he looked her up and down.

“When Princess Melusine came…” he muttered. “I mean, Liam had already mentioned his own attack… I feared the worst, my Queen. I’m so sorry.”

“No apologies necessary, Astarot,” Adelinde assured him with a kind, tired smile. “You have always served my family and Ladon with the utmost fidelity.”

“Did you inform any guards?” I asked as I turned to Melusine.

“Only a handful,” she said. “If I told everyone, there would be chaos. People are already getting nervous. And if we can catch the Brysir delegation off guard, we have a better chance at catching all of them.”

I pursed my lips. What if the assassin managed to slip past some guards because they didn’t know to look out for someone?

“I know you wanted otherwise, Liam, but I believe the princess is right,” Astarot agreed in a grave voice. “There are too many dragons here to risk an outright conflict. Brysir has four, we only have you and Beithir.”

At the mention of her name, I pressed the Dragon’s Heart crystal to my chest through my uniform and extended myself down along the length of the connection she and I shared. Not to summon her, just to check in and make sure she was safe and unhurt.

She was worried, for me and the others, because she could feel echoes of my emotions just as I could feel hers, but she was so far unharmed. Still, I could feel how ready she was to fly into action at a moment’s notice.

I hoped it wouldn’t come to that, in such a crowded space, but I also knew it wouldn’t really be my choice.

“The assassin was a man, anyway,” Melusine added. “The guards will be suspicious to find a man running around the palace without escort or permission. I trust their judgement.”

“We should have trusted yours from the start, Princess,” Astarot then growled. “That bastard prince… It would seem he and his ilk are completely without scruples.”

I realized with a jolt what had so far skated past my notice.

“Nuallan will know I killed Demyan as well,” I said. “He’s dragonsblood. He’ll have heard the grief song.”

“Gods, you’re right,” Astarot groaned.

“Do you think that means the entire Brysir delegation will already be suspicious?” Melusine asked.

“Not necessarily,” Adelinde interjected. “My death is still unconfirmed. The assassin could not have contacted them in the middle of a crowded room, full of witnesses. They will be waiting for news of my assassination to be either a success or failure. Until then, they will most likely hold off.”

“So, we need to keep you hidden for now, my Queen,” Astarot said.

“And we need to find Nuallan,” I added darkly. “He’s their prince. He’s the one who could strongarm Melusine into marrying him if the assassination had worked. He’s the one who’ll know all the details.”

After our fight with Rymand, I’d been so sure that Nuallan meant Ladon no harm. He’d risked his life, and even Sarkany’s, to fight alongside me instead of against me.

But perhaps he was just a much better actor than I’d expected.

“They must have been planning this for months, maybe years,” Melusine said as her face twisted with bitterness. “They were ready to go the moment they learned dragonsblood could safely enter Ladon.”

“Their mistake,” I growled and clenched my fists. “But if we have Nuallan, maybe we can use him as a bargaining chip, too. They won’t attack if we have their prince hostage.”

“Hopefully,” Astarot remarked with a frown. “He was in the ballroom last I saw. What do you suggest?”

“The ballroom is too public,” Melusine said as she shook her head. “We need him somewhere quieter. In here, ideally.”

“Do you think you could safely lure him here?” I asked.

“What?” Adelinde demanded. “No--”

“He’s right, Mother,” the princess cut her off. “Nuallan has been trying to woo me for over a week. He’ll be too pleased to see it’s finally working to worry about whether it’s sincere.”

“Are you sure about that?” the queen pressed. “Would you bet your life?”

“Sooner mine than yours!” Melusine insisted, and Adelinde made a noise somewhere between appalled and terrified.

But before she could protest, reach out, or even forbid Melusine to go, the princess spun on her heel and marched out the door.

“Go after her!” Adelinde ordered as she looked at me sharply. “Stop her, now!”

“I won’t stop her,” I said. “But I will watch her.”

I slipped out not far behind Melusine, and I saw her cast a glance back over her shoulder as she heard someone else exit the room.

“My mother worries too much,” she sighed when I caught up to her.

“From her perspective, she worries the perfect amount,” I pointed out as I fell into step with the princess. “She loves you.”

“I know,” Melusine muttered. “And I love her, too, but… I’m not a little girl anymore. At some point, if I’m to be queen, I have to start taking my own risks.”

“I won’t try to stop you,” I said. “But don’t begrudge me for keeping an eye from a middle distance, okay?”

“I suppose a queen should keep her Firebrand close,” she admitted with a smile caught halfway between fond and wry. Then she sobered a little. “What are your parents like?”

“No idea, I never knew them,” I answered simply.

“What?” Melusine blinked at me.

“I grew up in the foster-- uh, I mean I’m an orphan,” I clarified, because I wasn’t sure Tanit had a foster system.

“Oh, Liam,” she said, and she placed a hand on my arm. “I’m so sorry, I had no idea.”

“It’s alright.” I shrugged as we continued down the hall. “You can’t really miss something you never had. And the people who ended up looking after me were perfectly nice.”

“Perfectly nice isn’t the same as a family, though,” Melusine murmured, and her golden eyes were sad. “You grew up without feeling like you were loved. Without knowing you ought to be cherished.”

I wanted to grin and make a little joke to ease her concern, but the words hit harder than I expected them to. They burrowed deep inside me with a stinging feeling like a nettle around my heart, and I felt my breath hitch.

“You are an amazing man, Liam,” the princess continued in a voice that left no room for argument. “Not because you are dragonsblood, not for a quirk of your birth, but your character. You are kind and loyal. You stand up for what you believe in, and you wish to help those who need it. You are absolutely worthy of love, and you absolutely ought to be cherished.”

I was stunned. There was no other word for it. Never in my life had I ever heard anything quite like this and, frankly? I had no response.

I had even less of a response when Melusine suddenly leaned forward and kissed me.

It was a quick thing, just a press of her lips to mine, but they were soft and warm, and despite my shock and the feeling like she’d cracked open my heart with barely any effort, I knew I wanted to feel it again, and again, and again.

“You…” I breathed as she pulled away. “You’re…”

Incredible. Amazing. Wonderful. Beyond anything I could have ever dared dream.

“… supposed to be finding Nuallan,” I finished lamely.

Melusine blinked at me, and she seemed to suddenly remember what was happening and where we were. It was like watching someone hurriedly shove all their things into a suitcase and pack them away for later. Suddenly, her face was clear, her expression determined, and all her emotions were seemingly locked away.

“I’m going to observe from the servants’ passage,” I said before the silence got too awkward, and I nodded to the concealed corridor just on the other side of the wall. “You take him the regular way, and I’ll jump in if he gets aggressive.”

“Sounds good,” the princess agreed, but before she turned to venture back into the ballroom, I caught her hand and squeezed it once before letting go.

Nuallan wasn’t all that difficult to spot inside the hall, given he was in a midnight-blue cloak that had been embroidered with an elaborate pattern of swirling clouds. It was a beautiful piece of craftsmanship and a step above the plain wool cloaks of the remaining three Brysir dragonsblood.

It was obvious from their expressions that they suspected something was afoot, but just as Adelinde had said, they were clearly debating how to move forward, and their decision was likely contingent on whether the queen had been successfully assassinated.

I watched from a tiny slit in the wall that was hidden by an intricate carved pillar. All but the most discerning eyes would just see another ordinary recess in the pattern of the stone.

Melusine floated over to Nuallan and the other dragonsblood, and she was still mostly herself but with an unmistakable air of flirtation.

Good. Too much too soon, and Nuallan would get wise to the sudden shift in her behavior. It helped that she’d swiped up an empty glass from a passing server’s tray, to make it look like she’d been drinking a bit too much.

I couldn’t hear what the princess had said, but in response, Nuallan stared at her and then glanced at the other three dragonsblood. He seemed to be debating something, and my guess would’ve been that sticking close to Melusine while they were confirming Adelinde’s death would be a good idea. Whatever happened, he could hold her hostage until they needed something from her.

I felt a dark smile spread across my face. If only he knew the exact opposite was going to happen.

Melusine managed to extricate the Prince of Brysir with minimal effort and led him away, out of the hall and down the corridor. I followed from the servants’ entrance but paused at the exit from the passage, behind the statue. I heard Melusine and Nuallan as they passed, and she was putting on a good show of giggling coquettishly at something he’d said. Once they’d passed my location, I carefully slipped out of my hiding spot, pushed the statue back into place, and slipped into the sitting room moments after they did.

In the few seconds between their entrance and mine, the room had descended into chaos. Astarot had Nuallan pinned against a wall with a hand over the prince’s mouth, and Melusine was standing protectively over Adelinde. The princess had evidently slipped a hand into the prince’s pockets, too, because she was holding Nuallan’s Dragon’s Heart crystal in one hand.

“How long have you been planning this?” Astarot demanded of Nuallan, and his voice was a furious hiss. “Who else were you planning to kill?”

Nuallan’s eyes bulged above Astarot’s hand, but he didn’t answer, so the former dragonsblood shook him and angrily repeated his question.

“Astarot,” I said, and when the older man turned to look at me, I waved him back. “He can’t answer if you’re covering his mouth.”

“He can’t shout, either,” the man grumbled, and he turned back to glare at the prince.

“We aren’t going to hurt you if you just answer honestly,” I said as I met Nuallan’s wide gray eyes.

I could see the fear in them as his gaze darted around and took in each of us. He studied the abject fury on Melusine and Astarot’s faces, the cold detachment on Adelinde’s, and the grim curiosity on mine.

“Guard the door, Astarot, so he can’t get out,” I said calmly.

The older man backed off from the prince to do just that, but the second his hand left Nuallan’s face, the prince opened his mouth wide.

“HELP--” he began, but I surged forward, grabbed him by the lapels, and shoved him back against the wall with enough force to knock the air from his lungs.

“You don’t get to shout for help,” I snarled quietly. “Not after what you’ve done tonight.”

“What I’ve done?” Nuallan demanded with outrage. “We found Demyan’s body, you traitor. Is this what Ladon has come to? Spitting in the face of hospitality?”

“Lord Soren slipped something into my drink,” Adelinde interjected in a voice as cold and sharp as ice. “I awoke in this room, with my daughter and my Firebrand telling me a masked assassin had intended to poison me with belladonna. Am I to believe Brysir had nothing to do with that?”

“Soren?” Nuallan asked as his face went slack with shock. “What are you…? No, he would never!”

Grim silence was our only response, and the prince snapped his head back around to glare at me.

“You gutted Demyan like some blasted animal,” he spat. “Don’t try to turn this back on me. Brysir came here in the name of peace, and you threw it back in our faces!”

“Me?” I scowled. “Demyan attacked me! He drew his blade first, I just acted in self-defense.”

