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The Greatest of these Monsters
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If you’re going to call me an enchantress, in public, right in front of the man I love more than life – then don’t be upset when I grab a spirit out of the nether world and slam it into your body.

Neva hadn’t seen Carmelo for years when he suddenly appeared, like a beautiful dream, before her, in the open street in Siena, as the lovely ladies and wealthy nobles strolled past them and the afternoon sun shone down upon them like a blessing. 

Neva had been scolding her friend, Fia, for going around disguised as a man. She was wearing her lover’s glamour to complete the illusion because she was working in the dragon stables, trying to fly in the race. Neva could barely see past her glamour, but even then, she’d only seen through Fia’s disguise because she was a magic worker. 

But as soon as Neva saw Carmelo, she instantly forgot Fia and all the world around her. She lowered her head to Carmelo and bowed in a deep curtsey. 

Carmelo bowed deeply in return. “Madame, I can’t help but feel like we’ve met before,” he said, a new warmth in his voice.

Neva fought for words. “It ... it has been a very long time,” she stammered. “My family used to attend Mass with yours at Santa Margherita’s back when we were children.”

“Indeed!” Carmelo said gallantly. “You do look familiar, but I’m terrible with faces and names.”

She knew he was teasing, and her face went bright red as she smiled. “I’m Neva.” Her words almost failed when she gazed into his blue eyes. 

“Neva! What a pleasure!” Carmelo bowed again, as if giddy. “Your brother was a good friend of mine.” 

“I know,” Neva said helplessly, as if in a trance, unable to stop staring at his eyes. “I used to watch you two play.” 

Carmelo’s eyes twinkled. “You did?”

Neva went bright red again. Then Carmelo went bright red. They were gazing at each other and they couldn’t seem to break eye contact. 

After a moment, Neva looked down with a soft laugh, and then Carmelo laughed, too, and then neither of them seemed to know how to stand or where to look. 

It seemed like an entire age since she’d felt so light and happy.

That was when Lando Valori had come swaggering into the tender meeting between Neva and Carmelo – and had destroyed it.

“Did you know that this girl is an enchantress?” Lando mocked. 

Neva stiffened.

Lando sneered. “Be careful around her, Carmelo. You have a race tomorrow, you know that? She’s luring you into her sweet trap, so she can cast a spell and kill your performance tomorrow.”

“The way you claim she’s killed yours?” Carmelo said coldly, looking up from Neva’s eyes. “Or maybe it’s just because you can’t fly a dragon. I understand that it’s much easier to blame somebody else than to work on your own shortcomings.”

Neva took a little pleasure in how Lando’s face darkened as the insult struck home.

“You know that the law demands that I turn in a witch like you.” Lando grabbed Neva’s arm, pulling her close as he hissed his words into her face.

“Let her go.” Carmelo pushed between them, prying Lando away. Neva clung to his arm, her heart beating fast. But fury was rising in her. Lando had sworn to her once that he would repay her for a good deed she’d done, once upon a time. He’d gone back on his word – and apparently he thought it was great sport to threaten her life in this way.

Carmelo took her arm, and she could feel his strong heartbeat in his grip. “Come on, Neva. Let’s go.” His voice shook with barely controlled fury.

“Are you defending a witch?” Lando shouted, his voice bouncing off the houses and buildings around him. 

Neva froze under his cruel eyes, her mouth closed so tightly that her lips were not visible. 

No. 

Witch – That was the word that would get her burned at the stake. All of her nightmares were contained in that one word.

Every sensation of burning at the stake – the unbearable heat billowing into her face, her dress catching fire, the mocking laughs of the crowd watching her, making fun of her shrieks of pain – all of these leapt into her mind so vividly that she jerked her head back from the sparks of the fires.

Lando wanted her to burn. He thought her fear was funny.

That dark energy bubbled up from Neva’s heart and guts, generating an electrical feeling through her that gave her goosebumps.

“You’re going to leave her alone,” Carmelo said, defending her. “If you have any regard ...”

Lando swung at Carmelo, knocking his burgundy velvet hat off his head. Carmelo took a few steps away from her to scoop the hat up, his eyes fiery.

But now, as Lando turned to jeer at Carmelo, his back was to her.

Whispering fiercely, Neva fell right into a trance. She reached out to the side and grabbed a spirit. Then she spat at Lando and clapped her hands together.

Mags shrieked from the treetop. Chicklet, no!

