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      The battlefield before his claws was bloody. The ground, three days since the end of this mighty war, still sank and swelled with the remains of the dead. His own scales, usually white as dawn, now matched the redness of his eyes. The dragon surveyed all that had happened, all that had come from this war. And he wished that he could weep.

      “You have no need to remain behind.” A voice, deep, ancient, sounded in his ear. The dragon lifted his head and looked at the one walking slowly up the hill to rest beside him. The newcomer’s wings were limp, hanging at his sides as if he could not be bothered to furl them. His scales, a myriad of greens that shifted to blues, were rough and dull. The tip of one of his great horns that curled over his head like antlers was broken.

      “We have wrought death,” the white dragon said, feeling small in the shadow of his elder. “Should not some of us remain behind to see the results, Qiaseri?”

      Qiaseri let out a great sigh. His claws curled into the dirt. “This battle—this war—was not our fault, young one. This war was always inevitable. It is not our fault that we fought and that others died.”

      “Then why do I wear blood like humans wear clothes?”

      Qiaseri lowered his head and touched the white dragon with his snout. A flash, and then the white scales were now clean. The young dragon recoiled. “You should not have done that!”

      “My magic is strong enough for that, though it be that I require an extra day. With the great sleep upon us, what is one more day?” Qiaseri let out a chuckle, though there was not enough heart in it. He looked out at the field, at the humans and elves lingering there, seeing to the dead. He looked and saw the corpses of races that would likely not be seen again for a hundred generations. Dragons were not the least among them.

      “Do you think that things will improve in the time that you are to sleep?” the white dragon asked. Qiaseri shuffled his wings until they lay flat on his back.

      “I think that the world will be a vastly different place. We dragons may require the great sleep to replenish our magic and our souls from what was achieved in this war, but the rest of the world will continue. Yes, I have great hopes for the future of this world.” Qiaseri looked out towards the horizon, towards some future that the young white dragon could not see.

      “I fear the future,” he said.

      “We all fear the future. But you must not let that fear overwhelm you. I would not be what I am had I remained swallowed by fear.”

      “Would this war have even happened had we not been afraid?”

      Qiaseri fixed a sharp eye on the young dragon. “You think that this was wrought because people were afraid?”

      “I know it,” was the response.

      “Then it is good that you are remaining behind while we sleep. Maybe then you will learn the truth of things.”

      Qiaseri turned and started the slow, stately walk back down the hill. The white dragon remained behind, words dying on his tongue. Though a thousand cycles would pass, he knew that the answer would not change. Fear had wrought this death, this horrid thing. And he would never allow it to do so again.
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      Miska remembered every heartbeat of the attack that had ruined his hearing. He had been nine cycles, a child desperate to fit in with the others of his village. The closest in age was a boy of ten who had the rest of the village children wrapped around his fingers: Qilas. He was the very image of the perfect desert boy, with his light brown skin and cunning dark eyes. He preferred fighting and hunting to any other activity and was one of the youngest who managed to bring back food every time. He was well-liked and destined to be a great leader, maybe even a soldier in the royal army.

      Miska wanted to be just like him.

      It had been one of the rare sunny days at the beginning of the monsoon season that hit the Red Desert every cycle. The rains only came for a few weeks, but they were powerful, dangerous, and not much could stand in their path. Qilas and the other village children had been running around just on the outskirts of the settlement, enjoying the slight crispness in the air.

      Miska had been doing chores for his mother.

      “Bring back enough oil this time or I’ll have you whipped,” she hissed. Miska wondered, on occasion, what it was like to love your mother. Even as a child, he had understood that there was something missing in their relationship. She was a tall, thin woman who blamed Miska for her low status. Perhaps it was because he hadn’t looked like her. His skin was a rare reddish brown colour that had people whispering of the legendary red devils, the demons who haunted the night. Or perhaps it was that she had a decent life and was to be married to the settlement’s advocate before falling pregnant with Miska. He never knew why she did not love him and he did not love her. But he still tried to do his best by her anyways.

      “Yes, Mother.” Miska bowed at the waist before running off to do as he was told. He blocked his ears off so he wouldn’t hear the sneered words thrown in his direction as he left. They always came. And he always heard.

      “Maybe this time don’t come back at all!”

      Miska had run through the settlement to the oil woman’s house, hoping to beg or barter some of the precious liquid from her. It was one of the few commodities his settlement had in the desert and they treasured it highly. Other places, like the almost-mystical Red Palace, sported oases; some had vast deposits of minerals. Most, though, were like his settlement. Barren but for a few sun-dried mud-and-straw houses, and the few precious things they managed to cultivate.

      A foot flashed out and tangled between Miska’s churning legs, catching him off guard. With a yelp, he fell to the ground. His palms scraped open on the packed dirt and blood trickled down his eyebrow. He looked up and saw Qilas sneering down at him, four other children beside him.

