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Do not forget through eternity those that deny thee, that withdraw themselves from the homage they owe thee, that plot against thee and bring shame to thee.

So runs the black book of the Commune (Siena), the Memoriale delle Offese, in which these things were recorded.
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Fia thought she should have been more excited going into a battle. When she was little, she used to daydream about riding onto the battlefield on a horse, draped in purple like a queen with a crown of stars. She’d spur her horse to a gallop, cutting her enemies down with her sword, and they’d fall like wheat before the scythe. 

She loved that daydream – she loved how alive and powerful she felt. Nobody could lay a hand on her, or tell her how to live her life. Her enemies would rise before her, and with a single slash she’d cut them down, and their ghosts would wail as they vanished into the earth. And then Fia would wave her troops forward, and they’d dash at the enemy as she led the might of thousands to conquer a common foe. 

But dreams were nothing like reality.

Fia thought about that daydream now while she prepared a final meal before tomorrow’s battle. Her dragon, Ryelleth, lay at her side with her nose nearly in the fire, toasting her chin in the flames. Ry was watching Fia cook bread with great interest. 

“You’re not going to swipe my bread, are you?” Fia asked.

Who, me? asked her dragon, raising her head as if affronted. Never. Then she set her head back down, her eyes never leaving the bread.

She was cooking a meal for herself in the army’s encampment, surrounded by hundreds of soldiers who were now bustling around, making final preparations, sharpening weapons, and fixing up their packs. Some of them played dice to get their minds off the upcoming battle, their faces sunburned from being outdoors all the time. The dragonriders were shining the scales on their animals or oiling their saddles. The dragons sniffed the breeze and scanned the skies, as if they knew from their human owners that something was wrong – that a big storm was on its way.

The stink of the latrine – some trenches dug in the ground – was unbelievable. The wind carried the stink into their part of the camp now and then, making Fia gag. Even Ryelleth kept turning her head away and closing her nostrils, her tail twitching irritably.

Humans are disgusting, the dragon said. We’ve only been here for a week but this smell is hurting my head.

“That’s because there are a lot of us in one place,” Fia said. “We’re not like dragons. We can’t just fly up to a mountain to do our business like you can.”

Fia then tried to retrieve her pan bread from the fire, but fumbled. Both pan and bread fell into the fire, and she hissed in pain, reaching after them.

“What the hell are you doing?” Carmelo said, joining her – and just as quickly jumped back when she yanked the hot pan from the fire.

The bread, which was now on fire, went flying past him like a dragon, all ablaze. 

Are you going to eat that? Ryelleth asked, sitting up, very interested in the burning lump of bread, which had landed some distance away in the dirt.

“Ugh! Go ahead,” Fia said, kissing her burned fingers.

Ryelleth darted over, tossed the bread into the air, still burning, and snapped it down. Sparks flew from the clash of her flinty teeth. Most everybody at the fire jumped except for Fia, who was used to sparks. 

“I’m trying not to get burned here,” Fia snapped at Carmelo.

Sorry, said her dragon, thinking that Fia was snapping at her.

The dragon looked so hangdog that she patted her on the nose. “You can eat my burned bread missiles any time,” she told Ryelleth, who nudged her happily – which was like being nudged by an affectionate, hot woodstove.

All the same, Fia’s fingers trembled slightly as she hurriedly mixed another small ball of dough with water and olive oil, rolled it into a small loaf, and put it in the small pan next to the fire. Unleavened bread was all she had time for.

I am not ready for this ...

Fia could hardly pay attention to her cooking dough. She kept looking up every time somebody walked by, praying it was Salvi. His father’s sword, which he had given to her, still hung at her hip. She wanted to return it to him. More to the point, she wanted to see him.

After a while, Carmelo sat down next to her, flicking his long blonde hair over his shoulder. He glanced at Fia and then followed her line of sight. “Are you searching for ... anybody?”

Shit. Of course Carmelo would notice, like a jealous fool.

“It’s just so ... quiet here in camp,” she said. A half-lie.

Ryelleth, who had swallowed the burnt bread whole, looked around. There was a subdued feeling among the soldiers. No boisterous laughter as there had been in mornings past, no stories, very little conversation. Some people would talk half-heartedly, but they’d soon lapse into silence.

“Oh, right, right.” Carmelo looked around him. “I just thought that you might have been trying to ... angle for companionship.”

A nettle of annoyance. “Is that so?” Fia asked, taking her bread out of the fire and blowing on it. “How could I possibly do that while you’re sitting right there, watching every move I make?” 

Ryelleth moved restlessly. And on the eve of battle, too, she said to Fia. 