Despite her crow’s warning, Neva didn’t hesitate. She strode forward, her hair flaring around her head like a wraith, and she slammed a hand against his back, flinging a spirit into his heart. 

Lando whirled, heat in his eyes, beginning to breathe heavily. The look on his face was like he was trying to sneeze but couldn’t quite manage it. His mouth opened, and garbled words spilled out. 

In his eyes, Neva saw the eyes of the spirit that she had released into Lando’s body. She saw that he was fighting the unwanted guest – but he was losing.

And she smiled.

“Thus to your broken promises,” she whispered.

“What’s happening?” Carmelo asked, looking between Lando and Neva as he put his hat back on.

Neva’s eyes never left Lando’s as that hateful man quivered and shook. He scratched at his hair, at his clothes, shivering all over. 

Neva released the spell – and went limp as its power left her. She swooned, and Carmelo caught her in his arms. Her heart swelled as he pulled her close. 

“You bitch!” Lando shrieked, but everything else he tried to say turned into garbled nonsense.

“Oh, no you don’t.” Carmelo took several steps back with Neva in his arms, muttering a prayer for protection. His eye stayed steady on Lando as he held Neva tightly against his side, his sword in guard position.

By now people were running in to see the fun, expecting a duel. 

Neva raised her head, still woozy. She didn’t want to leave the protection of Carmelo’s arms, the place she’d wanted to be for so long, but now it was sinking in what she had done – what she had unleashed. 

You can’t do things like this, Mags sang out as she swooped overhead. I know this. And I’m a crow!

But before Neva could take breath to whisper a counterspell, Lando suddenly rushed, screaming, at Carmelo. 

Carmelo’s arm tightened around Neva as he swung his sword and cut a bloody line across his attacker’s tunic. The madman went staggering.

“Get back. Leave her alone.” Carmelo’s voice was low and menacing as he held his sword at the ready, his blonde hair hanging across his eyes, trembling with each heartbeat.

Lando regained his feet, his eyes blazing with hatred, not noticing the bleeding cut across his chest. With a piercing howl he rushed again at Carmelo and Neva. 

Fia – somehow Neva had completely forgotten about Fia being there – suddenly leapt on Lando’s back with her legs scissored around his middle, an arm around his neck. Lando yowled, frothing at the mouth, and grabbed at her, spinning in circles. 

Fia yanked out her dagger –

“No! Don’t!” Neva screamed –

– and she slammed the butt of the hilt against Lando’s head, knocking him out. 

Fia leapt aside as he tumbled to the ground. As soon as he was down, she swiftly rolled him on his front and pinioned his arms behind him.

Her glamour was very good, Neva noted. Fia really did look like a man, with her rough clothes and swagger and decisive action. It had been years since Neva had seen Salvi, the man whose face she wore, and Fia brushed his curls out of his face and grinned at Neva.

“I’ve noticed that it’s a lot more peaceful when this guy is unconscious,” Fia stated. “Have you noticed that?”

“Somebody bring a rope before he wakes up,” Carmelo shouted, turning away from her. He was betrothed to Fia – their marriage had been arranged when they were children. He didn’t like Salvi. 

More and more people were running in to see what had happened. Neva half-swooned in Carmelo’s arms, suddenly exhausted by the magic she’d unleashed on Lando – and frightened to death that someone would execute her for it. 

“Get Neva away from here,” Fia told Carmelo. “Quick.” She made a shooing motion with her hand.

Carmelo frowned scornfully, but he bustled Neva away. Behind them, she heard Fia talking.

“This man went into paroxysms,” Fia explained to the bystanders as she stood over Lando. “It was terrible. My friends and I were just talking and this madman came over, foaming at the mouth and trying to kill her. But then a virtuous man defended her honor and beat him soundly in a duel. Oh, I’m sure that the stress of tomorrow’s race got to him. Poor Lando! He’s clearly not cut out for dragon work.”

Neva leaned hard against Carmelo as he led her away. Even after this terrible scene, she was filled with bliss to be in his arms again. 

Carmelo’s sword was still in his hand, but he’d forgotten about it in his concern for Neva. “Sit under this tree,” he said, coaxing her to a small bench hidden from prying eyes. “Come, why don’t you rest here and catch your breath?”

Mags flew to a nearby tree and eyed Neva. I’m going to swipe some food from this vendor’s cart and give you two lovebirds some privacy. I’ll check back after a while! 