      “Look what I caught!” Qilas crowed to a pretty girl with dark brown hair. The girl was older than Miska by two cycles, but it had not stopped his heart from beating rapidly each time she passed. Now, she looked down at him with malice and contempt in her gaze. Miska closed his eyes so he would not see any more. The words though, kept coming.

      “Pitiful excuse for a red devil,” the girl said. Miska squeezed his eyes harder. “He did not even put up a fight!”

      “I thought they were supposed to be ferocious,” another boy sneered. Qilas’ unmistakeable laugh rang out in the narrow alley. For a beat, Miska hoped that a grown-up would come and hear the commotion, perhaps rescue him from this torment. No one came.

      “Maybe it’s just when they’re full-blooded, and not mongrels,” Qilas said. Miska cracked his eyes open to see the utter triumph on the boy’s face. All admiration he had held for the other boy slipped away. All his hopes of ever being like him, of ever being accepted in this settlement, they slipped away as well. What was left was staring him in the face, his laughter ringing in Miska’s ears.

      “Get up and fight,” the girl demanded, aiming a kick at Miska’s side. He shuffled away from the blow, puffs of dust flying as he moved. Qilas frowned.

      “The mongrel does not want to play,” Qilas said. The others snickered. “Well, why should he? He doesn’t belong here, does he?”

      “No!” the others agreed, their shouts edging towards gleeful.

      “Then let’s show him what we do to people who don’t belong!” Qilas surged forwards, faster than Miska could counter. This time, the blow struck home. Miska let out a strangled cry as his ribs smarted. He scrambled to his feet as fast as he could, holding up his hands.

      “Leave me alone,” Miska snapped, trying to look braver than he felt. Qilas exchanged another glance with the girl. They both burst out laughing before advancing on Miska.

      “Now, mongrel,” Qilas said, advancing like a jackal before its dying prey. “Why would we do that?”

      Miska was found some hours later, after the rains had already begun. Maybe his mother had raised a cry when he didn’t return home with the oil. He doubted it, though. More likely, one of the residents of the settlement had stumbled on his prone form, the rain washing away the blood to reveal the full extent of what had been done to him. Ribs broken, left ankle shattered, skull fractured. But the worst of it was, no matter what Miska tried to do, he kept hearing the taunting voices of Qilas and the others. Over and over, it was almost louder than the echoes of his own screams. It took Miska two days to realise that it was all he could hear. All he would ever hear again.
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      With a sharp inhalation of breath, Miska sat upwards, his heart pounding. He winced and pressed his hands to his head; it was throbbing something fierce. He needed to find Warra, the healing woman, and get it seen to, otherwise he would not be able to function at all, let alone put on a smiling face for Ravenna.

      Ravenna!

      The memories of the last few days surged into Miska’s mind. Suddenly, the headache was not the most of his problems. He remembered that Ravenna, the most giving creature he had ever met and his deepest love, had fled the Red Desert to warn her people—the winged sylphs—about Lord Davorin. Davorin was the Firstborn Son of the Salusian Empire. A man set on conquering the known world to prove his worth, he had settled on the Red Desert as his first conquest. The isolated island of sylphs would be next, giving him a chance to have the almost mythical beings as his personal slaves. Many people would think the sylphs to be angels, messengers of the divine, and would never dare challenge Davorin with them at his side.

      Miska had heartily wished Ravenna well. He hoped she found her people and warned them in time. He hoped that she was safe and that nothing would happen to hurt her again. She deserved so much better than life had given her. He also wished that he hadn’t been left behind.

      Of course, if Miska hadn’t been left behind to stand with Queen Lenore of the Red Desert against the tyrant conqueror, then he would not have witnessed her fall. He would not have seen his home turn into nothing more than another conquered people, bowed to the cruelty that was Davorin. Lenore had told him with a desperate twist of her mouth to run and save the Red Desert.

      Miska had obeyed without question.

      He went to look for Ravenna. Instead, he had found himself in the foothills of the Iron Mountains, terrified, dehydrated, cold and alone. And there was something else…

      Miska pressed the heels of his hands against his temple, hoping that the pressure of his headache would lessen even a little. There was something else that he needed to remember. Something had happened to him to bring him here, wherever here was.

      Miska lifted his head and brushed his brown hair out of his eyes. He looked around and frowned. This was unlike any dwelling he had known. He was used to the mud-stone of the small desert dwellings, or the massive Red Palace, carved from the desert rock itself. This was a rounded room that rose to a point in the ceiling. The floor was draped with furs and thickly woven rugs. A fire crackled merrily in the centre of the room, the smoke drifting upwards and out through a slight opening at the top. Miska wracked his brain and finally came up with the word that explained his surroundings. A tent.

      Who would have a tent in the desert?

      And, for that matter, who would bother with dressing Miska’s few scratches with a salve and then putting him to bed in a cot wrapped in furs?