“A likely story,” Nuallan scoffed.

He had wrapped his hands around my wrists now and was trying to pull my hands off him, but I wasn’t budging.

“See for yourself,” I snapped. “Demyan’s blade was drawn, too. He attacked me. And when I came to tell the others, we found one of your delegation had drugged the queen to make her pliable enough to be assassinated!”

My chest was left heaving after my outburst, but then I saw it. Just the tiniest flicker in Nuallan’s expression. If I hadn’t been only a few inches from his face, I might have missed it.

But there was doubt in his eyes now. Just the barest hint of it. He was sincerely worrying whether we were speaking the truth, whether this was all, from his perspective, a gross miscalculation.

“Gods…” he muttered after a long moment, and he stared at me, then at Melusine, then at Adelinde. “You… you’re not lying, are you? Any of you?”

“Enough of your games, traitor,” Astarot snarled.

“There are no games!” Nuallan insisted. “I-I had no idea of any of this! Are… are you sure it was Demyan?”

“You tell me,” I said grimly. “Whose body did you find in the gardens?”

Nuallan flinched and seemed irritated by how glib I was being, but seeing as it had been an unprovoked attempt on my life, I reckoned I was permitted some glibness.

“The delegation must have been infiltrated somehow,” he argued. “Did you see this assassin’s face?”

“He wore a fox mask,” Melusine said in a voice as cold as a blizzard. “But it doesn’t matter. Demyan was one of yours. Or do you expect us to believe it was a coincidence?”

“I…” Nuallan started but then faltered, because he knew as well as I did that there was no way this could be a coincidence. “This cannot be Brysir’s fault. It had to be Ormar or-- or Keshki! They must have wanted to destabilize things, so they sent in the assassin and perhaps even bribed Demyan.”

It was almost sad to see how desperate he was to push this away. He would rather suggest that Demyan could have been bought by another kingdom, over the realization it had been his own.

Assuming this wasn’t just another elaborate charade from the Prince of Brysir.

“Everyone’s papers were thoroughly checked when they entered Aitvaras,” Adelinde chimed in, and she sounded so calm in the wake of the prince’s freakout. “There was no mistake. No infiltration.”

Nuallan opened his mouth as if to protest again, but then he slumped in defeat. I eyed him slowly for signs of deception, but to my eyes, this was sincere devastation.

Slowly, I relaxed my grip on the prince’s lapels.

“Are you interested in speaking plainly now?” I asked, and when he looked up at me, his dark gray eyes were an inscrutable tempest of warring emotions.

Then he surged forward, past me, and directly toward Adelinde.
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I flinched and spun around to grab him, but Nuallan just fell to his knees at Adelinde’s feet.

“I want to make this right,” he insisted as he clasped his hands and bowed his head. “Your Majesty, I swear to you, upon my life, upon Sarkany’s life, I had no part of whatever plot is afoot. I sincerely want to avoid war and bloodshed between our regions. Just-- give me the chance to prove myself.”

“What have you possibly done to earn that chance?” Astarot scoffed, but Adelinde raised a hand to gently silence the older man and peered down at the prince.

Even here, still a bit dazed and disheveled and perched on a chaise lounge instead of a throne, she had an undeniable regal countenance. The sort of thing that only came from knowing you had been born to such a role.

“I believe in second chances, Prince Nuallan,” she said after a long moment. “But not in third. You shall have your chance to prove yourself, because I intend to confront my would-be murderers and hear what other foul acts of treachery they had planned.

Nuallan gaped up at her, and I couldn’t tell if he was relieved to have been spared or terrified at the idea of facing the people he had, only moments ago, considered his allies.

I was also a little hesitant about this idea, just because you never knew what an animal would do when you cornered it, and Brysir still had three dragons at their disposal.

But there was such stony conviction on the queen’s face that I knew it would only waste time to try and protest. So, instead, I just touched the Dragon’s Heart crystal in my chest pocket and told Beithir to be ready for anything.

My dragon’s resolve flowed through me a moment later, and I felt a little better knowing I had her at my back.

Adelinde rose to her feet but was still a little unsteady, so Melusine supported her by intertwining their arms.

Then we all left the little sitting room and made our way back to the ballroom, which was swarming with nervous nobles as more and more people realized the queen, prince, and princess had all vanished.

“Citizens!” Adelinde called out when we arrived, and she raised her free hand to call for attention and silence.

She received both at once.

“I regret the circumstances under which I have to ask this,” the queen continued, “but I require you all to leave the palace and return to your homes.”

I expected resistance. Someone calling out why, or an outright refusal. But there was nothing, aside from snippets of hushed, nervous chatter as people tried to figure out what was going on.

For a moment, I was confused as to why she was getting rid of people who could prove useful witnesses, but then I realized Adelinde was also removing as many civilians as possible from the premises.

Did she expect this to turn violent? With five dragonsblood in play, it was anyone’s guess.

The only person not of the Brysir delegation who remained in the room was Kenina, who quickly rushed to stand on Adelinde’s other side. As the last of the guests filtered out, two-dozen household guards in Ladon colors swarmed in and formed a large circle around everyone else in the room.

“My Queen,” Soren said in that slimy tone of his, and he stepped forward and bowed. “Forgive me, but what is the reason for this… change in schedule?”

“Why, you, of course, Lord Soren,” Adelinde answered with a terse smile. She was visibly fatigued and struggling to stay upright without Melusine’s support, but even so, power flowed from her. “I wanted to inquire about what, exactly, you slipped into my drink earlier, and why, exactly, you felt the need to send a masked man into my room armed with belladonna.”

To punctuate the queen’s sentence, I reached into my pocket, pulled out the vial, and pinched it between my thumb and forefinger. It glittered in the candlelight almost cheekily.

“Then, of course,” Adelinde continued. “There is the fact one of your dragonsblood, Demyan, attempted to murder my Firebrand in the palace gardens.”

“What?” Soren demanded, and he turned to Nuallan sharply. “My Prince! You tolerate this slander?”

“It’s not slander if it’s true, Soren,” Nuallan retorted, and he glared at his advisor. “But if you have evidence of your innocence, I suggest you present it now.”

“Well-- But-- Poison is a woman’s weapon!” Soren spluttered. “If you want to find the culprit, my Queen, perhaps you should look within the bounds of your own kingdom.”

“Queendom,” I corrected. “And even if that was the case, how does that explain Demyan?”

“True,” Nuallan agreed, and he turned back to Soren, the three remaining dragonsblood, and the Brysir guards.

They’d been forced to divest themselves of any weapons before entering the ballroom, but they still looked menacing.

And now I knew why Brysir had sent eight guards-- or seven guards and a killer in disguise-- instead of, say, eight dignitaries and negotiators who knew strategy and contracts and compromise.

“Demyan was an honorable man, and this… swine is besmirching his memory!” Soren cried out as he jabbed an accusing finger at me. “After murdering him in cold blood no less!”

The three remaining Brysir dragonsblood had clustered around him now. I could feel the tension in the room beginning to rise, but more than that, I noticed there was no shock on their stony faces.

“Calum,” Nuallan said as he addressed his people. “Fabian, Damos. Tell me you didn’t know of this. Tell me you came to Ladon sincerely intending to bargain for peace, that Demyan was bought or turned traitor.”

The prince’s voice was just shy of begging, but none of the other dragonsblood spoke.

I could see it in their faces, and now I knew Nuallan could as well. They had all been specifically handpicked for this delegation, because they would all have done exactly as Demyan had done.

This had never been intended as a peace mission. This had always been planned as a coup.

Nuallan stared at them desperately for a few seconds more, but then his face hardened.

“I see,” he said in a hollow voice.

“No, you don’t, my Prince,” one of the others said. Damos, probably, from how he had flinched when Nuallan had said his name. “We wanted to spare you the indignity of these deeds.”

“Spare me the indignity?” Nuallan demanded as his pale face flushed with rage. “I brought you in as trusted allies! Under the banner of peace! Because of you, I violated hospitality laws. I violated drakhar!”

All three of them flinched at that, but still none of them backed down.

Nuallan then held out his hand.

“Your Heart crystals,” he ordered. “Hand them over, now.”

None of them moved.

“I am your prince,” Nuallan snarled and bared his teeth. “And I am ordering you to hand over your summoning crystals this instant. Or I will charge you with treason.”

“No,” one of them said. The large one, Calum. He was glowering at Nuallan with nothing short of hatred. “We do not take orders from a traitor, one who would bow and scrape and defer to our enemies before his own kin. Even if that traitor was once our prince.”

A chill shivered through the room, and no one dared move or speak in the wake of this. I winced, because I knew the fallout would be terrible.

It was a stand-off. Nuallan and me, against the three of them.

“I have no desire to hear another dragon’s grief song this night,” Nuallan gritted out through his clenched jaw. “But I will.”

I was unconvinced of the odds. It was three against two, and even if there were no more civilians in this room, what was the minimum safe distance for a battle between dragons?

“Lord Soren.” Adelinde’s voice cut through the tense silence, and while it was firm, it was edged with a plea. She was as eager as I was to avoid a bloodbath. “Simply tell the truth.”

“There is nothing to tell, my Queen,” he said, and he spat the title like it was the vilest insult he could imagine. “I am not aware of any supposed plot, and while this would-be assassin gaining access to Ladon via our delegation is terrible, it does not mean we will look past your Firebrand murdering one of our own dragonsblood in cold blood.”

“That’s not the truth, and you know it!” I snapped.

“Anyone can see this is Ladon attempting to even the playing field!” Soren insisted as he raised his voice to drown mine out. “They are trying to restore the lofty position they enjoyed when they had a fleet of dragons.”

He really wasn’t going to admit to any of it, but then again, why would he?

I could feel the tension growing tighter and tighter, and I knew it was about to break, one way or another.

“Are you really about to do this?” I asked the Brysir delegation in a low voice. “Who will ally with Brysir once this is over? So what if you succeed in killing Ladon’s royal family and Firebrand tonight, so what if you murder your own prince? All of Tanit will know what you did to take Ladon, and all of Tanit will unite against you. If they didn’t bow and scrape to Ladon, why would they do the same to Brysir?”

“He’s right,” Melusine agreed from her mother’s side. “Brysir will be entirely without allies. Your king will be reviled, and you will only have lent more credence to the idea that the Age of Fang and Flame is drawing to a close, and magic has outstayed its welcome in Tanit.”

“You taint our order,” Nuallan added with heavy disgust that he aimed at the three dragonsblood. “You would sully the dragons with our petty grudges?”

“We didn’t make a grief song,” Calum sneered as he glared at me.

“Is this what you dreamt of?” the prince pressed. “When you first learned you were dragonsblood, did you have designs and dreams of betraying hospitality? Murdering people when their backs were turned?”