Fia nodded. At her dragon’s words, the bread she’d taken a bite of got stuck in her throat and turned into a greasy lump in her stomach. Even though she was hungry, she couldn’t bear eating more. Reluctantly, she wrapped it in a waxed cloth and stowed it in her mochila.

Oh, Salvi. If she could just see him one more time, out from under Carmelo’s ever-watchful eye. 

Carmelo didn’t join her in the army because he wanted to fight: That was certain. 

A cool breeze brought the smell of thyme, a blessed relief, before it switched back to the latrine trenches again. Fia covered her face to breathe the bread smell of her hands to keep from being sick.

“Incoming!” somebody called. “A dragon!”

The camp grew quiet for a moment as all eyes turned to the skies, where a gleaming dragon, blending into the twilight sky, came winging in over the pines. Fia halted. The dragon was so far away in the mists that she couldn’t put a finger on why it seemed different than the other dragons she usually saw. 

But then her breath came in a gasp. “Look! It’s a sapphire!” 

The other dragonriders instantly looked up. 

“A sapphire?”

“Ooh, somebody’s fancy.”

A low whistle. “That rider’s got to be rich as a king. You don’t see sapphires being flown outside the Races.”

The Races. Fia’s eyebrows went up and she turned back. “Is that ... Poggio?” she wondered aloud. 

He had been her friend before the races. But now – she gripped her knife.

“He owes me money,” she said in such a hard voice that the other dragonriders edged back slightly.
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Poggio’s sapphire dragon came winding through the sky as smoothly as oil. So not only had Poggio gotten Fia’s prize money – the winnings that Fia had so richly earned – but they had also given him the sapphire racer that he’d ridden in the Race. Her heart crumpled with the unfairness of it all.

Really, she couldn’t hold it against Poggio. He had been decent to her for as long as they’d known each other, even when he was the stabler at Verona and she’d just been a girl with her ferry dragon in an openly hostile world of men. When she was disguised as a man to fly in that race, he’d been just as kind to her – though she suspected he’d known it was Fia in disguise. 

He’d won second place to Fia’s first place. Then they’d sent the Pope’s dragons after her to chase her out of Siena, while they had given Poggio all her winnings. 

“Give me my prize money,” Fia said as soon as he landed.

“Why, Fia!” Poggio roared merrily when he turned and saw her. “My fiercest competitor! What are you doing here?”

“I’m hiding from the Pope’s army,” she said with fake brightness, “and I’m wishing I had that prize money that the Pope refused to give me. What are you doing here?”

“I’m spending all of your winnings on pretty girls,” he teased. 

“And you couldn’t spend my own prize money on me, the prettiest girl of them all?” Fia cried jokingly. Well, mostly joking.

Carmelo barked with laughter from behind Fia. “Sorry,” he told Poggio as Fia shot him a glare. “I never thought I’d hear her say something like that.”

“None of your business, Carmelo,” she said. “I’m more interested in being treated justly, than I am in the money.” A half-lie, because she wanted fair treatment and she also wanted to be, as Carmelo had once put it, as rich as fuck.

Poggio raised his eyebrows. “Really?” 

Fia exaggerated rolling her eyes. “Yes, really,” she said, falling easily into the banter. “Because I had my throat cut on dragonback, flew my dragon sideways to throw the would-be assassin off, and we still managed to win the race. And what were you doing? You were sitting all prim and proper on a pretty little sapphire, hands crossed on the saddlehorn with your pinky fingers out, and you wandered in a full minute after I crossed the finish line!”

“Why, Fia, that’s not how I remember it,” Poggio drawled.

“Oh, I suppose you were fighting a lion on dragonback during the race. I’m sorry, I was too busy at the time to notice.”

“That’s the girl I know,” Poggio said with a laugh. “Anyway, I’m here with a message for our commander from the Siena commanders.”

“And to give me my gold, right?”

Poggio merely laughed again.

They took him to the commanders and he delivered the message. Poggio’s eyes popped a little when he saw the woman commander with her hair braided out of her face, wearing barbaric furs, sitting next to her dragon.

He leaned over to Fia and whispered, “Who’s the harlot?”

“She’ll skewer you with a sword if she hears you say that, and you will have deserved it.”

“Who’s the woman?” he corrected himself.

“She’s Dyrfinna from the north, and she commands the Saracens.”

“You two should be friends.”

Fia would have liked that very much, but she was cowed by the fierce woman, and said nothing.