      A flap in the tent wall opened, catching Miska’s attention. A man with a small leather-bound book in his hands walked in, looking like nothing Miska had ever seen. For one, he had hair that was as sand under the moon. His skin was pale and marbled with purple where his veins showed faintly through, highlighting sharp features and bright eyes of a strange crimson hue. He wore dark robes that almost brushed the floor and went all the way down his arms. Under the robes, he wore clothes equally strange: tightly fitted pants that looked to be made of leather, a long tunic that looked thicker than any clothes Miska had ever owned, and a leather thong around his neck with a long, curved claw hanging from it. But strangest of all, two horns of darkest obsidian black rose from the man’s head. They started just below his hairline on his forehead, curving up and back like crescent moons in ridges that looked sharp enough to cut.

      Miska was so absorbed in staring at this man—he had seen and known Ravenna with her night-black wings of legend, but this was something entirely different—that he missed seeing the words on the man’s lips. When the man tilted his head in question, Miska blushed. He hated not seeing what people were saying. It made them act like something was wrong with him.

      The man repeated the words and Miska focused intently to make up for his earlier blunder. But the movement of the man’s lips and tongue and jaw was completely unfamiliar to Miska. He only caught something that could have been, “Ngao, talu… miisa?”

      Miska shook his head. The man frowned, the movement somehow more curious than disapproving. It was as though he was something of interest, a curiosity in this strange world of tents and furs and fires. Well, Miska definitely agreed with that.

      The horned man spoke again, this time moving his mouth differently. A different set of possibilities filtered through Miska’s mind, but none of them made sense, either. After a moment, he realised that the man was trying to speak to him in different languages.

      Mouth suddenly dry, Miska wanted nothing more than to look away. He was much, much farther from home than he had thought if he couldn’t even speak the language. Even Ravenna spoke Ionan, though the way she formed her words had Miska imagining the most beautiful accent. She had told him that the language the sylphs spoke was very similar, probably because their two languages had only diverged a short time before. But now, Miska was on completely unfamiliar ground.

      Being deaf was hard enough. He had to pay constant attention to people, searching them for the tiniest of clues as to what they were trying to say. He had to watch the way their tongue touched their teeth, or their lips curved on a vowel. He had to watch the muscles in their face for emotional cues. He had to watch their eyes. Their brows. And that was when he understood the language and could interpret the movements of their mouths. This? This was an impossible situation. Miska would not last long.

      Finally, the horned man stopped trying out languages on Miska. His frown deepened. The sharp grace of his features made the movement somehow more profound. Miska considered saying something, considered at least trying to communicate.

      Then, a sound burst into his head, louder than anything Miska remembered hearing. He screamed and pressed his hands to his ears. The sound withdrew, almost shocked, then softened and soothed.

      Be calm, human, it seemed to say. I will not harm you.

      Miska whimpered, scrabbling uselessly at his ears. He had not heard anything for twenty cycles. For so long that it was more normal for him to hear nothing than to remember those moments of hearing anything.

      “I cannot hear,” he said, saying the words both inside his head and out loud. It had taken cycles of training to be able to speak properly and now he felt as though all of that was slipping away because of this sound. “I cannot hear,” Miska said again, reassuring himself.

      Is that why you did not answer my questions?

      Miska blinked back the tears that sprang to his eyes. He wanted the sound to stop!

      The horned man approached Miska and knelt down before his cot. Miska flinched; he hadn’t noticed the man moving in his distress. The man made no move to speak, just gave a gentle smile. There was something calming in the motion, something ageless and powerful and wise. It was like Warra’s smiles, but less loving. The man reached up and pulled Miska’s hands away from his ears, shaking his head.

      My voice is in your thoughts, not your ears. It will not hurt you.

      Miska flinched slightly, but this time the sound was not so harsh. It was almost like bells, ringing gently through his mind. Their tones were deep and resonant. Powerful. He blinked. The sound… it was coming from the man kneeling before him. But… they did not speak the same language.

      “My language,” Miska said out loud.

      I am speaking to your thoughts. Language is irrelevant here. The man smiled, blinking his crimson eyes. Miska found himself staring again when he saw that the man’s pupils were slitted vertically, like a desert snake coiled in the sun.

      “I don’t understand,” Miska breathed. The man nodded and pressed his hand against Miska’s forehead. There was a burst of music inside his head. Miska screamed again and tried to pull away. When the man’s hand broke contact with his skin, the memories returned.

      He had been running from Davorin. Climbing up into the hills of the Iron Mountains, hoping desperately that this was the way that Ravenna had gone. Something had caused Miska’s instincts to sharpen. The hair on the back of his neck stood up and he had run. He tripped over an unseen dip in the ground. Then, there was a monster’s head hanging over him. Sharp, angled, with horns as long as his arm, scales that shone white, and eyes of deep crimson.

      A dragon.

      I feared you were injured, the horned man explained. So I brought you over the mountains to the Peoples of the Stone. You are safe here.