This finally seemed to get through, to Fabian and Damos at least. They shifted on their feet as their eyes darted around. Both of them were starting to crack, but Calum held fast and lifted his chin defiantly.

“This is the last time,” Nuallan said as he held out his hand again, palm up. “Hand over your crystals.”

“Your lives will be spared,” Adelinde added. “You have my word.”

The queen’s mercy was apparently the final straw.

Damos and Fabian rushed forward and practically threw their crystals onto Nuallan’s waiting palm, as though the stones burned, or like they were disgusted by the very concept.

Maybe, after what they’d been part of, they were.

Now, the odds were stacked the other way. Two against one.

“Just surrender, Calum,” Nuallan said as he faced off with the last dragonsblood.

Calum’s jaw ticked, but then Soren snorted.

“Are you really willing to die for these people, my Prince?” he asked as he met Nuallan’s gaze without remorse. “The dragons will be here in but a moment.”

“A dragon’s fire does not distinguish between friend and foe, Lord Soren,” the Brysir Prince pointed out. “Not even between their own summoner. The real question is, are you willing to die?”

Then he stepped forward, until he was within arm’s reach, but it wasn’t to attack. His body language was entreating, and he held out his hands to both Soren and Calum.

I tried to imagine what he was feeling right now. He probably knew Calum well, might have even considered him a friend. And Lord Soren seemed to have been a trusted advisor of the king for years.

It was remarkably brave for Nuallan to throw all that away for some people he barely knew. It would have been so much easier to just believe their lies and unite against Ladon.

“Please,” the prince practically begged.

But Calum, with hatred burning in his eyes as fiercely as ever, just spat in Nuallan’s face.

“I have nothing else to say to a traitor,” he snarled.

Nuallan reared back slightly, wiped the spit from his eye, and nodded solemnly.

“Okay,” he said.

And then, quick as a flash, his hand darted out, with a knife glinting between his fingers, and he slit Calum’s throat. The eyes of the dragonsblood bulged out of their sockets, and he made a wet gurgling sound as his hands scrabbled futility at the gaping, gushing wound.

The dagger was cleaned and sheathed again before Calum even collapsed to the floor, and Soren leaped away from the rapidly expanding puddle of red.

Nuallan stepped back calmly, and then he, I, and the two dragonsblood who had surrendered all cried out and clutched our hands to our heads as a second terrible wail pierced our minds.

It was the grief song of Calum’s dragon.

“Goodbye, Harbin,” Nuallan muttered, which I presumed was the name of the dragon.

Then I heard the faint beating of wings before they disappeared into the night.

A heavy, smothering silence fell over the hall, but I could still hear the grief song echoing in the back of my mind like a funeral dirge.

Soren’s eyes darted from Calum’s body to Nuallan, and then he seemed to realize how surrounded and outnumbered he was. His face was pale and panicked, and I could tell that Nuallan’s cold execution of one of their own had shaken him. Still, part of me expected the lord to stand on his principles, on his hatred of Ladon and all it stood for. I thought he would rather die than capitulate.

But I was wrong.

“My Prince!” Soren suddenly collapsed to his knees like a puppet with its strings cut. “I-I beg you! Forgive me! I did only what your father commanded!”

The thin man pawed at the hem of Nuallan’s blue cloak like he meant to drag the prince toward him, but Nuallan just stepped back further with an impassive expression.

“Guards,” Adelinde ordered. “Take all these men to our dungeons.”

Wisely, the remaining seven Brysir soldiers didn’t resist. They, along with Soren, Fabian, and Damos, were led away, while a pair set about disposing of Calum’s body.

“There’s still the assassin,” I said darkly. “Any word on him?”

“None yet, Ser Firebrand,” the leader of the guards said, and then she turned to the queen. “Do I have permission to alert everyone else now, my Queen?”

“Yes,” Adelinde said with a nod. “Now that the more immediate threat is taken care of, we need to make sure he doesn’t escape our borders.”

And, almost as though she’d been waiting for a cue, another guard suddenly rushed in against the tide of the new prisoners being taken away, and her expression was frantic.

“Captain!” she said to the leader, and she removed her helmet to reveal a face flushed, like she’d run a great distance as fast as possible. “Three guards were found dead in the west wing. We’ve heard reports of a figure fleeing toward the Heart mines.”

“The Heart mines?” I asked, and I turned to Melusine. “Why would he go to the mines?”

“There are tunnels,” the princess said with a furrowed brow. “Treacherous if you don’t know your way exactly, but if you do, they’re an effective way to escape without being sighted.”

“It also makes it impossible to pursue on a dragon,” Nuallan added grimly before he turned to Adelinde. “Allow me to apprehend this man for you, my Queen. He is my dishonor to cleanse.”

“I admire your conviction, Prince Nuallan, but please understand that I would prefer to have my own people see to it,” the queen answered diplomatically.

Nuallan nodded and was clearly a little disappointed by this but not surprised.

“I’ll find him for you,” I swore to Adelinde.

“And me,” Melusine added.

“Absolutely not!” the queen protested as she rounded on her daughter. “Melusine, I keep telling you, you cannot put yourself at risk like this!”

“That man invaded my home and tried to murder my mother,” Melusine said fiercely. “I want to see him brought to justice. And if I’m to be queen one day, I will need to bring that justice myself.”

“It is the mark of a strong ruler, who practices what she proclaims,” Astarot murmured to Adelinde in a low voice.

She shot him a look as if to say now wasn’t the time.

“Liam and I will be accompanying her, my Queen,” Kenina interjected as she stepped up beside the princess. “You know my sword swings truer than any. And your daughter is a competent warrior herself.”

“Competent people still get killed in foolish fights, every day,” Adelinde insisted, but she seemed to realize she wasn’t in a state to make her daughter back down, not without locking her in the same dungeons and chains as the Brysir delegation.

She sighed and pressed a hand to her temple again. Possibly the drugs had worsened her tension headaches.

“If you come back with so much as a scratch on you, I will never allow you to do anything like this ever again,” she said as she narrowed her purple eyes at Melusine. “Do you understand?”

“I’ll come back to you, Mother,” the princess promised, and she stepped forward to squeeze the queen’s hands. “Always. I swear it.”

“You had better,” Adelinde declared, and her tone was caught between weary and proud.

We each took a scant few minutes to tear off our finery and change into the more suitable armor we sparred in each day. The thin, supple leather was familiar to me now, almost like a second skin, and it afforded me a strange sense of comfort.

I could see Melusine felt the same, and she haphazardly braided her dark hair down her back as we jogged for the western exit to the palace grounds.

“How quickly can you move through those tunnels?” I asked as the guards waved us through the western gate.

One look at the princess, and they hadn’t asked a single question.

“If you know your way exactly, quite fast, but I doubt this man has such an intimate knowledge,” Melusine replied as we made a beeline for the nearest cave entrance.

Aitvaras was so dense and mountainous, there really were entrances only a few minutes beyond the palace grounds. These, I had been told, were some of the oldest caves that had been long since mined of all their crystals. Many passages had also been deliberately blocked with controlled cave-ins to limit the chances of someone venturing into a dangerous area, or the opportunities for someone to hide smuggled goods.

Or an assassin.

“Even if he doesn’t mean to escape, only hide out for a bit, he’ll have a map,” Kenina agreed as she kept pace with us on my opposite side. “But that doesn’t compare to a lifetime wandering the caverns.”

“Do princesses and their companions spend a lot of time in caves?” I asked, and I was almost amused by the idea.

“They do when they wish to take an interest in their region’s primary industry,” Melusine said just as we came to the mouth of the cave.

It was large, but not enormous. Certainly not big enough for a dragon, like the cavern above the palace.

It was imperative we found the assassin, not just because he would sneak off back to Brysir if we didn’t catch him, but because he might have information we could use ourselves.

But, as we crossed the threshold into the cave, a thought occurred to me.

“He was clever enough to avoid any detection by the guards who checked the papers,” I said out loud. “Seems odd he was sloppy enough to be seen running for the mines.”

“Unless he’s luring us out here,” Kenina pointed out as she caught on to my thinking.

“Whether he wants us to follow him or not, we have to find him,” Melusine insisted. “And I’m not going to delegate that to someone else.”

I agreed with the princess wholeheartedly. Maybe some of it was petty, because I wanted to be the one to take him out, but it was also a matter of principle.

The King of Brysir hid behind his son and his soldiers and his dragonsblood. Ladon did no such thing.

We had only ventured about fifty feet into the mouth of this cavern when I began to notice a faint, reddish glow off in the distance. As we drew near, I quickly realized what I was seeing.

The soft luminescence of hundreds upon thousands of Dragon’s Heart crystals.

As we approached the center of a hub-like space, off which several smaller tunnels spawned, I could feel Beithir’s mind on the bare edges of my own. It felt closer than if she’d been right in front of me, than when we’d flown together. The line between her and me blurred even more, and for a moment, I swore I could see through her eyes as she gazed down at the palace below.

I was standing in the center of a prism that focused my intent, regardless of where, precisely, I stood. I didn’t even need to be touching a crystal for me to be able to reach out to her, to feel her, to hear her dragon song.

I wanted so desperately to have her right in front of me, almost like a security blanket against whatever dangerous foe we were about to face in here. But while these caverns were plenty large enough for me, Beithir was orders of magnitude larger.

The connection was enough, though, and I realized something as I refocused on where my physical body stood.

“I can guide us out of here,” I said, and Melusine and Kenina looked at me with confusion.

“What do you mean?” the princess asked.

“I can feel Beithir,” I said. “The crystals, there’s so many of them, it’s almost harder not to hear her in my head. I can follow the connection like a… string. I can lead us out of the caves, even if you two get turned around.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Kenina said with a grin, and she turned to her mistress. “That assassin definitely doesn’t have that to rely on.”

“Which way do you suggest?” I asked them both, because excluding the direction we’d come, we had five options to guess which way the man had fled.

“I know this one leads to the more major caverns further down toward the lower city,” Melusine said, and she pointed to the second tunnel on the left, what I would roughly consider ten o’clock. “But I think this one is the one with the exit closest to the border.”

She pointed now to the center tunnel, to the immediate right of the first, which was sitting at twelve o’clock.

“It depends what he wants,” she finished with a frown and set her hands on her hips.

“If he deliberately let himself be sighted, and he’s luring us, is there a large cavern he could trap us in?” I asked.

“That one,” Kenina said at once, and she pointed to the furthest right tunnel, at about four o’clock. “It had one of the largest Dragon’s Heart crystals ever mined, some people didn’t even want to break it down for smaller shards.”

“If he’s setting a trap, that one makes the most sense,” I agreed.

