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      I tossed my fire-red hair and raised my chin in defiant pride at each dismissive stare I caught from the late King Emberich’s people. I might be fired in the next hour, but Adara Ilma was never one to slink away from confrontation.

      Ugh, I just referred to myself in the third person. I think the stress was getting to me.

      My world—my flock—had been turned upside down. Hell, it had been given a good shake and thrown against the wall to shatter into a million jagged pieces. So many dead. And here I was, trying to put that mess back together again to form some kind of functioning whole. I hoped.

      I watched the new guard’s left eyelid flicker as he refused to stop staring me down. Even just a few weeks ago, I might have said he was being paranoid. But now? Now, I didn't know if I'd ever look at the people around me and not see possible ulterior motives.

      Thinking of the reason I was here started to make my palms sweat, and I wanted to fidget with my tunic, but I forced my hands to be still at my sides. I was waiting in the hallway in front of the audience chamber annex, just off the much larger main audience chamber, to speak with the new king and probably lose my job as the Internal Liaison to the Crown. I highly doubted he wanted anything to do with Emberich’s people. With me.

      I was surprised the new king wasn't using the larger chamber to speak with King Emberich's appointees. Or the Throne Room—that was where Emberich had liked to meet with people. Undeniably vast and ornate, the Throne Room drove home the power of the Phoenix King, set an intimidating tone for whoever was unlucky enough to enter. Perhaps this was an intentional, strategic move, one designed to separate the new power from the old.

      I'd only been in this smaller audience chamber a few times before when I was meeting with others—not the king. While it was ornate and impressive as well, it was also undeniably more intimate due to its smaller size. It also did not immediately make one feel insignificant like the Throne Room did. Not that any of that mattered anymore. Both rooms were simply window-dressing for what happened in them.

      And this was just a formality. I was certain Sven—now King Sven—was simply “cleaning out the palace” after his coronation.

      A coronation that I was certain would be spoken of for generations to come. It was...a surreal experience.

      Directly on the heels of a civil war that killed so many of us, we were still in shock at the death of our monarch. Even after having days to digest the fact that King Emberich was dead, killed by his own guards, the coronation of the new king felt like another act in a play nobody had bought tickets to.

      Especially since we were all expecting a queen.

      The roar of approval when Mia Hill from Dragon Lord Ashur's skein called Sven up to the stage to abdicate the throne and hand the crown over to him had been deafening. I had not clapped along in approval with the others. It felt premature, at best. In truth, we had no good options.

      Yes, Emberich had been a terrible king and had been flirting with the edges of insanity towards the end, judging by his actions. His decisions to go after not just the treasonous group, but their flocks as well, did not strike me as a wise or sane decision. And that was after years of rule that showed him to be selfish and power mad. I was certainly not upset that he was gone.

      But Mia was a confusing mix that I had no idea how to react to. How could someone who carried the blood of both dragons and humans along with her phoenix blood be loyal to one alone? Perhaps if she had been raised among us, I might have had hope she would feel the connection to us was strongest. But she had spent her childhood among the humans in a city dome.

      Emberich would not have allowed her to grow into the person she was had she been within his reach, but it did mean she'd been cut off from that part of her heritage. Then she spent a significant amount of time in a dragon's territory, her lover's territory, to be exact. The Dragon Lord Ashur, who was a formidable leader who felt no great love for us, just as we felt none for the dragons.

      Of the three races, it was clear to see that Mia had the least ties to the phoenixes. Without her phoenix blood she’d have none, so I was in full support of her relinquishing the crown. I didn’t know how long she would have been able to hold on to it anyway and that would have destabilized us even more, something we couldn’t afford. Perhaps she knew her hold on the position would have been shaky at best.

      However, her chosen successor was not an ideal occupant for the throne either. Sven came with his own issues, even if one were to overlook the fact that he did not have a blooded claim to the throne. The most glaring of which was the fact that the conspiracy he led, his rebellion, had kicked off the civil war. Had been the turning point that caused the devastation of our people. Of my own flock.

      I felt a pang at that thought, at the people we lost.

      But I pushed it down. I didn’t have room for those emotions at the moment. I needed to be strong, to get through this meeting with a modicum of composure. If I'd learned anything working under Emberich, it was that only a king's emotional outburst would be tolerated.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, bringing my thoughts back to the present.