      “You’re a dragon!” Miska exclaimed. He backed away from the horned man—the dragon taken human form—and took him in, completely astonished.

      Indeed, young human. I am a dragon.

      “But… but that’s impossible! Even Ravenna thought that dragons were long dead, and she had access to the tomes!” Miska’s words flowed out in a desperate rush. He was not even certain he had properly articulated some of the words. If the dragon were speaking to him through his thoughts, then it wouldn’t matter, though.

      Tomes? Ravenna? Both ancient words. Where did you learn them, young human?

      “R-Ravenna is a sylph,” he said. Even before the words were spoken, he wished he could take them back. Ravenna being a sylph was already causing a great deal of trouble for her; it was the reason Davorin now sought out her people instead of keeping her alone as a divine symbol. It could be very dangerous for more people to know of her existence. The dragon, though, just widened his eyes in astonishment and his jaw dropped open to reveal slightly pointed teeth.

      I think you have rather a story to tell, young human. I am Cavaris. What is your name?

      “Miska,” he said quietly. “My name is Miska.”

      Well, Miska, I have a feeling that what you have to say may turn this world on its head.
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      Queen Lenore of the Red Desert stood before the hammered silver mirror in her room, staring blankly at her reflection. She tried to find a spark of joy for the beautiful job that the royal dressmaker had done on her wedding gown. It was done in the fashion of the desert, with layers of sheer fabric in a burnished red wrapped tightly across her bodice and flowing gently to the floor in waves. With the gold and copper beading sewn into the skirts and across the neckline, she looked like she was wearing a living flame. Her auburn hair, normally tied tightly in a multitude of tiny braids, hung loose around her shoulders and waist, a few strands pinned up for the benefit of showing off the earrings that her intended had given her for the occasion.

      Lenore reached up and touched the dangling red gems. They matched the tiered necklace tied tightly around her throat. She shuddered; it was more a collar than a gift. And those who could not see that were fools.

      “My queen,” a voice whispered, causing Lenore to stiffen and turn. She wanted to rub at her eyes to blot out any tears that might have shone in their depths, but that would ruin the dark eye powders her attendants had spent hours on. The person standing in the door was female, but she had no wings. Why, Lenore wondered, had she hoped that Ravenna would be there? That Ravenna would save her?

      “Come, Blodwen,” Lenore murmured. The woman slipped into her chambers as easily as if she were floating. She was the serving woman provided to her from the retinue that had arrived during the wedding preparations. Davorin had spared no expense and had sent for a whole new set of servants to work in the Red Palace from the Salusian Empire. Lenore knew it was to spy on her, to make certain that her people were kept well and truly under control. She hated the way that the servants deferred to her, as if they actually believed she held power. Blodwen in particular.

      She was a trim girl, perhaps taller and broader than others but very neat. Her hair was the dark brown that seemed common in the Empire, and she still had yet to replace her clothes from the heavier fabrics of the cooler land to the lighter fabrics of the desert. Lenore thought it strange the way that Blodwen’s long kirtle and over gown remained, despite the heat. Just another sign that this woman did not belong here.

      None of these new people belonged here. But Lenore had no choice.

      She was to marry Lord Davorin the Firstborn Son of the Salusian Empire. And his horrible servant, the dragon-spirit that he called Dagan, after his long-dead brother, that inhabited the body of his former Captain, Nadezhda, would be watching gleefully nearby. Whether the being was Davorin’s dead brother or not mattered little; both were monsters. She shuddered.

      “There’s naught to be worried about my queen,” Blodwen said cheerfully, taking her shiver for nervousness. No, Lenore was not nervous. She had thus far upheld her end of the bargain. She would marry Davorin and allow him to take the name of King-Consort to the Queen of the Red Desert. He, in turn, would keep from razing her kingdom to the ground and killing her people in the process.

      “I am not nervous,” Lenore said in a flat voice. It was meant to intimidate, meant to cow this servant into some semblance of obedience, but Blodwen just softened her expression and brushed her rough hand over Lenore’s arm.

      “It is a great honour to be wed to one such as Lord Davorin. He will be a good husband, and he will protect you and this land,” Blodwen said. Lenore lifted her chin. She wanted to have fire flash in her eyes, wanted some reminder of the power and might she had once wielded without question or thought to be in her movements. Instead, all she could muster was a sense of dread and misery.

      “Protect this land,” Lenore breathed, closing her eyes. It would take a miracle if her people were not conscripted into Davorin’s army and made to march on their neighbours. Her own soldiers, the ones she had called friends, had already been ordered by Davorin—through her—to join with the mercenaries they had so bravely fought. They were to become the first in the private army of the Firstborn Son.

      Lenore had not seen Vareis, the training mistress for the army, or General Garreth Murdoch during her pronouncement. She wondered if they were dead. So many had been killed before the slaughter by Nadezhda and Davorin had ceased. Lenore had been confined to her room, unable to attend the burials. But she had watched from her room overlooking the gardens as the smoke rose to the skies. Her eyes, though, had been dry and her heart shattered.