“And if he isn’t, making the wrong move will allow him to get even further ahead,” Melusine said as she chewed on her lower lip.

She looked paralyzed by the decision, like she was unable to contemplate making the wrong one.

For a moment, I thought about splitting up, but then I immediately realized what a monumentally stupid thing that would be, here of all places.

“This world has magic, right?” I asked. “Are there tracking spells or something?”

“Nothing so precise.” Kenina shook her head, and her blonde braid glinted in the faint light refracting off the crystals. “Especially not without some of the target’s blood. But… I might be able to sense him.”

“Sense him?” I echoed. “How?”

“If this assassin is gifted with magic, if he has a natural aptitude, others can perceive it,” the gray-eyed woman explained. “Like a rock in a stream, it creates a ripple in the current of the water that flows around it.”

“And you can do that?” I asked, which made Kenina smile sheepishly.

“My father wanted me to go to Galen,” she said. “It houses the Citadel, which has trained Tanit’s sorcerers for centuries. But I, like Ailith, was always more interested in combat than magic.”

“So, you can do magic?” I was still a little stunned.

“A little.” She nodded. “I never studied it in-depth, since I refused to leave Ladon. But I know enough to be able to sense others, especially if their magic runs strong.”

“It’s worth a shot,” I said with a shrug, and Melusine nodded encouragingly.

Kenina then closed her eyes, and I imagined she was doing the same thing with her magic as I did with Beithir. Extending myself, sending out some ephemeral limb, reaching for something.

And, after a moment, she opened her eyes.

“He’s in that one,” she said, and she pointed to the right-most tunnel. “Just as we thought, he’s setting a trap.”

We proceeded with caution but were relieved to know we were headed in the right direction. As we drew closer, Kenina expressed surprise at how easily she was able to sense this man. She suspected he had to be a sorcerer of impressive skill and had possibly trained at the Citadel himself.

“How big of a danger is that?” I asked her in a hushed voice as we moved through the tunnels.

There were fewer crystals in this section, and I was keenly aware of the thousands of tons of rock above my head, as well as the thinned connection between Beithir and me.

“If he’s sensible, he won’t try anything too large, because it could bring the cavern down on all of us, himself included,” Kenina replied as she gripped her sword tightly.

“Could you fight him off with your own magic?” Melusine asked, in a tone that was both hopeful and seemed to know already it was unlikely.

“Probably not,” her companion said. “I have much more skill with a sword. But magic is not infinite, even the most skilled sorcerer has to draw their energy from within themselves. If we can survive long enough, maybe we can just exhaust him.”

Before long, I saw the tunnel before us opening up, and we came out into a huge cavern that was filled with thousands of tiny Dragon’s Heart crystals too small to be worth mining. They dotted the earth like fine shards of glass, and again, I felt the surge of strength in my and Beithir’s connection.

But I didn’t have time to marvel at the crystals, because standing in the center of the cavern was the assassin.

He was still wearing the fox mask, but when he saw us, he very deliberately removed it and cast it aside.

It was a silent promise that he did not intend to let us leave alive.

I was startled by how normal he looked, though. There was no leering expression, no scars, just an ordinary man, except perhaps for the hard look in his light brown eyes.

His hair was dark, and his skin was sallow and pale, like he’d been living in this cavern for years. He certainly seemed unusually comfortable here, like he was entirely unbothered by just how far we were from fresh air and a boundless sky.

I missed it. More than the fear of claustrophobia, I yearned for the space in which I could stretch my-- Beithir’s-- wings.

“Who hired you?” Melusine called out as we approached him. “Lord Soren? The King of Brysir himself?”

The man, to my surprise, looked offended at the very idea.

“Hired?” he repeated. “I would never dare sully such a sacred task with money. I was ordered, and I heeded the call.”

I grimaced, and when I glanced at Kenina and Melusine, they, too, were uncomfortable.

The man before us seemed not to notice our apprehension.

“I will be the one to ensure Brysir rises to meet its destiny!” he cried out.

“Gods,” Kenina muttered. “He’s a fanatic.”

“The Upstart Queen cannot be allowed to threaten Brysir’s power,” the man continued. “But how fortunate I am that her only daughter, the Upstart Heir, has delivered herself to me.”

Then he threw out his arms in a flicking motion, and I felt the attack before it even came into being.

Maybe it was because I was attuned to magic, thanks to my connection with Beithir, or maybe it was because I was just attuned to fire. Either way, I felt the burst and the spark, the rising heat, and I knew he meant to unleash a torrent of flame potent enough to burn Melusine to a cinder.

And no doubt have it so the dragonsblood of Brysir, or maybe even Nuallan himself, would be forced to take the credit. Then there would be no question about who was fit to take Ladon’s throne.

I moved before I had time to think. I didn’t have concern for myself, only for Melusine, and I dove in front of her, wrapped my arms around her torso and shoulders, and turned so my back was to the oncoming torrent of flames.

I crouched down as I covered every part of her I could, and when I felt the dry, hot air begin to heat at a rapid pace, I grimaced, squeezed my eyes shut, and braced for the pain.

Except… there was none.

I felt the heat of the flames, even saw them when I dared to open my eyes, but my skin, even my clothing, was not blackening against my skin. The inferno was somehow not condemning me to a slow, ugly, painful death.

In fact, when the fire stopped, and I looked down at myself, I realized something incredible.

The fire had not harmed me at all.
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Chapter 15

Beithir ‘spoke’ to me before the confusion could even fully take root.

Dragonsblood, she told me, could not be burned through mundane means. Dragon fire itself, filled with magic, was one thing, but nothing conjured by people, whether by magic or a candle or a hearth fire, could touch me.

“Blighted dragonsblood,” the man snarled once he realized what had happened. “You should not be here. Ladon lost that right, the night of the Cataclysm.”

I wanted to shout something back, something that would rattle him or make him doubt, but there was a gleam of pure madness in his eyes, and I knew there was no reasoning with him. He had bought wholeheartedly into the notion the Cataclysm had been some kind of moral judgement, and now it was Brysir’s right, maybe even its duty, to take Ladon for itself.

“And yet I’m here,” I said to the would-be assassin as I stood between him and Melusine. “Perhaps the stuff you believe isn’t as correct as you thought it was.”

“Lies!” the man spat, and with another flourish of his hand, he sent a second tongue of flame racing toward me.

I had to force myself to stay still, but I trusted in Beithir, and the magic our connection let me borrow from her. And just like before, the flames surrounded me like a burning halo, but they could not touch me. Even when I stuck my hand in the roiling flames, they just passed over my skin like cool water.

“Heresy!” the man continued as he raised his hands again, but this time, I saw tiny bolts of lightning coalesce around his fingertips.

Beithir came to my mind again, and her presence was stretched thin with panic. In her wordless way, she told me that lightning was fire in its purest form, and even a dragonsblood could not withstand it.

And if this man managed to hit me with lightning, especially a good, square blow to the chest, I would be done for. Any of us would be.

“You will not take my home!” Melusine shouted, and she raised her sword as her golden eyes glinted with fury.

“Nor mine,” Kenina agreed with a tight grip on her own weapon.

I had thrown my own sword aside when I’d rushed to envelope Melusine and protect her from this madman’s magic, but Kenina now threw it to me with her free hand.

I caught it more easily than I would ever have imagined to catch a sword, and the weight felt like an extension of my own arm.

“You think petty little weapons can stop me?” the man demanded.

Then he shot a thin bolt at each of our weapons. The strands of lightning latched onto our blades like they were magnetized, and I saw the electricity zipping and winding down the length of my sword, but all I felt in my hands was the faint warming of the insulated leather hilt.

I smiled. He couldn’t disarm us, at least not without a much, much larger bolt. The hilt would burn our hands before it shocked us, which just meant I would have a little more time.

Hopefully, enough to make a difference.

“Surrender now, and you can keep your life,” I ordered.

I didn’t really expect him to comply, but I wanted him to know when he inevitably lost how he could have stopped all this, if he’d just known when to admit defeat.

But the man just shot us a mad grin.

“There is no honor in defeat without death,” he said. “Surrender is for cowards.”

Then, without another word, he launched himself at the three of us.

It was clear Melusine was his primary target. I was the Firebrand, yes, but if Ladon lost its princess, its future would be much harder to secure. Not to mention, Queen Adelinde would be heartbroken, quite possibly too heartbroken to bother continuing fighting.

So, while I was an important piece, like a knight or a bishop, Melusine was the one that really mattered, the one that would bring it all crashing down. The king.

With this in mind, Kenina and I both closed ranks around the princess to defend her with our blades, our bodies and, if it came to it, our lives.

The assassin’s face twisted with a frustrated scowl as his target was blocked, but then he set his determined eyes on me. He was still a dozen yards away, but he threw out his hand, and several lightning bolts raced out of his fingertips. I ducked below the first one, but the second strand of electricity latched onto my blade, and I felt the metal warm within my grip. The man grinned maniacally, but before he could close the distance, Kenina jumped in front of me and forced the assassin to retreat with broad swings of her sword.

The bastard was only caught off guard for a moment, though, and he lashed out with another web of lightning that Kenina just barely evaded by ducking and rolling like an acrobat.

“If we fall, you run,” I ordered Melusine as the man lunged for me again.

He was closer now, and his fist was pulled back for a punch, with his fingers sparking like a Tesla orb.

“Absolutely not!” the princess refused from behind me.

I swung my sword at the man as hard as I could, but he was too fast, and the metal of my sword edge responded to the commands of his lightning. A net of electricity wrapped around my weapon, and the blade stopped a mere inch from his skin.

“Absolutely yes!” Kenina retorted as she ran in from the side to help me.

Suddenly, the assassin spun to face her. Maybe he’d realized it would be easier to get to Melusine if he took out her and me first, and while she swung her sword at him just as I had, the blade once again jolted off course before it could touch him.

“I won’t leave you both,” Melusine snapped, and she darted to the side as a bolt of lightning hit the ground only a few inches from where she’d been standing.

I wanted to continue arguing with her, but there was no time. As the assassin unleashed a new batch of bolts, I noticed that they didn’t burn as brightly, nor did they have as long of a reach. The magic the man was using was beginning to drain him, just as Kenina had said. Still, the air was filled with charged static, and it tingled on my skin and tongue.

It felt not unlike something was gearing up for an even bigger detonation, and I found myself wondering just how sturdy the cavern was, and how much pure energy being shoved into the stone it could handle before it crumbled down on top of us.

The assassin seemed to realize this, too, because he changed tactics again. He stuck with lightning for me, but he switched to flame attacks for Kenina and Melusine. I tried to jump in his way every time that happened, so I could take the brunt of the flames, but he always switched back to lightning when we faced off. However, I did notice that the switches took a little longer each time, and a handful of times, I was blasted in the face with useless flames.