He delivered his message, and, once done with that, prepared to leave. “I wish you could come back to Siena to show off,” he told Fia as he climbed aboard his sapphire. “You won the big race but never got to have your moment of triumph. But I don’t think you’ll be welcome in the city ever again.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Fia muttered. She wanted to keep bantering with him, but her loss rankled too much. “I killed a man on that racetrack. I fought the damn Pope. He blamed me for blowing up that building, even though I can’t do magic. That’s on him, not me.”

Poggio pulled a face, then leaned in, speaking quietly. “Don’t brag about it. I don’t know if that’s a braggadocio thing you’re doing there, but stop doing it. He’s got a reward out for you. Anybody can be a turncoat. Anybody can betray you.”

“Nobody’s bothered me so far.” 

Poggio shrugged. “So far. A lot of people hate you for what you are. Even Giova speaks ill of you, now that he knows that you’re not actually Orlando de Bologna.”

That hurt. A lot. “He does?” Fia shook her head. When she’d been dressed as a man, the old stablekeeper and Fia had been friends, bantering and laughing. She’d thought that maybe he would have dropped his rancor against her once he’d gotten to know her as a man. “I thought he would have had more sense than that. I guess I was wrong.” 

“He’s set in his ways,” Poggio said gently. Then he took her hand, opened it, and set a big bag of gold coins in it, their weight heavy and solid and very pleasant.

“It’s only a pittance, after all you’ve been through,” he said. “I don’t have much money on me right now. But I want you to keep fighting and keep flying. And be careful. You’ve made a lot of people very angry. There’s a price on your head in Siena. Stay clear of the place.”

Fia weighed the gold in her hand, calculating how much was there. She was torn between thanking him for sharing his winnings, or demanding that he give her everything else he’d stolen from her. At last she stowed the money away. “I hope you can find it in your heart to do the right thing someday,” she finally said, meeting his eyes.

A smile quirked his face. “I will if you marry me.”

He was joking, of course. “You’d better not do that,” she said, turning away. “They tell me I have a bad reputation.”

Once Poggio was airborne, Carmelo came sidling up to her. He’d followed her the whole time she’d been talking to Poggio, as if they were going to run away together. 

“You need to let that money thing go,” he scolded. “Don’t you know that you don’t have to worry about money once we’re married? It’s ridiculous to see you harping on and on about your winnings. You knew they wouldn’t pay you, once they knew that you were a girl.”

“Stop it. Just stop.” Fia shook off his hand on her shoulder. “Is it impossible for you to show a little empathy for once in my life? Actually,” she added, pushing him back, “don’t answer that. I’m going to take a piss.” She stalked away toward the latrines. 

This time, Carmelo did not follow her. 
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Fia was pacing angrily through the forest when she heard a croak from a tree next to her. 

She jumped and came to a stop, scanning the trees. There, on a branch just over her head sat Neva’s crow, glowering at Fia like some portent of doom.

“Oh, what do you want?” she asked.

The crow leaned forward, staring at the bread in Fia’s hand. 

Okay, maybe a portent of doom to her bread. 

Fia took a bite and chewed noisily, staring at the crow the whole time. The crow made a disgruntled noise.

From out of nowhere, a woman’s voice said, “Fia! Are you tormenting my crow?”

And there was Neva peeking out from a dark shadow of the path ahead of Fia. 

Fia hid the bread behind her back. “Um ... no, of course not,” she said with her mouth full.

Neva waved her off. “Pff! You were staring at Mags very aggressively while you took a bite of bread.”

“It wasn’t that aggressive.” 

The crow made a disgruntled whickering noise, clearly disagreeing.

“Ugh! Just get over here.”

Fia hesitated. Neva didn’t seem mad any more about the, let’s face it, stupid thing Fia had said from dragonback the last time they spoke. Instead, Neva’s face was lit up, and Fia didn’t want to spoil her apparent happiness by mentioning what she’d said yesterday. “How are you?” Fia asked, realizing immediately that this was an awkward thing to say.

Neva didn’t seem to care. She eagerly beckoned her into the shadows, tucking her well-worn book into some pocket in her dress as Fia joined her. Her crow looked around, then hopped higher into the tree as if to keep watch. 

“We’ve found Salvi,” Neva said in a low voice. 

A shock flowed through Fia. She clutched her hands together. “You ... found him? Is he okay?”

“Yes.” Neva clapped her hands together like a child. “Oh yes, he’s fine. He doesn’t seem to know you’re here, though I can’t believe he wouldn’t have been able to look up and notice Ryelleth flying around.”

“We might have been in very different places when Ry was moving out,” Fia said, hardly knowing what she said for the thrill that was running through her veins like fire. “Do you know where he is?”

“Mags does. If you follow her, she can take you to him.”