      “M’lady?” Blodwen’s voice drew Lenore back to the present. The girl had the audacity to look concerned. “Is it… is it the bedding that has you worried?”

      Lenore scoffed, tossing her head with what little spirit she had left. Bedding Davorin would be the least of her worries. Though, he was likely as cruel a lover as he was a warrior. But she imagined he would want to keep her in one piece in order to produce an heir. No, that was not her worry. Blodwen did not need to know that, though.

      Lenore strode over to the windows that overlooked her gardens. They were still lush and green, full of the plants that could only grow in the unusual environment of a desert oasis. The birds still sang and the flowers still bloomed, though summer was drawing to an end. It was just as beautiful as it had ever been. “What do you know of Lord Davorin?” Lenore asked Blodwen, her voice cold.

      Blodwen skittered around behind Lenore; she could hear the girl’s ridiculous skirts moving around as she walked. Then, Blodwen moved to Lenore’s side so that the Red Queen could see her out of the corner of her eye. She wanted to look away, but she forced herself to watch Blodwen. To look her enemy in the eye.

      “Well, as you know, Lord Davorin was not the original Firstborn Son,” Blodwen started. Lenore inclined her head. “Lord Dagan was always a favourite with the Royal Court, but he was not around that much. He was usually away with the army, expanding the Empire and bringing those poor people into civilisation. Lord Davorin was around much, much more but I cannot say that he was ever terribly noticed by the Court. He was not known for any great skill. I mean, that is, of course he was—is—very capable! He’s very smart. Read so much from the Royal Library. And everyone in the Court knew he had a silver tongue. But he wasn’t, well, he wasn’t Lord Dagan.”

      “Dagan is dead,” Lenore stated. No matter what Davorin said about the being inhabiting Nadezhda’s body, the real Dagan was dead. Blodwen winced.

      “Yes,” she murmured, almost as if it were a personal loss. “I don’t think the Emperor ever really recovered from Lord Dagan’s death. He was so distraught, claiming outright that he did not think Lord Davorin would serve the Empire in the way that Lord Dagan had. The Emperor even went so far as to see if the Code of Kings could be modified so that the Lady Seraphina could inherit. But she is already married, so that is impossible.”

      “His father hates him?” Lenore asked, slightly surprised. She had known that Davorin came to the Red Desert with fewer resources than one would expect of a Salusian Royal, but had always assumed that it was simply because he was prudent. But if the Emperor refused to support him…

      “Oh, no!” Blodwen shook her head vehemently. “No, the Emperor loves his son! He just did not want Lord Davorin commanding the army in Lord Dagan’s place. It… it wouldn’t be right, see?”

      Lenore saw. Saw beyond the words that Blodwen was saying. Perhaps if she could appeal to the Emperor, things would be different. Perhaps the Red Desert could be saved, after all. Even as she thought it, though, she knew it would be impossible. Her marriage to Davorin was in a few short hours. And with the demon at his side and whatever foul magic he now possessed, not even the Emperor of the Salusian Empire would be able to stand up to Davorin.

      Ravenna was Lenore’s only hope. Ravenna and Miska. Both gone. Perhaps dead.

      “After news came that Lord Davorin was marrying you and allying your countries—bringing the Red Desert into the Empire—well, the Emperor threw his full support behind Lord Davorin. Oh, the Court was so relieved. They had been worried that the Emperor would leave no clear line of succession to the throne and that the Empire would fall into chaos. But, well, the Emperor is getting old and I suppose it just took him some time to come to terms with Lord Dagan’s death,” Blodwen said.

      Lenore sighed softly. Would this woman ever stop talking? She had already kindled Lenore’s hopes, only to dash them again in the next breath. With her marriage in such a short time, and the end of her reign—perhaps the end of her people—to come soon after, she was not certain she could handle such hope.

      “M’lady,” Blodwen said. Her voice changed, slightly, drawing Lenore’s attentions. The Salusian woman looked at her with a serious expression, her eyes worried, brow furrowed. Blodwen lay a hand on her shoulder and dropped the cheerful act altogether. “I only ever met Lord Davorin once, when I came here. But I believe him to be a good man. I believe that he will do what he can to make the Red Desert all it can be, now that it is to be part of the Empire. I believe he will make a good husband and a good king.”

      Lenore shuddered and drew away from Blodwen. She turned her gaze firmly to the gardens. Then, her voice as cold as the ice in Ravenna’s eyes, she said, “Then you believe wrongly.”

      Blodwen recoiled as though Lenore had struck her. She frowned, eyes wide with horror and confusion. “How could you say such a thing?”

      Lenore scoffed. “Have you seen the demon that he keeps at his side? The scaled woman with red skin and the cruel smile?”