Neva gave her a little wave, and she flew off.

Neva, trembling, sank down and put her face in her hands so he couldn’t see how happy she was. “Are you okay?” she asked softly.

Carmelo flopped down next to her. “Oh, I’m fine. Don’t know about Lando, there,” he said, as the dragonrider, still gibbering, was loaded roughly over the back of the donkey and taken away. 

Then he pointed at Fia, who was engaged in conversation with another dragonrider. “And there goes Salvi, off to get a dragon to ride in the big race tomorrow.” Carmelo muttered. “Did you know that that little bastard was trying to talk me into letting him ride my dragon? Can you imagine the gall of that man, to ask something like that of me?”

Neva raised her head. “What a jerk,” she said faintly. She squirmed slightly. She’d been keeping Fia’s identity a secret, but it felt wrong to pretend she didn’t know – felt dishonest to not inform him about the truth.

“Salvi already took Fia for his own,” Carmelo continued. “Now he thinks he can just walk in and steal my dragon. He can just ...” Carmelo spat. 

“Um, I didn’t know that Salvi could ride a dragon,” Neva said. “His folks are too poor to afford one, aren’t they?”

Carmelo shook his head with bitterness. “I don’t give a shit. Salvi can go to hell.”

Neva quailed slightly, then changed the subject. “Thank you for catching me when I was faint.”

Now Carmelo was all attention. “It was a pleasure,” he said, gazing at her.

Neva’s breath came faster. Their gazes locked and held, and though Neva felt that she should turn away from those flame-blue eyes, she could not – didn’t want to. For here was all the bliss in the world. How could Fia not want this man? She was betrothed to him, but Carmelo had mentioned how she ignored him, how rude she’d been. Neva couldn’t believe it. How could you look in his eyes and not be stopped by their beauty.

Her loss.

The color grew in Carmelo’s face, on his high cheekbones, as he gazed on her.

Neva imagined his lips coming down over hers, ravaging them until she couldn’t breathe in ecstasy. 

They were in public, and such a thing would be unbecoming for a woman. But all his want and need burned in his gaze to her.

“If I weren’t bound by my engagement to Fia,” Carmelo said softly, “If I were beholden to no man, I would put you on my dragon’s back and fly away with you right now.” His voice was husky with passion. “If I could claim you in the sight of God and man, how happy we would be.”

Neva lowered her eyes, but couldn’t stop smiling. She’d never felt so happy before in all her life. She leaned again upon him, faint with joy.

“I wish it could be so,” she said, her smile fading. 

How could such a union happen, anyway? Her city and his, Siena and Fiorenza, were on the brink of war. He was highborn, while her family had everything taken from them eight years ago when they were exiled from Fiorenza and thrown out into the world. He was betrothed to Fia, whose father was one of the highest city officials – but, unbeknownst to Carmelo and Fia, Neva’s family had helped to kidnap her father and were holding him in captivity, demanding a ransom that would bankrupt Fia’s family. 

And, of course, Neva was a witch.

A witch who now laid her hand over Carmelo’s heart and gently suffused it with love.

Even if Fia married him, she would always have his heart.

It was all she ever wanted, though the world was not interested in what she wanted.

Carmelo pressed his hand over hers and held it there. All his love for her burned in his splendid blue eyes.

“Win the race for me tomorrow,” she murmured.

“Oh, I will,” he said huskily, a world of passion in his voice.
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Night Raid
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That night, as Neva dreamed about Carmelo all curled up in her bed, a strange noise jolted her awake. She froze in the darkness.

Men’s voices, whispering outside the window.

Her blood turned to ice.

She quieted her breathing, trying to hear what the men were saying. A cricket trilled somewhere in the house. The quiet breathing of her little sisters next to her, and her mama’s buzzy snore, was all that Neva heard. 

There: a murmur of a man’s voice, from outside.

Mags, she tried to whisper, but her voice caught in her throat. She didn’t dare to move or turn her head. She could barely see a blob of black in her peripheral vision, where her crow slept on her perch. 

A faint murmur. Then an answer, too quiet for her to make out the words. 

Neva forced herself to move. Against all instinct, she carefully rolled to the side, the rustle of her blankets sounding unbearably loud in the silence. She had to get to her parents in the next bed. Papa. Her brother Gianni. She needed to wake them to defend the house. 