He was waning. We could win, as long as we continued to avoid his attacks.

Still, even with all three of us working together, it was a close fight. This man was drawing on an immense reserve of power to move so quickly and imbue every blow with either flame and sparks. I heard Kenina gasp as a small burn scorched over the upper left arm of her uniform, but she gritted her teeth and surged on.

Without her and Melusine, there was no way I could have taken this man on alone. The magical skill he displayed was too great, and my own training hadn’t progressed fast enough.

I needed Beithir. With her, we could easily be strong and fast enough to take this man, but the caverns were too small for her.

And then I realized this had probably been part of his plan. He’d intended to trap us in a place Beithir could not reach, to level the playing field.

But… if he was so adamant about killing Melusine and I… maybe we could use that to our advantage.

I ran for Melusine and threw myself in front of another burst of flame even as she raised her sword to brace against it. As the fire licked harmlessly at my back, I locked eyes with the princess.

“When I give the word,” I whispered to her low and quick. “Run as fast as you can, out of the cavern.”

“What?” she demanded. “No, I told you already, I won’t leave you both!”

“You won’t be,” I promised. “Trust me.”

I could see in her golden eyes that she wanted to trust me, even as she was wary of what, exactly, my plan entailed. But before she or I could say anything, I felt the crackle of lightning again, and the pair of us dove in opposite directions as another bolt zigged and zagged its way toward me.

I winced as the bolt wrapped itself around my sword, and the leather grip of the hilt heated up a little bit more. It was just shy of painful now, and I knew the blade couldn’t handle many more direct attacks.

Then Kenina appeared from somewhere, and I felt her back pressed up against mine as we fended off the magic together.

“Keep your legs wide,” she instructed like this was just another training session. “Lower your center of gravity, you’ll be harder to knock down, and the lightning will have less distance to travel.”

She wasn’t wrong. If I kept low enough, the lightning might even bypass me entirely and jump directly from my sword to the ground.

Even so, I knew this battle couldn’t go on forever. We were all tired from running around and dodging this man’s magic, and his magical reserve did not seem to be flagging enough yet for us to launch a proper offense.

“Run on my signal,” I told the gray-eyed woman, and before she could ask why, I pushed off her and charged straight at the enemy.

He hadn’t been expecting that, which was precisely why I’d done it. In the half-second it took him to readjust, to send lightning my way and stop my sword from cleaving him in two, he pulled all of his focus from Melusine and Kenina.

“Now!” I roared, and they both took off down the tunnel without a moment’s hesitation.

“No!” the assassin bellowed, and he seemed to forget entirely about me and took off after Melusine.

With him distracted, I was able to lunge out, grab his ankle, and yank him to the ground. Before I could stab the sword down, though, I felt a jolt through my left arm as it was abruptly numbed.

My blade clattered to the ground as my left hand released it and my right hand, unused to bearing all the weight by itself, only barely kept hold. My left hand twitched and spasmed, and for a moment, I was transfixed by the tingling pain.

At the same time, the assassin rolled away from me and jumped to his feet, and I was left with only the option to pursue as he took off after the women.

The feeling in my left arm was not exactly painful, but it was intensely unpleasant. My nerves felt fuzzed and imprecise, and my muscles weren’t responding to the commands of my brain. Now, I would have to take this man down with only my wits, because I knew the twitching in my arm would not stop long enough for me to meaningfully use my sword.

Kenina and Melusine were both swift, and true to their words, they knew their way around these caverns. I half-recognized the tunnels after a while, and I knew they were taking us back to the cave mouth we’d entered through.

I tried to press my numb, disobedient left arm to the chest of my uniform. My hand felt like a useless stump, but I was able to press my forearm to my chest, and I felt my bond with Beithir surge as the crystal tuned us together.

I need you, I thought desperately, just as I felt the familiar cool breeze of the night on my cheeks, and the mouth of the cave came into view.

Melusine and Kenina were there as well, with the assassin not far behind them.

“Get back!” I yelled to the two women, and my gaze flickered sharply from side to side as I searched for an alcove.

I spied one about ten feet back from the mouth of the cave, and it was just barely large enough for a person.

At that exact moment, Beithir’s enormous, golden body came into view, and she landed heavily beside Melusine and Kenina at the mouth of the cavern.

I saw both women stumble from the shock of a dragon landing so close to them. Even the assassin, who’d been in hot pursuit, pulled up sharply at the sight of such a creature before him.

Now! I thought just as I crammed myself into the alcove.

Then Beithir lowered her great head, opened her mouth wide, and let loose a torrent of dragon fire directly down the mouth of the tunnel.

I heard the scream of the assassin and squeezed my eyes shut. The heat was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I thought it might burn me just from proximity, without ever actually touching my skin.

The cries of the assassin as he burned were terrible, but I had heard a dragon’s grief song twice already tonight, and in a way, the sounds of a dying madman didn’t compare in the slightest.

When at last the plume of fire receded and I opened my eyes, I saw only the fading, reddish glow of the smoking, ashy lump that had once been a person.

I shuddered and half-fell out of the alcove. My legs were unsteady from the adrenaline of everything that had just happened.

“Liam!” Melusine’s voice cried out, and the next thing I knew, she had launched herself into my arms.

“Thank god you’re alright,” I said into her hair as I weakly hugged her back.

“I was going to say the same thing about you!” she admitted in a voice halfway between a laugh and a sob.

Kenina ran to us then, and she hugged Melusine with one arm and me with the other as she squeezed us both tight.

“Gods!” she gasped, but it seemed she was at a loss for words beyond that.

She was also crying openly, which made Melusine start crying, and I too felt the burn of tears in my eyes as I processed the intense emotions of the evening.

But we were safe. At least for now, we were all safe.

“Thank all the gods he’s gone,” Melusine exclaimed as she embraced us both. “I thought… I thought he might…”

“Never,” I said, before I even knew what she had been worried about, because it didn’t matter. Whatever it was, I knew neither I nor Kenina would let it happen.

“Are you alright?” Kenina then asked me, and she looked me up and down. “You really aren’t burned?”

“Ordinary flames can’t hurt me,” I assured her. “And Beithir has good aim.”

I looked up at the golden-scaled dragon, my heart swelling with fondness for her, and said a silent thank you across our bond. She blinked slowly in acknowledgement, and I could feel she, too, was relieved we were all okay.

“Thank you,” Melusine added softly, and she reached out a hand, and Beithir allowed Melusine to pet her snout. I heard the princess’ sharp intake of breath, awed to be touching a dragon again, a real dragon after all these years, and felt Beithir’s fondness for her in kind.

We headed back to the palace, with Kenina and I each looping our arms through Melusine’s. I’d only known the princess for about a fortnight, and yet already I could scarcely imagine my life without her in it.

I certainly couldn’t imagine life in Tanit without her. Maybe that made my motivations to keep her safe a little selfish, but maybe the motivations didn’t matter, so long as the outcome was the same.

She was alive, which meant Ladon’s future was secure for the time being.

In the wake of the night’s events, the palace felt eerily still and quiet. It had been, to say the least, an abrupt end to what should’ve been a brokerage of peace between Brysir and Ladon.

But betrayal could be answered in the morning, and right now, Melusine had only a single concern.

Queen Adelinde had been moved to her rooms, with Astarot as guard, and Kenina, Melusine, and I were permitted to enter. I gathered this was highly unusual, but these were highly unusual circumstances.

“My love,” Adelinde said when Melusine walked in, and she rose from where she’d been sitting on the edge of her frankly-ludicrously-large bed, rushed to her daughter, and enveloped her in a fierce hug.

Melusine just sobbed into her mother’s shoulders.

“You’re okay,” she sniffled as she clung to the queen. “He can’t hurt you anymore, we stopped him.”

“He can’t hurt either of us,” Adelinde promised in a gentle voice, but I could hear just how rattled she was, to have let her daughter go off into such danger. “Thank the gods you’re alright.”

“I am,” Melusine promised her tearfully. “I swear I am.”

“And you both,” the queen said as she looked at Kenina and I without letting go of her daughter. “Thank you for keeping her safe. For keeping Ladon safe.”

“Of course, my Queen,” Kenina said with a bow of her head.

As if there had ever been any doubt in just how fiercely she cared for Melusine.

“Of course,” I agreed, because I knew I cared for the princess just as deeply.

“My Queen, you should sit down,” an elderly servant said as she stepped out from the shadows surrounding the bed.

Melusine guided Adelinde to sit back down on the edge of her bed, but Adelinde would not release her hand, so the princess sat down beside her.

“We don’t know exactly what Soren slipped into your mother’s drink, Princess,” the old woman, who was presumably some kind of healer, explained. “Unsurprisingly, he is not giving us any details. So, we will need to keep a close eye on her for the next few days.”

“I feel fine, Althea,” the queen said a little impatiently. “Just tired.”

“I know, my Queen,” the healer answered. “But that is precisely why you must not sleep, at least not tonight. Whatever Soren gave you, it was a powerful sedative. Sleeping tonight could cause you to fall into an irreversible coma.”

Both Melusine and Adelinde tensed.

“I’ll stay with her,” Astarot said to the healer woman. “If there is any change, I will summon you at once. If that suits you, my Queen?”

“I would prefer to simply be left in peace, but if needs must, you know I trust you, Astarot,” Adelinde said with a warm, if fatigued, smile.

“I have arranged with Seasnan to station four guards outside your door and outside the Princess’,” Astarot added.

I presumed Seasnan was the head of the household guard.

“Thank you,” the queen said, and her voice sounded more tired by the moment, but it was obvious she didn’t want Melusine alone for a single second after what had happened tonight.

And then she looked over at the sole occupant in the room who had yet to speak.

Prince Nuallan.

He’d clearly been searched for weapons, because his clothes were rumpled, and he presumably still didn’t have a Dragon’s Heart crystal on him.

I wondered what Sarkany thought of all of this. Seeing two of his probably-friends fly off back to the dragons’ homeland and being separated from his bonded human. Though, I supposed it would be clear enough if he had any real problems with it.

“I have taken you at your word that you meant no harm to my family or my queendom tonight,” Adelinde said to the prince. “What can you tell me of the assassin, if anything?”

“Nothing,” Nuallan said instantly, and he turned to Kenina and me. “What did he say to you? Anything of use?”

“He was a fanatic,” I said flatly. “Seemed to think the Cataclysm was some… rendering of divine judgement. Brysir was supposed to be fulfilling some destiny.”

I’d expected Nuallan’s eyes to widen at this revelation, but the far scarier option I hadn’t considered was how his eyebrows knitted together in a grim frown.