Fia swallowed. “What about Carmelo? You know he will never ease up, especially if he finds out where I’ve been. That’s the only reason he’s followed me into this army. He thinks he owns me,” she said bitterly.

Neva took her hands. “I’ll distract Carmelo while you go to see Salvi. I’ll go to him and just spend time with him.” Her hands trembled on Fia’s, just enough to give her game away. So much excitement lay hidden under her words.

A spark of indignation made Fia want to shake Neva’s hands free. But instead, she clutched them more tightly. It was irrational how quickly her heart leapt to jealousy whenever Neva and Carmelo got together. Fia didn’t really want Carmelo as a lover or even as a husband, though they were engaged – she only wanted his protection for herself and for her unborn child against a hostile world. She had no idea about how deeply Neva and Carmelo loved each other, and even though she didn’t love Carmelo with the same fervor, she still couldn’t help but feel a possessive flash of anger.

But Salvi waited for her. 

“Thank you,” Fia finally said, her voice trembling. “So your bird will take me to him?” Fia looked at the crow, who floofed up, shook out its feathers disdainfully, and looked in another direction. 

“Yes, she will. Just be careful. If an owl comes after you, hide behind Fia,” Neva told the crow as it cocked its head at her.

Crrwk, the crow said, and flitted its wings nervously.

“She said that should be fine, but owls are dangerous. She doesn’t like flying at night.”

“Could your bird sit on my shoulder and guide me that way?”

The crow fluttered, a wink with his wings. 

“She says yes, but her name is Mags.”

“Bossy crows,” Fia said. Then she pointed back in the direction from which she’d come. “Carmelo is straight behind your crow if you just walk in that direction.” 

Neva looked down briefly, then back at Fia. Even by the faint backwash of firelight, her face seemed to glow with joy. “I know,” she said, blushing so prettily that Fia laughed and couldn’t be mad at her.

“Go to him,” Fia said. “Thank you for making the ultimate sacrifice on my behalf.”

Neva seemed to flush again at that, but Fia laughed and put her hand on her shoulder. “I’m joking. I really do appreciate you helping me in this. I’d give Carmelo to you in a second if he would just stop being so stubborn about social obligation and nonsense like that. You’d do him so much good. I mean that.”

“Oh!” Neva said. She threw her arms suddenly around Fia, taking her by surprise.

Fia hugged her back. 

Neva kept saying they weren’t friends, but this really felt like friendship to Fia.

Maybe she’s just scared, Fia realized. Scared of how the world can turn on her. Afraid that maybe I’ll turn on her in the same way.

Fia understood how that felt. It was same reason that part of her was so willing to enter into a marriage with Carmelo just so she could keep her baby safe. 

This time, Fia didn’t say any stupid platitudes about anything. Instead she said, “Distract Carmelo and I’ll make my getaway.” Then she squished Neva again out of nervousness and joy.

Neva laughed softly. “I hope it goes well.”

Fia released her, the nervousness coming back. “Yeah, I hope so too.”

Fia watched Neva walk out of the forest into the light of the cookfire.

Carmelo looked up and stopped dead, his mouth falling open, though he’d just taken a bite of stew. Neva trilled her fingers at Carmelo, who went all red and couldn’t remember how to swallow the stew he’d been eating.

“Can I have some?” Neva asked brightly, sitting down next to Carmelo and peeping into the pot that simmered on the cookfire. 

While Carmelo was stammering out a reply, Fia smiled and slipped away into the darkness. 
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“We Don’t Run”
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With Neva’s crow whickering on her shoulder, guiding her through the trees, Fia went straight through the army encampment to find Salvi.

The crow occasionally flew aloft to get its bearings, but quickly returned to Fia’s shoulder. After going from place to place for a while, they found the cookfire where Salvi sat with a group of comrades. The veterans were swapping stories, talking about other battles and skirmishes they’d fought in. Salvi sat silent, gazing into the embers, sadness in his eyes and a rosary hanging from his clasped hands. The beads turned as he prayed, his curly black hair hanging over his soulful brown eyes. 

Her heart went out to him. How could she have ever thought about marrying Carmelo? 

But she needed a safe place for her unborn child, cost what it may. Salvi was no nobleman, far from it. His home had been destroyed. He’d lost his family, a shattering blow that had all but broken him. Then he’d lost his position in the village where he’d worked – through no fault of his own. Despondent, he had spurned Fia and left to join the army. In fact, he might very well spurn her again tonight. If he hadn’t been able to protect himself and all he’d loved from the Pope’s dragons, how would he ever protect her?

Fia laid a hand upon her womb. On one hand, none of this should have mattered. But on the other
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