      Blodwen nodded. “That’s his captain… he said she was imbued with an ancient magic. And after he has seen the angel, and plans on calling on her and her kind, how could you doubt?”

      “Captain Nadezhda is dead,” Lenore spat. “She was a dangerous, horrible woman, but even she would not have been able to slaughter my best soldiers without being scratched once. Even she could not be so heartless as to laugh at the burning of my people while I was locked up here, unable to fight back!”

      Lenore regretted the words immediately after she spoke them. The servant from the Salusian Empire grew stiff, her expression hardening. She went so far as to curl her lip and sneer at Lenore. “What would you know? Some savage playing at queen out here on the outskirts of the Empire? Lord Davorin only wanted to marry you to avoid bloodshed. Your pathetic country isn’t worth wasting Salusian blood.”

      As foolish as they were, the words stung. Lenore had once cared what people thought of her, whether or not she was a good ruler. She recalled the wary glances of her councillors and allies from the city-states to the south. She had tried so hard to please them and their endless demands couched as suggestions. It had nearly ruined her country and helped no one but outsiders. She had thought she had grown a spine. Ravenna had commented on the fact, even, and had made Lenore’s heart soar even as it now ached.

      But to have people believe that her country, her people, were backwards, uncivilised, savage, simply because they lived amongst the sand and stone, well that was almost too much to bear. Lenore was a queen, though. She was the famed Red Queen of the Red Desert. She might have to bow to Davorin for the sake of her people, but she would not bend before this woman. She would not break.

      “And what would you know?” Lenore returned, putting all her fire into the words. “You, nothing but a servant brought from the Salusian Empire to the outskirts where you have not the luxury you demand, nor the recognition you crave? Why were you brought here, Blodwen? Was it by choice, or a punishment? Servant to the conquered queen of the second son?”

      Blodwen blushed, eyes flashing. She blinked rapidly, her dark eyes filling with tears. Lenore had struck a nerve and she did not regret it in the slightest. She shook her head, flinching slightly at the unfamiliar feel of her loose hair over her shoulders. She might not regret the words, but she was not foolish enough to make a true enemy of Blodwen. This intruder into her life might be the only ally she would have in the future. Miska was gone. Ravenna was gone. Her hope was gone with them.

      Lenore sighed and reached out to touch Blodwen’s arm. It felt strange to have such thick fabric as a barrier between touch, even with someone she disliked. “Look, Blodwen, I’m sorry. I… I would think much the same if I were ever in the Empire.”

      “No,” Blodwen sniffed, though she did not pull back, “you wouldn’t. The Empire is wonderful!”

      “We have our merits here, too,” Lenore murmured. She gestured to the gardens. “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?”

      “It’s… fine,” Blodwen said. Lenore nodded; it would have to be good enough. In the background, she could hear a commotion and knew that her time was up. Any moment now, someone would fetch her to the Great Hall. A cleric would stand before Davorin and herself. And she would be wed.

      Even as she thought the words, the doors to her chambers swung open as if by an invisible wind. She flinched, tightening her grip on Blodwen’s arm in fear. The servant winced accordingly, searching Lenore’s face. Lenore, though, was staring in horror at the creature that had come to fetch her to her wedding.

      Surely, even Davorin could not be that cruel?

      The dragon-spirit creature that had taken over Nadezhda’s body stood before Lenore. Its skin shone blood red, the largest veins throbbing black against its skin. Around its vertically slit eyes lay scales in a lighter shade of red, some peeling up and some looking as though they were just smudged with dirt. The former Captain of Davorin’s armies had once had cropped hair that brushed her skull. This creature had let the hair grow out until it was long enough to touch its chin. The strands were greasy and dull. It wore black trousers and a grey tunic belted at the waist with a single blade at its left hip. Lenore recognised the signature curved blade of the Salusian Empire and shuddered.

      The beast that had slaughtered twenty of her people in less time than it took to suck in a breath to scream, had come for her wearing a delighted and cruel smile.

      Your groom awaits you, it said. Lenore closed her eyes and swallowed down a plea for help. This was the beast that Davorin so blatantly claimed was the spirit of his brother, Dagan, come to inhabit the body of his former lover. She knew better. This was a magic that should have remained dead. This was torture incarnate.

      “I come,” Lenore said, her words wooden. She loosed her hand from Blodwen’s arm.

      “M’lady!” Blodwen said, looking between Lenore and Dagan.

      “I come,” Lenore repeated. Dagan nodded its head and held out an arm. She blinked back a single tear and strode forwards to place her hand on its arm.

      Wherever you are, Miska, Ravenna, please… save me. Save us all! Lenore thought. She spared a single backwards glance for Blodwen and saw confusion there, mixed with a tinge of fear. Then, Lenore was swept from her chambers towards the Great Hall, where her fate awaited her.
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        * * *

      

      The closer they drew to the Great Hall, the faster Lenore’s heart pounded. Soon, it drowned out every sound but her thoughts. She did not want to go through with this. She did not want to be wife to Davorin. She wanted to continue on as before! If she did not do this, though, her people would suffer. Davorin had promised that he would treat her people as any other citizens of the Empire if she cooperated with him. She had no reason to doubt his word, as dangerous as he was.