      Even apart from Sven’s conspiracy against the crown, it also seemed like some had forgotten that Sven had worked closely with Emberich himself, had actually been appointed by the king. Had been his right-hand man, some would say. And that begged a question I thought was very relevant. How far in temperament and action from Emberich could he actually be? A troubling thought.

      But not my only one.

      Sven also seemed to have an unusually close relationship with the dragons. Why else would Mia have handed the throne over to him? What that meant for his loyalty to the phoenixes, I didn't know yet.

      It was also difficult to believe that he hadn't known what Mia was going to do on that stage. That he didn't know he would be the one ultimately on that throne, despite his apparent surprise on Coronation Day. He'd shown himself to be a good enough actor to plot right under Emberich's nose for quite some time. For someone so practiced in hiding the truth, I was certain a feigned shock would be easy enough.

      But I also had to admit something to myself. While I could consider all of the rest with a bit of detachment, my mind always circled back to my own flock. The thought of what had happened to it simply made me furious. I was not an unbiased observer.

      Was anyone?

      I let out a huff of breath that had the guard, Igna, shifting. Perhaps he thought I was trying to blow the door down. His eyes narrowed at my little smile. I let it fade, losing interest in him again.

      No, I did not have high hopes for this new king. However, that did not mean he was not my king. For all his flaws and all my reservations, I could not simply ignore his ascension to power, as much as I might wish to. I had a lot of practice in serving a monarch that I did not respect or like. I could do it again. After Emberich, I knew I could handle Sven.

      My loyalty was not to any one monarch, but to the phoenixes, to our people, as a whole.

      I kept that thought at the forefront of my mind as the guard finally reached out to open the doors leading into the chamber at some unseen signal.

      I nodded at Igna politely as I passed and stepped into the audience chamber. He probably felt as unsure as I in his new post. He was not one of Emberich's guards. The first replacement of many I was certain.

      When I stepped inside, I did a visual sweep of the room. The ceiling was high, the marble floor under my feet cushioned by a plush gray carpet. Up ahead, the wall of floor-to-ceiling windows were framed with cream-colored curtains, acting as a backdrop for the sturdy, white rectangular table set in front of it.

      The space between the doors and that table was sometimes filled with chairs to seat people, but today it was empty except for the table at the front and the people seated at it, all facing me.

      Sven was not alone, not that I expected him to be. The core group of his co-conspirators—what was left of them—were all there, arranged around him. Only four now. A mere fraction of the original group.

      It was difficult for me to spare them more than a drachm of compassion and sympathy when their actions led to so much collateral damage for our people. Perhaps I would feel differently in time. I was not there yet, but I also knew better than to let any of that show upon my face. I had not survived this long to slip up now.

      I scanned their faces, looking for some kind of indication about how this meeting was going to go. Arie sat with a neutral expression, her rich, smooth skin gleaming against the white of her tunic. Joash looked the same as ever, his thinning blond hair perhaps slightly thinner, the grooves around his mouth deeper. Stress had left its mark on the oldest one of the group. Blaise was in his early thirties, his short, dark hair kept neat, his even-featured face giving nothing away. Mishal leaned back in his seat, his eyes not even on me, his warm brown skin looking even richer against the pale backdrop of the curtains, his curved nose giving him a sharper appearance than the rest.

      I couldn't get a handle on what was coming from their faces. Seemed like everyone wanted to keep their emotions and opinions close to their chests.

      My eyes finally settled on Sven, though they had wanted to go there as soon as I stepped into the room. My eye would naturally have gone to him even if he were not the king now. It always had.

      It wasn't his looks alone, though those did draw the eye. He was tall, with golden blond hair that fell around his face, reaching his shoulders in an effortless wave. His narrow face was intelligent and attractive, his laser-focused dark eyes arresting against that lighter coloring. His skin was darker than his hair, having that characteristically copper sheen to it that we all had. His body was long and lean, build with a kind of tensile strength that I knew could be lethal.

      He was as good with hand-to-hand as he was in his phoenix form during battle, darting fast and hard with a vicious practicality that was as efficient as it was brutal.

      Sven was not the indecisive type. King Sven. It was going to be difficult trying to remember that.

      At the moment, he was wearing a white silk tunic with black embroidery along the edges and a matching pair of silk pants. Neither of them hid the power in his body, or the readiness with which he sat. I always had the impression of coiled strength ready to strike when I saw him.

      The thin gold circle of the crown sat upon his head easily, almost blending with the golden strands of his hair. It suited him. Despite all my reservations, I couldn’t deny it.