She left her little sisters sleeping. They were too little, too defenseless. Mother Mary, protect my sisters, don’t let them see any of this! Oh, Mary, protect my family!

Neva crept swiftly across the floor and shook Gianni awake. His eyes popped open. 

“Shhh,” she said next to his ear. “Be quiet.”

But another whisper from outside made her brother sit bolt upright in bed. 

“Who’s there?” he shouted, too quickly for Neva to hush him.

The voices stopped. 

Neva tried to get her legs to move. She had to wake up her parents, but that silence made her body freeze like a rabbit in the grass, trying to trick the hawk that it wasn’t there, even as death came down upon its back ...

A loud hammering at the door made her jump.

Screams from her sisters as they sat up, their hair tangled, clutching their dollies, still half-asleep. 

Gianni fell out of bed to grab his club. Papa said, “What, what?”

A man crawled in through their window. “This way,” the man called over his shoulder. “They’re here.” 

Mama sat straight up in bed and shrieked – all her nightmares coming true. 

There was no time for Neva to go into a trance and seize a spirit. Mama was still screaming. Gianni ran over with his club and struck the man once, twice.

“Varlet,” shouted the intruder, and then came the whisper of steel as a dagger was drawn. 

“Gianni, look out!” Neva said. 

A flash of metal. Her brother made a groaning cry and fell.

Neva’s mama was screaming and crying. Her papa was clambering out of bed, shouting, “Get out of my house,” but he was thrown down.

And now a man roughly grabbed Neva’s arms and pinned them behind her back.

A lantern was unshielded and thrust into her face. She shut her eyes against the glare and turned away from the brilliant flame whose heat she felt acutely.

“This is the one we were sent for,” one of the invaders said. “Take her away.”

“What are you doing with me? With us?” Neva cried, her voice wobbling. A hissing rose in her eyes and body as if she might faint.

“You’re the enchantress, right?” sneered one of the men. “We’ve got orders to capture you.”

She thought instantly of that scene in the street earlier today. Oh, God, Lando sent them to me. “Okay, then, you’ve got me. Now leave my family alone,” Neva pleaded, trembling in every limb.

“Ah, now, we can’t do that,” one of them said. 

“Are any of these little girls witches, too?” asked the man in a cloying voice, shining the lantern upon her sisters huddled on the bed. 

They shivered and drew back, sobbing, their faces shining with tears. 

“Leave them alone,” Neva said, hardly able to breathe enough to say each word. “They’re just children! They’re innocent.”

“You can’t take my daughter,” cried her papa, pushing his way over to Neva. “Let me go in her place.”

One of them men shoved Papa, sending him sprawling across the floor. Neva cried out. 

“Nah, nah,” the man said to her papa. “You can’t do magic. But she can.” The man smoothed Neva’s hair back from her face. She went instantly still at his touch, sickened. “Be good, little girl, and maybe we won’t burn your house down with everybody inside.”

“I will go with you,” Neva said, turning her face aside from his touch. “Just stop hurting my family. Leave them alone. They didn’t do anything to you. I love them all.” Hot tears flooded her eyes. “I love them, now leave them alone.”

“Take me, not my daughter,” her papa demanded again.

“Pietrino needs you still,” one of the men told her papa. “But somebody asked for this little girl, specially.”

“Who?” hissed her father, trying to rise from the floor.

“Your friend, Benedetto, our new pope,” the man said. 

Neva’s knees nearly gave out. “No,” she whispered. “Please, no.”

“Oh, yes.”

“I will go in her place,” her papa said. “She’s innocent.”

“That’s not what I was told,” somebody else mocked. 

“Talk to Pietrino di Charducci,” Papa pleaded. “He will prove his case.” 

“We have nothing to say to him. His authority is nothing next to that of the new Pope.”

“Will you leave my family alone?” Neva demanded. “If you take me away, will you leave them alone?”

“Of course,” they said. “Now go.”

“Mags!” Neva shouted as they dragged her away to a wagon waiting by the house. Though she called for her friend, the crow, Mags did not answer. What had happened to her? Did they kill her? Did they stun the crow and leave her lying?

The men threw Neva into a wagon, her hands tied behind her back. Tied up this way, she was unable to work a simple spell. Her old books were someplace ...it’s likely they’d burn not only my books, she thought with horror, but my town and people as well. Please don’t let them do that. Please.