      She still wanted to turn and run.

      Lenore tried to take steadying breaths to calm her heart. She tried to quell the fear that rose like bile in her throat. No one was coming to save her, she realised.

      So Lenore did something she had not done since she was a young girl. She prayed.

      To The One Who Watches, she thought, her steps seeming to slow as the words formed in her mind. Please, keep my people safe. Let this not be for nothing. And let Miska be well. Let him find Ravenna so that she can come and… I don’t know why I’m placing all my faith in her. But please. Let this not be for naught.

      The One Who Watches was the deity most worshipped by the desert folk, though they assimilated many different religions into their practise. But The Watcher was meant to be above the other gods, was meant to be powerful where the others were weak, was meant to have armies and accolades and the ability to change the world with a whisper. Only, The Watcher was most often silent.

      Lenore heard nothing, not even a whisper.

      Her breath faltered for a moment as she and the beast Dagan reached the heavy wooden doors of the Great Hall. As with the doors in her chamber, they opened with some invisible power, revealing the place that had not two moons before, been the sight of death unchallenged. Now, not even Lenore could recognise it.

      The walls had been draped with fabric of many different colours. There were shields and sigils embroidered into the fabric in threads of bright metallic colours. Some symbol of the conquered people of the Empire? Some sign of marriage? She did not know, only that the banners and tapestries looked garish against the red desert stone. A bright red cloth stretched along the floor from the entrance of the hall to the throne. On either side of the cloth stood people wearing finery the likes of which Lenore had never seen.

      One woman, dark haired and clad in a dress that looked to be made from liquid copper with gold embroidery and an elaborate headdress of shining metal, inclined her head to Lenore. Even without the opulent dress, she would have recognised the family resemblance anywhere. Her stomach dropped. Davorin’s sister had come to see her be wed? Was the massive man with his hand on her shoulder a lover or a husband? Or would he be the one to execute Lenore if she did not perform?

      No, Lenore shook herself. The creature on her own arm, smiling falsely, would be her executioner.

      Trumpets sounded, the tinny noise echoing harshly against the stone. Dagan moved forwards, dragging Lenore with it. She forced herself to walk forwards. She tried to ignore the people smiling at her on either side of the cloth. Their leers told her just how much of a prize she was. Lenore focused her attention on the people waiting at the end of the Hall.

      She nearly froze. There, standing next to Davorin in all his finery, was a priest. Not a cleric for The One Who Watches. But a priest, wrapped in heavy embroidered robes of a deep blue, a hood on his head, beard neat and trimmed and a shining white. On his hand were several rings and in the crook of his arm was a leather bound book. The defining mark, though, was the knife at the priest’s belt. This was a priest from the Salusian Empire, for the warrior god Materior. She would not even be married under the rites of her own people.

      “Welcome, Lenore,” Davorin said as she drew close enough. He stood there, deceptively pleasant in demeanour. His dark hair was still cropped close to his head and he still wore the twin blades at his hip. In truth, except for the fact that his clothes and leather work were gilded with fantastical designs of dragons and sylphs—angels, Lenore reminded herself bitterly—Davorin looked exactly as he always did.

      Cunning. Dangerous. Deadly.

      “Lord Davorin,” Lenore said, her voice barely more than a whisper. Dagan released Lenore’s hand and she took the final few steps to stand beside Davorin. The demon creature stood off to the side, opposite Seraphina. Lenore did not miss the leer that Dagan threw to Seraphina. She, to her credit, ignored it except for a slight flaring of her nostrils.

      Davorin held out his right hand, expectant. Lenore rested her left on top of his, a shiver forcing its way to the surface. Her normally golden skin looked pale and wan against his dark tan hand, so much larger and scarred than hers. He inclined his head to the priest.

      “We are gathered today under the warrior sun of Materior, to call upon the forces that make up this world to join these two in union binding,” the priest said. His tones rang out over the Hall, silencing anyone who was whispering or muttering behind raised hands. Lenore’s heart sank further.

      “By the will of Materior, do you swear that there is nothing standing between your union?” The priest eyed Lenore warily. Davorin spoke first.

      “There lies no impediment,” Davorin said, voice strong.

      Yes! There does! Lenore cried out in her thoughts. Her mouth, though, repeated Davorin’s words. “There lies no impediment,” she breathed, barely loud enough for the priest to hear. He nodded, ignoring her completely.

      “Then let the ceremony begin!”

      Lenore closed her eyes for a heartbeat. She reminded herself that she had chosen this fate and that the alternative was much, much worse. She opened her eyes and focused her attention back on the priest. She let her spine straighten. Her chin lifted. And somewhere deep inside, she started building a core of iron so that she could continue to do her best by her people.