“I had heard… rumors,” he said darkly. “Of an intensely devoted cult that was growing power and influence within Brysir’s borders. They believe dragonsblood are a sign of divine favor, both in numbers and in deed. Any act by a Brysir dragonsblood is necessarily a divine act.”

The very idea made me shiver. These people were talking like dragonsblood were warriors of god, like they were angels with terrifying power who were physically incapable of corruption.

Except they were only men. And for that, such a comparison was instantly and obviously dangerous.

“I’d never thought my father would ever consort with those people, let alone to… encourage their fanatical beliefs,” Nuallan continued uneasily. “But as it would happen, my father is a very, very different man to the one I thought him to be.”

“Do you know anything else about this cult?” Kenina asked the prince as she narrowed her gray eyes. “About what they do? Where they meet?”

“No, I deliberately distanced myself from them,” Nuallan said as he shook his head. “I wanted nothing to do with their zealotry. They believe a dragonsblood king of Brysir is destined, divinely mandated, to lead Brysir on a holy conquest across all of Tanit and into an unprecedented golden age.”

“A golden age where dragonsblood could do whatever they wanted and have it treated as unequivocally correct and just,” Melusine observed as her mouth pressed into a thin line.

Nuallan nodded.

“You can see why I wanted nothing to do with them,” he added grimly.

I found myself kind of impressed by his moral conviction, because I would have expected someone of his power and status, who was already dragonsblood and in line for the throne, to be tempted by this kind of power and adoration.

“So, it would seem a war with Brysir is inevitable,” Adelinde remarked in a bitter tone. “If your father has bought into the cult’s ideas, or even if he intends to merely exploit those ideas to use them as his personal army, a peaceful resolution is beyond possible.”

“It… would seem that way,” Nuallan admitted, and he looked ashamed. “But I swear to you, my Queen, I had no idea what he was planning. I came here sincerely hoping for peace between our regions.”

“And if Melusine had accepted your proposal,” I interjected with a frown. “Would that marriage have been honored? Or would the king have still sent an assassin tonight?”

“I don’t know,” Nuallan sighed. “I was told to go and propose, to make an attempt to bring Ladon peacefully back into the fold. I want to believe that was a legitimate request, but… I cannot say for sure.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Melusine said simply. “I would never have said yes.”

“I know,” the prince said, and strangely, his tone was pleasant and entirely without offense or disappointment.

Only now did it occur to me that maybe the proposal had been born of obligation at both ends, and Nuallan had actually never been interested in marrying Melusine anyway. He’d just done as he’d been told.

“Just as well, I suppose,” Adelinde said. “I would have hated to marry my daughter into a family that means to kill her.”

“My family, perhaps, but not me, my Queen,” Nuallan insisted as he lifted his chin. “Whatever lies in Brysir’s future with Ladon, I will have no part in it.”

From Adelinde’s expression, she was grimly familiar with what lay in the future. Probably Brysir would lay waste to any remaining villages near the border. The King of Brysir would try to leverage her people’s suffering against her to force surrender. And, if that failed, perhaps he would simply rain down dragon fire, now that it was clear dragonsblood could safely enter Ladon.

It was unquestionable that a new frontier in Ladon’s fight for self-determination had been reached, but I also knew Adelinde and Melusine were determined to rise to the challenge, even as it daunted them both.

“I fly for you, my Queen,” I said to Adelinde. “Until my dying day. Ladon is defended.”

“I never doubted that for a moment, Liam,” she replied, and while I could tell she was sincerely grateful to hear it, I knew she, like me, was thinking about how Beithir was only one dragon.

In contrast, Brysir and Ormar had dozens, possibly even a couple hundred.

“My Queen,” Nuallan then said, and he stepped toward her.

Everyone tensed, but he moved slowly and raised his hands to show he meant no harm.

Then, slowly, he fell to one knee before the queen, and he looked straight ahead with a determined expression.

“My home and my family have leveraged inexcusable offenses against you and yours, my Queen,” Nuallan said gravely. “But I swear to you, I am loyal to my oaths, and I wish to try and repair some of the damage my family and my kingdom have caused.”

He swallowed hard then, bowed his head, and rested one forearm over his knee.

“I pledge my loyalty to Ladon,” he announced in a forceful tone. “I ask nothing in return, no marriage, no title. I wish only to try and repair my family’s broken honor. But from this day until my dying day, Sarkany and I fly for Ladon. We fly for you, my Queen.”
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Chapter 16

The air seemed to ring with the echo of Nuallan’s vow. It was plain from Adelinde’s expression that she, and indeed everyone else in the room, had not seen this coming.

“You would abandon your own kingdom?” she asked. “Your own family? This is a… severe vow to make, Prince Nuallan.”

“It is necessary,” he said firmly, and when he finally looked up at her, his dark gray eyes were resolute. “Not just for Brysir, but for all of Tanit, I think.”

The queen raised an eyebrow in a silent indication for Nuallan to continue.

“Tanit is on the brink of tearing itself apart,” the prince explained in an urgent tone. “Some insist the Cataclysm was a sign of Ladon’s weakness, others a divine punishment, and still others as ‘proof’ magic no longer has a place in Tanit. One way or another, change is inevitable. But I believe it can be a change for the better. And Ladon must be the region to lead this change.”

“You would have us be conquerors instead of conquered, then?” Adelinde asked as she shook her head.

“I think you and your daughter can save Tanit, my Queen,” he said. “You have been merciful, measured, and willing to embrace change. Ladon’s people have suffered enough, and I will have no further part in the effort to have their home and culture ripped out from under them. I believe, if Ladon can defend itself against the likes of Brysir and Ormar, it can become a beacon by which other regions will measure themselves. Regions where harmful traditions are cast aside, and new ones, more equal ones, are instated.”

Nuallan rose to his feet now, and his jaw was set while his gaze was determined.

“I mean to defend Ladon and help it enter such a changed world,” he told the Queen. “Dragonsblood need not serve only dragonsblood, just as women need not serve men. What makes a ruler is not the specifics of their birth, but their character. Tanit built itself on conquerors taking their crowns. I believe now it is time for the kind to be the ones who lead, the sort who serve their citizens, just as the citizens serve them.”

Adelinde regarded the prince for a long moment. Then a slow smile spread across her face.

“There’s no doubting your conviction,” she said. “I accept your loyalty, Prince Nuallan. I would be honored to have someone so principled fly in my name.”

Then she reached into a hidden pocket from her gown and pulled out a Dragon’s Heart crystal.

“May you and Sarkany fly long and true,” she said as she handed it over.

“Thank you, my Queen,” Nuallan said, and it came out in a slight rush, like he was breathless with sheer relief at having been believed. He then tucked the crystal into his pocket and smiled at me. “I look forward to flying alongside you, Firebrand.”

“As do I,” I replied. “Though I doubt we’ll have to wait long.”

“The hour grows late,” Adelinde said to us all. “I may not be allowed to sleep tonight, but gods know, all of you need your rest.”

“Agreed.” Astarot nodded.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay with you, Mother?” Melusine asked, and she reached to squeeze Adelinde’s hand.

“I will be perfectly safe with Astarot, my love,” she promised, and she leaned over to kiss Melusine’s hair. “Get your rest. Your father would be so proud of what you accomplished tonight.”

I could see the compliment struck deep to the princess, because she blinked several times, like she was on the verge of crying again. I wondered if she was going to say something to her mother, but she ultimately settled for kissing Adelinde’s cheek and standing up.

Kenina, Althea, Nuallan, and I followed the princess out of the queen’s chambers. I cast one last glance as I headed out the door, just long enough to see Astarot sit down in the spot Melusine had just vacated, and he smiled warmly as he took Adelinde’s hand in his own.

It was plain to see the pair were fond of each other, and I felt glad for them. After all they’d suffered these past five years, it must have been good to rely on one another. Their shared grief in the wake of the Cataclysm had clearly forged a deep bond.

Two of the guards outside the queen’s chamber escorted Nuallan to his own rooms. It wasn’t entirely clear if this was meant to be for his protection or ours, but they at least didn’t manhandle him as they went. He shot us a rueful smile as he allowed himself to be led away, and Althea followed in the same direction.

“I will tend to your mother at dawn, Princess,” the healer assured Melusine. “I do not expect there to be any complications, so long as she remains awake.”

“Astarot will ensure it,” Melusine said firmly, and I wondered if she was trying to convince Althea or herself.

That left Kenina and I to escort the princess to her own chambers. In light of this, no guards followed us, probably because they also knew Melusine was pretty capable of defending herself.

“Gods, I’m exhausted,” Kenina sighed as we walked, and she looped her arm through Melusine’s and rested her head on the princess’ shoulder.

For a moment, they looked like children in a fairytale about to stumble into the land of the faeries or something.

“I can get myself ready for bed tonight,” Melusine told her companion. “You should go sleep.”

“Are you sure?” Kenina eyed her.

“I can take off my own armor,” Melusine said with a laugh, and she gestured down to her dusty attire.

Kenina chuckled softly at that, and the two women embraced tightly. When they let go, Kenina turned to me.

“Thank you,” she told me earnestly.

“For saving your life?” I asked. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Not just my life,” she insisted, and her expression was grave. “Melusine’s, Adelinde’s. All of Ladon, really. I admit, I… I was unsure of what to make of you, the first man to come to Ladon since the Cataclysm. But I see now I never had any reason to be worried. You’re a good man.”

“I try to be,” I said frankly, though I was internally both relieved and flattered by her comments.

Then, perhaps sensing this was another serious moment in a whole night of heavy, serious moments, Kenina grinned.

“And,” she said. “Seeing how well you fought, I know not to go easy on you in our sparring sessions anymore.”

I grinned back at her.

“Don’t hold back,” I told her, and we shared a chuckle.

Then Kenina gave Melusine one last squeeze of the hand and headed off to her own rooms, but I caught her staring at me before she turned a corner and disappeared from sight.

“She runs herself ragged for me,” Melusine said a little guiltily. “Sometimes, I worry she doesn’t love me as much as I love her. That it’s… obligation.”

“Never,” I said at once.

Because I saw how Kenina looked at her and had heard how Kenina spoke about the princess when Melusine wasn’t around to hear it. Their bond was as mutual as it was fierce.

Melusine smiled a little at that, and I could tell she wanted to believe me.

We didn’t speak again as I walked her to her rooms. Just as Adelinde had said, there were two pairs of guards flanking the door. They didn’t flinch when Melusine opened and went inside, but as I hovered at the threshold, I felt four pairs of eyes on me.

Well, five. Melusine was watching me as well.

“Would you like to come in for a moment?” she asked after a moment.