      He stood as I came in, the others shifting in their seats. A couple murmured something under their breaths, but I didn't catch it.

      "Adara Ilma," Sven acknowledged, his sharp eyes on me as Igna closed the doors. "Thank you for coming."

      Since the request was basically an order, I simply inclined my head and no more. Why didn't he simply get on with it?

      When I didn't say anything else, his eyes narrowed. He didn't look angry. He looked more . . . considering. He spoke again after a brief pause.

      "In the course of your duties as the Internal Liaison to the Crown, we will be seeing a lot of each other," he continued, his tone even. "I know you must have your finger on the pulse of the various flocks' concerns. Tell me—what are the people's worries as of late?"

      I...what?

      I blinked. I was braced to be relieved of my duties so I found myself caught completely flat-footed at the question.

      The others started muttering to each other, looking concerned. Blaise and Joash looked particularly concerned, both shooting Sven pointed looks.

      "You are not going to keep her on as Liaison," Blaise broke in, incredulity clear in his voice. "She was appointed by Emberich," he reasoned, shooting me a derisive glance.

      But there was something more lying just under those statements. A frustration that seemed more personal. I was guessing he was the one who most likely wanted my position, and was not happy at this possible turnaround, not that I expected it to stick.

      I waited for Sven to acknowledge their concerns and acquiesce. It would only make sense for him to appoint someone from his inner circle, someone he trusted, but that wasn't what he did.

      "So were we," Sven stated mildly, his attention still firmly on me.

      Blaise did not look happy at the gentle reminder as he settled back in his seat to glare at me.

      Wonderful. I had already made a new friend. Though I doubt he needed to worry. Sven couldn’t possibly be considering actually keeping me on.

      This must be a way simply to flex his power as king, to show that he was in charge now. Right?

      "Adara?" Sven prodded me again. "Concerns?"

      I needed to focus. Whatever was going on here behind the scenes didn't change that.

      If he wanted to hear what was wrong, what our people needed help with, it was my responsibility to do a good job relaying that, whether or not he ended up doing anything about it. So I nodded and met his attentive, dark eyes.

      "Many of the flocks have been coming to me complaining of the devastation wrought by the...conflict," I started, trying not to antagonize him or anyone else if I didn’t need to. I didn’t know how they were going to try to spin what happened to benefit them. And while I took issue with white-washing anything, it didn't matter. My emotions had no role in this room. Working with Emberich had taught me how to walk on eggshells. In fact, I'd gotten to the point where I could do a full sprint on them if I needed to.

      "The civil war left many in need," Sven agreed, not skirting around the issue as I had. No, he opted to face it head on.

      Civil war.

      That was exactly what it had been, the weight of the phrase settling into the quiet of the room.

      "Yes," I agreed, not letting my surprise at his directness show. Or distract me. "Obviously, Arie’s and Mishal's flocks are in dire need." I nodded at them, and they acknowledged me with nods of their own. "And yours as well," I added, turning back to Sven briefly. "Joash's flock...it might be better to dissolve it and have the survivors dispersed among the others." Joash looked down, his mouth tight. Blaise wouldn't look at me. His flock...it was completely gone. "But those aren't the only ones that need help," I continued. Those were the ones that they would have a stake in already, that they would want to help naturally. "Azar's flock, Edmund's flock, Shula's flock, Lilia's flock, and...and my own flock are hurting the most after the others." I took a breath to compose myself. "But I don’t think there are any that were untouched."

      Nobody spoke against that statement or any of the others I'd made. Sven—King Sven—nodded, his eyes somber as he regarded me.

      "I want you to go meet with them and gather details of what is needed. For our next meeting."

      "Really Sven—" Blaise started again, looking up at him from a seated position, shaking his head as he scowled.

      "Really," Sven interrupted in a hard voice, sitting down deliberately, his eyes still locked on mine. That voice got through even to Blaise. My eyes flicked over to see him looking away in disgust, his stance on the matter very clear. "Now," Sven continued. "If you will please excuse us, Adara, we have much on our plates today," he said politely, though there was an edge to it. One that didn't bode well for Blaise.

      "Of course," I agreed smoothly, bowing slightly at the polite dismissal.

      Then I turned and walked out of the chambers. One foot in front of the other. That was all I had to do. I felt like I was wrapped in a thick bolt of fabric, everything somewhat muffled around me. I didn't know how to feel. I hadn’t known what to expect from our new king.