      The priest droned on about how Materior knew that conflict between people was as natural as the sun conflicting with the moon. That despite the conflict, people would still be joined together into something better and stronger. It was nonsense to Lenore’s ears, but she knew nothing about the Salusian god.

      After a goodly amount of time musing on the nature of Materior and matrimony, the priest reached for the knife at his belt. He gestured for her hand; she hesitated, confused.

      “Give him your hand,” Davorin hissed through a pleasant smile. Lenore hid a wince, but did as Davorin asked. This was something that had never been in any of the wedding ceremonies she had seen. The priest snatched her hand and flipped it so that the palm was upright. Then, he drew the point of the knife across her hand in a swift stroke.

      Lenore sucked in a breath and blood welled in her palm. She hardly noticed when Davorin’s hand was also cut open, only thought it ironic that her married life would begin with blood. Davorin’s bleeding palm was joined with hers so that their blood could mingle. The priest tied a thick embroidered ribbon across both of their hands and made a sigil over it.

      “By the might of Materior, by the blood spilled in witness, I bind you together in matrimony. Two, separate, may break. One, together, will stand.”

      Davorin repeated the words, and Lenore belatedly did the same. Then, she was grasped by her shoulders and spun around, her hand still tied to Davorin’s and starting to throb. The faces of the people watching the ceremony became too-bright figures, enemies, leering at Lenore. They erupted in cheers, their shouts filling the Great Hall and echoing off the richly carved stone.

      Davorin lifted their joined hands, a triumphant grin on his face. The cheers grew louder. She tried to smile, but that was gone. So she stood there, trying to look regal and proud and not in the least diminished by her new union with Davorin. She was not certain she succeeded.

      The time after the ceremony passed in a whirl. Lenore was dragged to the library where she signed official documents declaring her marriage to Davorin, the joining of the Red Desert to the Salusian Empire, and the instatement of Davorin as King Consort to her throne. She was then pulled by their joined hands to a celebratory wedding breakfast, followed by dancing and music and Davorin gloating over the gifts that had been given to them.

      Lenore did not remember much after the first document had been signed. She did not see much point.

      Somehow, though, the day managed to slip past until it was evening and the married couple was being ushered back to their chamber. Blodwen and the other servants had set up a separate chamber for the purpose. Neither Davorin nor Lenore wished to share their usual rooms with the other. At least there was that.

      Once they were safely ensconced inside the room, Davorin tore the bloody ribbon from their hands. Then, ignoring her completely, he ripped his palm from hers and stalked to the window overlooking the gardens. Lenore let out a quiet sound as her wound was torn open again. She cradled the appendage against her chest, ignoring the fact that her dress was likely to be spotted with blood.

      “Well, husband,” Lenore said, doing her best to keep the mockery out of her voice, “you have gotten your prize. What now?”

      Davorin took a deep breath, his broad shoulders rising and falling easily. “You know perfectly well what I intend to do next.”

      Lenore bit back a fiery retort, pacing her anger off. “You will not find the sylphs quite so easy to subdue.”

      “You doubt me, wife,” Davorin said, his own mockery much greater than Lenore would have expected. Did he not want this marriage to her, as she did not want it? Why, then, had he bothered to go through with it? “I have a new army at my disposal. I have magic flowing through my veins. And you think I cannot conquer an island of peaceful birds?”

      “Ravenna was not peaceful,” Lenore spat. Davorin turned from the window and was before Lenore in an instant. His hand wrapped around her jaw, forcing her head up and her mouth closed.

      “Do not speak to me of Ravenna,” Davorin snarled. He took in a deep breath, running his nose up Lenore’s neck. “You know nothing about it.”

      “I know that you killed the only other person who could have told you where to find the sylphs,” Lenore taunted, though it was difficult to speak. She knew that her words would simply provoke Davorin, but she could not help herself. The fire burned brightly in her belly, now that the marriage was official. Her self-pity had vanished. There was no changing her fate now, so she might as well embrace it. “Or does the being you call Dagan still have access to Nadezhda’s memories?”

      Davorin tightened his grip on Lenore’s jaw until she was scrabbling at him with her bloody hands. Davorin saw the liquid on his arm and pulled away, a disgusted sneer on his face. “I do not enjoy forcing a woman into bed, wife, so take comfort of that where you will. But I will have you, one way or another.”

      Lenore barked out a laugh. “You may have won my hand in marriage, drawn a new border for your precious Empire, but you have not broken me.”

      Davorin set his own bleeding hand on the hilt of one of his twin swords. A single drop trickled down the carved handle. “Do not try my patience. You are my wife.”

      Lenore held out her arms. “I know my duty, husband. And I will do it. But you cannot break me.”

      Davorin spoke three words. “We shall see.”

      Lenore smiled.
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