I could see that despite her fatigue, she didn’t want to go to sleep just yet. Too much had happened, so her mind was probably running too fast, with too many thoughts and questions, to be capable of sleep.

I knew, because that was exactly how I felt.

“I’d like that,” I replied as I stepped past the guards, and I forced myself not to look at any of them.

Melusine’s rooms were almost as luxurious as the queen’s. Perhaps she had a slightly smaller bed, but it was still enormous and incredibly soft-looking. The bedposts were almost ten feet tall, and a heavy, velvet canopy hung from them, with the curtains tied back to each post.

Opposite was a sort of vanity, a richly-carved wooden desk with a large mirror atop it. Melusine sat on a plush stool before it and began to take her long dark hair out of its braid.

I could imagine her in the silvery dress she’d worn earlier, gracefully perched on that same stool, delicately removing her finery, and unwinding the trailing silks of the dress itself. That was how things should have gone tonight, if Brysir hadn’t come with treachery in their hearts.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I sat on the end of the bed behind her, and we made eye contact in the mirror.

“I’m… not sure,” Melusine sighed. “I’m relieved we stopped that man. I’m relieved my mother is alright, but… it all seems so daunting. A kingdom as large as Brysir so set against us. And it probably has an ally in Ormar. And Ladon has only two dragonsblood.”

“Only two for now,” I corrected. “If Nuallan joined us, what’s to say others won’t? There must be other dragonsblood out there who want a more equal world.”

“I commend your optimism,” the princess said in an echo of what her mother had once said to me. “But I know there are many dragonsblood who care deeply for their status. In many kingdoms, they are even permitted to take multiple wives, a custom usually reserved only for kings, to ‘maximize’ the chance of having dragonsblood heirs.”

“Dragonsblood can take multiple wives?” I asked, and I felt both stunned and a little fascinated.

“In some regions,” Melusine clarified. “Not in Ladon. My father’s father did away with the practice, he thought it was vulgar. Though I know other kingdoms considered it arrogant-- a demonstration that Ladon already had so many dragonsblood, it didn’t need to concern itself with ‘maximization.’”

Admittedly, I could see both arguments.

“And kings take multiple wives?” I asked. “Does that mean you, as queen, would take multiple husbands?”

Melusine let out a soft laugh as she finished taking out her braid. She shook out her long, dark curls, and as they fell down her back in a silky wave, I ached to reach out and touch them.

“I think the way men and women are made would render that a little pointless,” she pointed out. “One man can impregnate many women at once.”

“Does the King of Brysir have multiple wives?” I asked.

“Two, last I heard,” Melusine said with a shrug. “Nuallan is the second child of his first wife, and his eldest son. He has an older sister, but of course she is unable to inherit the throne.”

“Of course,” I scoffed. “Is the heir the eldest child overall, or the eldest child of the first wife?”

“Usually overall, but most kings will not take a second wife until their first wife has had a son, to make things explicitly clear,” the princess explained.

She had reached up for the armor buckles along her right shoulder now. Like on my own armor, they held the ‘jacket’ part of the armor closed, opening sideways, and I wondered if she, too, had a tiny inside pocket, as though meant for a Dragon’s Heart crystal or some important keepsake.

“There was a succession crisis in Keshki a few years ago-- before the Cataclysm,” Melusine continued after a moment of struggling with her jacket. “The previous king had two wives. His eldest son by his first wife was younger than his eldest son by his second wife. There was almost a civil war.”

“What happened to prevent it?” I asked with fascination.

“Prince Killian was found dead,” she answered simply. “And his older half-brother took the throne.”

I grimaced. Macabre, but effective.

Melusine then pulled off the jacket of her armor and let it fall to the floor. Underneath, she wore a much finer version of my own underlayer. It was a creamy silk, long-sleeved shirt that had lacing at the front to loosen the neckline.

“Should I excuse myself?” I asked as I cleared my throat and averted my gaze.

“No,” she said mildly. “Unless you wish to.”

I didn’t move.

Melusine stood from her plush little seat and removed first her boots, then the lower part of her thin leather armor. Her under-breeches, too, were of a higher caliber than my own, made of some soft-looking cotton in a deep, warm brown.

Finally, she turned to me.

“Aren’t you uncomfortable in all that?” she asked me, and she walked over to me slowly.

“You know…” I said slowly. “I think I am.”

I hadn’t really noticed it during the fight, but after sitting here for several minutes, I realized my clothes were stiff and sweaty. Melusine walked right up to me and reached for the same pair of buckles at my right shoulder, and she deftly pulled them free like undoing a belt.

A rush of cool air hit my chest as the jacket fell open. I saw Melusine linger on the inside of the jacket, and her fingers brushed over the pouch where my Dragon’s Heart crystal sat.

“Can you hear her now?” she asked softly.

“Not really,” I admitted. “I need to be touching it, or nearly touching it.”

“What’s it like, to feel her inside your head?” she wondered.

“I wouldn’t even know how to begin to describe it,” I admitted in a low voice as she pushed the dusty leather armor back off my shoulders.

I felt it slide down my arms and pulled them free, and I let the garment fall to the floor with a soft thump.

“Sometimes, her thoughts don’t even feel like hers,” I went on. “We think so alike, so closely, it’s just the same. The line where I end and she begins… it’s blurry. Sometimes more, sometimes less, but never clear-cut.”

“That sounds scary,” Melusine murmured. She was standing very close now, between my legs, and I tipped my head back to look at her. “Having someone else see so much of you. Being so… tied to them.”

“I think all love is a little like that, though, don’t you think?” I pointed out. “Being loved is being known. Being close to someone is picking up bits of them and incorporating them into yourself. Gestures, turns of phrase. We’re all just patchworks of those we love.”

“I like that.” Melusine smiled softly, and then she leaned down and kissed me.

It wasn’t like before, a quick press of her lips to mine. They were as warm and soft as I remembered, but this time, they were wanting, and so was I.

I reached up with one hand to gently tangle in her curls, and she parted her lips so I could taste her. My other hand wrapped around her waist and pulled her ever closer, and she leaned forward, pressed both hands to my shoulders, and pushed me back onto the bed.

I fell willingly, and she came with. She crawled above me on her knees, and she pressed the length of her body against mine as our kiss turned more passionate.

I slipped a hand under the hem of her silky blouse and felt her gasp softly into my mouth. Slowly, I slid my fingers up, over the smooth, taut skin of her stomach until I felt the soft, warm flesh of her breasts.

Another soft gasp, this one half a moan. I squeezed gently and massaged her breast, and I gently pinched at her nipple until I felt it stiffen against my palm. She rolled herself against me and shifted her weight to one hand while the other went to undo the belt of my armor, because I was still wearing the leather lower half.

Between us, we managed to remove them fairly quickly. As I kicked them off, Melusine settled her weight over my crotch, and we both gasped.

“Fuck, that feels good.” I rolled my hips against hers, and then I sat back up as I’d been before, on the end of the bed, only now with Melusine in my lap.

I eagerly pushed her silky shirt up to her shoulders to reveal her breasts. Her large, round nipples were stiff between arousal and the slightly cool air of the room. I leaned in and kissed her sternum, and I then sealed my mouth over one and relished in the way she moaned and arched her back against me.

“Liam…” she panted as she tangled one hand in my hair and pressed my mouth against her breast.

My other hand palmed gently at the other one as she rolled and ground her hips into mine.

Already, it felt so good, I almost couldn’t bear it. But I needed more, wanted more, and I could tell Melusine craved the same.

I moved my hands, secured both under each of her thighs, and stood up with her still clinging to me. I considered for a moment just walking forward and pinning her against the wall, but I settled for filing that away as a later possibility and instead turned around so I could lie her down underneath me.

“Off,” she huffed impatiently as she tugged at my own shirt, and I obediently removed it.

Her own shirt was still bunched up around her shoulders and covered only her collarbones, but I turned my attention to her cotton breeches and unlaced them like a wonderful prize.

She watched me with wide golden eyes as I slowly hooked my fingers into the waistband and pulled them down. And inch by inch, I revealed miles of smooth, copper skin and absolutely no underclothes.

As I tossed her pants aside, Melusine shuffled backward up the bed, so her head was on the pillows, and I had to crawl my way up to her. I did so slowly, with a grin, and I almost felt like a predator stalking its prey.

As I approached, she parted her legs for me. I pressed a kiss to the inside of her left thigh and found the skin impossibly soft. Then I wrapped my right arm around it, under her thigh, with my palm pressed to her hip. I hooked her right leg over my shoulder and pressed another kiss to the inside of her other thigh, and I felt her shiver.

“Liam,” she whined. “Please…”

With that note of pleading in her voice, how could I possibly refuse?

I leaned in and gave a long, slow lick up the length of her pussy, and I tasted how wet she was.

Melusine moaned, so loudly I found myself hoping the door was intensely soundproofed. But I almost didn’t care, because she had tangled a hand in my hair and was pushing my head back down.

I obliged eagerly and ran my tongue over her slit. She bucked her hips up against me, and her moans went up another octave when I flicked my tongue over her clit.

I took my time learning her, what made her twitch, and what made her moan louder. After a while, I slowly began to press the second and third fingers of my right hand inside her, and she let out a groan.

“Yes!” she moaned as she arched into me. “Gods, yes!”

I curled my fingers and stroked them inside her, and when she shuddered, I could feel her squeezing around my fingers.

I could also feel her beginning to twitch and shiver, so I began to suck on her clit hard while laving my tongue over her and curling my fingers inside her. Her back arched clean off the bed, and one hand palmed her breast while the other continued to push my face into her pussy.

“Gods,” she whimpered as her body spasmed. “Oh, gods, Liam, I-- I-- I’m…”

She came with a cry, and every muscle of her body pulled taut as she clenched around my fingers. I slowed down but kept pumping them and licking at her gently, and I guided her through the orgasm while she slowly, slowly came down from the high.

When she was done, she grinned at me lazily.

“If I’d known you were capable of that, I’d have made you my concubine,” she panted with a sly grin.

“You have those?” I snorted.

The bottom half of my face was drenched, and I roughly swiped the back of my hand across my mouth but was already eager for another taste of her.

“Ladon hasn’t had them for a while, but they’re not uncommon,” the princess said, and as I leaned forward, she pressed her fingers under my chin, as though admiring me. Her voice became a purr. “Why? Would you like to be my concubine?”

“Spending my days pleasuring you? Sounds awful,” I teased, and I leaned down to kiss her softly.

“Maybe it can be a dual role, then,” she suggested, and with sudden, practiced expertise, she wrapped her legs around my hips and flipped us over.

“Whoa!” I gasped, and Melusine laughed as she finally pulled off her shirt and tossed it aside.