The wagon jolted forward in the dark, bumping over the rough and pitted road

From a distance she heard Mag cry out. Chicklet!

Neva couldn’t shout because they had gagged her, but she sobbed with her throat, making a racket.

“Shut up back there,” said the rough man driving the wagon. 

A desperate caw. Then after a moment, the sound of wings, low to the ground, frantic. 

“Mmph!” Neva called to Mags. 

“Shut up,” said the wagon driver. “Don’t make me come back there and smack you.”

A rustle of wings came in fast, low to the ground. Then, up swooped Mags from below. The crow dropped into the back of the wagon and hopped quickly to hide under Neva’s legs.

“What’s that noise, you bitch?” the wagon driver shouted, spinning in his seat. “Is somebody trying to rescue you? Eh?”

Neva, staring at him, bumped the heel of her foot on the wagon floor. 

“Nobody got in the wagon, if that’s what you’re asking,” one of the men riding behind them reported. Several other soldiers were riding their horses around the wagon, keeping watch. 

Had to come in low, Mag said, peeping out from under Neva’s legs. So many owls around tonight, and those awful men. She ruffled her feathers angrily. What are they doing to you?

Neva could not reply. Her gag was wicking all the water out of her mouth, and that old horror filled her heart. 

They had discovered her secret – or, more likely, had it revealed to them, probably from Lando. Now she was going to be burned at the stake – she was sure of it. Dread filled her, the nightmare waters she was drowning in, sinking, unable to swim. 

One of the riders behind the cart was grumbling, his mind already elsewhere. “I can’t believe they’re making us do this right now. I was supposed to get good seats for my family today for the big dragon race.”

“You still can. We’re making good time.”

The rider made a rude noise with his lips. “The seats won’t be as good. My family always gets a place on the piazza, because if you go into the city before dawn, you can beat the crowds and get a prime spot to watch the race. But then I got dragged off for this mission before I could tell one of my sons to hold our place for us.” He groaned. “If we hurry, we might be able to get back in time to choose a spot just off the piazza. Maybe. My family will never forgive me.” 

“Which dragon are you betting on today?” the driver asked one of the riders who came up alongside.

“My neighborhood is represented by the Snail dragon, the diamond flyer,” said the rider. “Except its rider, Lando Valori, suffered a falling-down fit yesterday. Now we have this unknown rider coming in to take his place.” 

“No thanks to you, witch.” The driver spat at Neva. She shrank back.

“Come, come, leave the girl alone. Your dragonrider was a lousy rider, let’s face it. Perhaps they will replace Lando with a better jockey.”

“A better jockey. Pah. I doubt it,” another horseman groaned. 

“I like the big emerald dragon,” said the driver. “I don’t know about the little man who is the jockey.”

Despite her overwhelming danger she was in, Neva bristled at them calling Carmelo a little man. 

“Oh, that man got in because his papa pulled a few strings with the new pope. But have you seen how enormous that dragon is? I think that even if the boy just sits up there and picks his nose, that big dragon could still win out of sheer power alone.”

They rode to the towering city gates of Siena. “We are on business from the pope,” said the wagon driver, handing a sheet of parchment to the guards. The guards bowed and let them in. 

Neva’s blood froze as the wagon rumbled into Siena. Nothing this bad had ever happened to her before. She had always considered the day of her family’s exile and her grandpapa’s death to be the worst day of her life – but this, being carried into the city by uncaring brutes for her execution by fire, was far worse. 

I’m with you, Mags reassured her, peeping out from underneath her legs. I won’t leave you, whatever happens. 

That made Neva cry a little. 

They drove the wagon along the city streets where people were already lined up for the big race and the procession that preceded it. People stared at her, sitting alone in the back of the wagon with her hands tied, still in her night clothes, her hair unbraided. 

Neva looked down at her naked toes peeping out from under her nightclothes, and tried to pull them out of sight. She couldn’t meet anybody’s eyes, even as she prayed for somebody to rescue her. But the insignia of the Pope’s army fluttered on the horses’ trappings. Nobody was interested in helping a poor, unknown farm girl in her nightshirt with unbraided hair and her bare toes freezing in the back of a wagon.

Soon they reached the Piazza del Campo – the gigantic public space at the center of the city. Today, all the little markets around its edges had been packed up and moved out to make room for the crowds of people that were crammed into the space. The communal Palace of the People reigned over the piazza. Around the edges stood the stately mansions of the merchants, built to show off
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