      I had seen Sven around the palace many times in my position as Liaison. It had me frequenting the palace over the last few years, even though Emberich didn’t often pay attention to the concerns that were brought to him. One of the reasons why I was given the job in the first place. Nobody wanted a job with no real power to influence anything and the potential to anger a king known for his often cruel retaliation. I was assigned to it simply because I was a neutral choice, one that didn't come from a flock in the king's inner circle but also didn't have ties to any of those flock's rivals.

      I'd taken the job when I was offered it, not knowing a polite—and safe—way to refuse. But I'd soon realized how important the position was, even without Emberich's support. I'd learned to find creative ways to help address the concerns various flocks came to me with. I'd been successful enough that more and more of them slowly started coming to me with more concerns, seeing that they didn't fall on deaf ears. It was a difficult job. A stressful, often thankless one. One Emberich didn’t care much about as he didn’t worry himself over such matters. Or any matters that didn't directly concern himself or those who made sure to stay within his inner circle.

      That was the benchmark I found myself comparing Sven to. He had been Emberich's right-hand man in many ways, after all.

      Though I had seen Sven many times and had shallow encounters with him, I hadn’t spend a lot of meaningful time around him. So I had no reason to expect him to have any interest in what I had to say. And I wasn’t accustomed to the king showing any kind of interest in any case.

      As I stepped past the guard, Igna, and walked down the hall, I found myself in the unexpected position of being uncertain of the future. Completely at a loss. I had fully prepared myself for the termination of my position.

      I had even started planning for a future that didn’t involve working at the palace. I was going to go back to my flock and help rebuild it, make myself useful. But now, if Sven truly cared like he said he did, this was the best position to be in to help my flock. But also to help all of the others that needed it. I couldn’t in good conscience resign. I didn't trust Blaise or anyone else to be in the position, not when I'd seen how quickly people in power could be corrupted.

      I hardly noticed the familiar surroundings as I walked, too absorbed by this surprising turn. However, there was really only one thing to do. I had no decision to make. I had to continue my work and hope that something would come of it. Something good. Something necessary.

      But I would continue to reserve judgment on Sven. If I had learned anything in my time under Emberich, it was that talk was cheap.

      So I'd wait and see.

      Along with everyone else.
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      It didn't take much effort to hear people's concerns. It would have been more difficult to try to block them out.

      "We're completely out of water!"

      "Everything has been burned down! The children are still sleeping outside in tents!"

      "At least you have tents!"

      I rubbed my forehead as the bickering started with a vengeance. This was an organizational nightmare. But I needed to get it done.

      I took a deep breath and paused a moment to gather my thoughts. Every flock had sent contingents to the king's flock because they had need of help.

      And they had a multitude of complaints—which I understood. But we couldn't accomplish anything without some semblance of order. I finally held up my hands after the din in the room Sven had assigned to me grew to a level where I couldn't even hear myself think.

      "One at a time!" I called out in a raised voice so that it could carry over the noise. "I can't take anything to the king if I cannot hear it," I added as the noise slowly decreased. I waited another minute for it to fade completely. A couple of them were still glaring at each other, but since that wasn't a loud action, I was fine with it. "Okay," I said, letting out a huff of breath. "Now. I'm going to go in order of severity. Who has need of food and water?"

      Seven hands went up.

      "I'm going to note each flock, and I want you to tell me how many people you have that are in need."

      I called on the first one.

      "Nine hundred."

      Then the next.

      "Three thousand."

      And the next.

      "Twenty-five hundred."

      The numbers were grim, but we were making progress now that I'd been able to force some order on the crowd. I quickly got through food and water. Not wasting time, I moved on.

      "Who needs medical assistance?"

      Twelve hands went up this time.

      I went through the same routine, noting flocks and numbers on my tablet.

      "How many of you are in need of shelter?"

      More hands shot up.

      As I went through the list of basic necessities, I couldn't help thinking that I was just scratching the surface of what actually needed to happen.

      This was just how to deal with the present problems, how to ensure we didn't have even more casualties that could be prevented. And that was important, very important.

      But it didn't address the long-term outlook. The rebuilding we needed to do for the future.

      It struck me anew how ostentatious and gaudy this palace actually was. And how it juxtaposed so harshly with the ruin of many of our flocks' cities. I thought about that as I got through everyone's concerns and complaints after I opened up the floor. How corruption at the top resulted in a skewed allocation of resources.

      But I couldn't dwell on it as opinions flew out rapidly, with some insisting they needed to be prioritized more than
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