“Firebrand by day, Princess’ personal concubine by night,” she remarked as she shimmied down my legs and pulled my pants off in her wake.

A hungry kind of look entered her expression when my cock sprang free. She threw my pants to one side and licked her palm before taking hold of me, and I couldn’t suppress a soft moan.

“Good,” she remarked with a smirk. “I would like my concubine to be responsive.”

“Oh, I can be very responsive,” I assured her even as I found myself sinking into the haze of pleasure.

“Can you, now?” she asked, and she sounded equal parts teasing and genuinely intrigued.

I opened my mouth to answer, but whatever I’d been about to say was cut off when I suddenly felt her mouth on me.

“Fuck!” I moaned loudly, and I fisted both hands in the bedsheets as I tried not to buck up into her mouth.

I felt her hands pressing down on my hips as she swallowed me, and her soft tongue glided over my sensitive skin.

“Mel-- Melusine,” I groaned, and I shuddered with the effort of holding on. I might have felt embarrassed if not for how insanely good it felt. “You need to-- slow down, or-- or I’ll--”

She pulled away from me and smiled far too sweetly for someone who’d had my cock in her mouth a second ago.

“Did it occur to you that’s exactly what I wanted?” she asked coyly, and just that question, coupled with her tone of voice, was almost enough to send me over the edge.

“You’re a menace,” I concluded, and she grinned at me.

Before she could retort, though, I sprang forward and wrapped my arms around her, and then I twisted us so she was once again on her back with me above her.

“Are you sure?” I then asked as I became serious for a moment. “Sure about… this? About me?”

“Liam,” Melusine murmured, and she reached up a hand to stroke my cheek. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more serious about anything in my life. I want you. All of you.”

“Oh, good.” I let out a shuddering laugh.

Because I wanted her, too, perhaps more badly than I’d ever wanted anything.

So, with that, I reached down between us, lined myself up, and slowly pushed myself inside her.

Melusine let out a soft gasp that quickly dissolved into a moan. Her gold eyes fluttered closed as she reached up, and she wrapped one hand around the back of my neck while the other gripped my shoulder.

“Gods,” she moaned, and she kissed me quickly.

When she pulled away, I rested my forehead against hers, but I was still not quite able to form words.

“Yeah,” I said raggedly. “Yeah.”

“Move,” she begged me. “Move, Liam, please.”

I couldn’t have refused her if I’d wanted to, I was just too lost in her. I began to move my hips, slowly at first, so she could adjust. She hadn’t said as much, but given that there hadn’t been a man in Ladon in almost half a decade, I presumed she hadn’t had sex in years, or possibly ever.

But she soon spurred me on faster by wrapping her legs around my hips, arching her back, and raking her nails across my shoulders. And I was powerless to refuse.

“Yes!” she cried out, and her breaths came in short gasps that matched the rhythm with which I thrust into her. “Gods, yes! You feel so good…”

“You do, too,” I mumbled almost incoherently. It was taking everything I had not to lose myself inside her. The way she clung to me, the way she felt when I pushed inside… “Gods, Melusine… you feel so good.”

She kissed me again, hard and messy, and she panted into my mouth. I could feel the desperation spilling off both of us, and the tension was pulling tighter and tighter and threatening to shatter us both.

“I want to feel you cum again,” I panted into her mouth. “I want you to feel good.”

“I do,” she promised me, and when I rolled my hips, she let out another moan. “Oh, gods, I do.”

I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer, so I pushed my hand between us and began to rub my thumb in a tight circle over her clit.

The reaction was instant. Melusine practically yelped and shuddered. Her legs began to twitch around my hips, and I could feel, almost taste, how close she was.

“Gods, Liam,” she whined as every line of her trembled with desperation. “I want to-- I want--”

“Come for me, Melusine,” I begged. “God, please. I want to see you.”

“I want you, too,” she panted, and she stared up at me with lust-darkened eyes. “I want to feel you, all of you.”

“You have me,” I swore to her. “I’m yours.”

How could I lie to her? How could I not be so entirely open to her now? I was hers. And I had been from the moment I’d first spoken to her.

She was shaking all over, and I could feel her beginning to twitch around my cock. I knew she was close, so I leaned in and kissed her hard.

“Come for me, Melusine,” I repeated. “Come for me.”

Her mouth fell open in a perfect ‘O’ as she let go, and every part of her pulled to the breaking point as the pleasure overwhelmed her.

Barely even a whole second later, I followed. I buried myself to the hilt inside her, and my spine spasmed as she clenched around me and pulled me in ever deeper. Stars scattered across my vision, and I clutched her tight as it racked through me.

When the high finally subsided, I gazed down at her and grinned lazily.

“So…” I said as I tried to catch my breath. “Am I good enough? Am I your concubine now?”

Melusine laughed and kissed me. When she pulled away, I rolled off her, and she snuggled against my side.

“Oh, definitely,” she assured me. “I hope you’re up to the task.”

“Did anything about that suggest I wasn’t?” I asked as I grinned at her lecherously.

Though, even as I spoke, I could feel fatigue beginning to take over.

“Another time,” the princess yawned, and she pressed a hand to my chest. “It’s been a long day.”

“That it has,” I agreed, and I turned my head to the side and kissed her hair.

For a few moments, we said nothing and just basked in each other’s presence. At some point, we moved to lie under the blankets without even bothering to put nightclothes on.

“Your mother asked me to protect you,” I finally murmured to Melusine as she and I embraced one another. It felt wrong to keep it from her. “While you were out of the room getting Astarot. She begged me to keep you safe, above everything else.”

“She did?” Melusine asked, and she raised her head to look at me with her brow furrowed in slight worry.

“She did,” I confirmed. “But she didn’t need to ask, not really. I’d already decided I would do anything and everything to keep you safe.”

“I know.” She smiled at me softly. “Your loyalty to Ladon, it’s… inspiring.”

“Not Ladon,” I corrected her. “Or, I mean, not only Ladon. I care. I want the people of this region to be able to live their lives peacefully. But… you, Melusine. I want to protect you for your sake. Not because of what you represent. Because I…”

I trailed off and was unsure quite how to voice it right now, if perhaps this was too far.

But she just smiled at me.

“I do, too, Liam,” she said simply, and she leaned in and kissed me one last time.

It was slow and soft and sweet. A sated kiss. A kiss that knew there would be many more in the future.

When Melusine pulled away, she curled into me and rested her head on my shoulder. Her dark curls spilled out over the pillow and my arm, and they were as silky and soft as ever.

“I want to know the cause of the Cataclysm,” she murmured after a few moments, seemingly more to herself than to me. From what I could see, her eyes were mostly closed, and she was almost asleep. “I want to know whether it really was just an unlucky twist of fate, or if it was…”

“Deliberate, somehow?” I asked.

“It ripped through my life,” she sighed as she nuzzled into my chest. “And the lives of everyone in Ladon and Imugi. Arguably, everyone in Tanit. I need to understand it, if I’m ever to have peace.”

I knew what she meant. Both peace within herself, and peace within Tanit as a whole.

Vaguely, despite the fact I wasn’t holding a Dragon’s Heart crystal, I could feel Beithir. She hovered just on the very edges of my mind, but her thoughts were the same. She, too, wanted to understand the devastation that had torn through so many of her kin.

“We’ll find out,” I promised, both Beithir and Melusine. “We’ll find the answers.”

I was sure, if we worked together, just about anything would be possible. A princess, a dragon, and a Firebrand. What else could hope to stop us?

“It’ll be a battle,” Melusine warned. “Probably many difficult battles. I just hope it will be worth it.”

“It will,” I said firmly, because there was no doubt in my mind. “It definitely will.”

Because anything worth having was worth fighting for.

End of Book 1
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Cast of Characters from Book 1:

Liam Drake: Main character. Tanned skin, brown wavy hair, green eyes. Liam was raised in the foster system and grew up yearning for both purpose and belonging. He finds both in his bonded dragon, Beithir, and when he chooses to become Ladon’s Firebrand, the leader of its dragonsblood. He is loyal, eager to learn, and fiercely protective of his friends.

Beithir: Beithir is Liam’s bonded dragon. Golden scales, amber eyes. Through their connection, he can experience her thoughts and hear snippets of the ‘dragon song.’ Their minds bleed into one another, including her fiery draconic temper. They share a soulmate bond, closer than friends or siblings. They are a part of one another. Around two hundred years old, Beithir is an adolescent by dragon standards, with an excitable, optimistic nature.

Princess Melusine: Princess of Ladon. Copper skin, dark-brown curly hair, golden eyes. The only child of Queen Adelinde and the late King Aeden, Melusine is the highly-contested heir to Ladon’s throne. She is determined to prove that she is worthy of being queen and is utterly committed to protecting her kingdom and its people. This passion sometimes manifests as a fierce temper and a tendency to be impulsive. She quickly bonds with Liam and is impressed by his heart, and the two become lovers.

Queen Adelinde: Queen of Ladon. Copper skin, dark-brown curly hair, purple eyes. Melusine’s mother and Queen Regnant, Adelinde has fought hard to keep her people from being invaded and overrun by those who believe a queen should never rule alone. She loves her daughter dearly and wants to ensure Melusine will be allowed to live and rule in peace.

Astarot: Former dragonsblood. Nut-brown skin, gray-streaked black hair, dark eyes. Astarot is the only man in Ladon to have survived the Cataclysm, and it came at the price of his bonded dragon, Cekula, who sacrificed herself to save Astarot. Now deaf to the dragon song, he is committed to training Liam as Ladon’s new Firebrand and its last hope. He has a paternal temperament and wants nothing more than for Liam and Melusine to succeed in their efforts to protect Ladon.

Kenina: Companion and handmaiden to Princess Melusine. Fair skin, slightly-wavy ash-blonde hair, gray eyes. She and the princess are closer than sisters-- closer, even, than Kenina is to her blood sister, Ailith. Kenina has a cooler, more patient temperament than the princess, but that doesn’t make her a pushover. She, too, quickly develops a liking toward Liam and helps train him in armed combat.

Prince Nuallan: Crown Prince of Brysir. Fair skin, dark-brown hair, deep gray eyes, scar through his left eyebrow. Nuallan’s kingdom is set on invading and conquering Ladon for its resources. When he learns he was sent as a Trojan horse by his father, Nuallan is appalled and switches sides by swearing loyalty to Adelinde and joining under Liam as Ladon’s second dragonsblood with his dragon, Sarkany. He values honesty and wants more than anything to avoid war and senseless deaths.
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End Notes

Thanks for reading Kingdom of the Dragon Crystals! I’ll start writing the next book when this gets 300 ratings, so please leave a review right here. Thank you!

Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com

So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side.

You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Want to find other authors like me?
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