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​Prologue
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His memories had faded away from him.

How long has it been? Since he was here, in the dark? It had been too long, he had forgotten too much, even about himself.

I was a king.

He remembered that much. He was a king, and his name was... King... King who?

”Theo, wait for me!”

Oh. He did remember his name, after all. Theo. How could he ever forget? Lucia had called out his name then. Lucia, my little sister. She was on the ground, her dress and white hair dirty from the fall—when did she fall? I had her hand in mine! She was right behind me! She looked so scared, with her hand reaching out to him. Then it was too bright. Flames, raining down on them from the night sky. Lucia called out for him, and he would never forget.
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”THEO—!!”

I’m sorry, Lucia...

Why did his sister have to die? She didn’t do anything wrong, she was only a child. 

I was the one with magic, and I couldn’t save her from the dragons... I failed her...

...No. There was someone else who failed them both.

Asterius.

Another piece of his memories returned to him: Asterius, their beloved dragon.
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He remembered being in the castle gardens with Lucia, when Asterius—in his usual human disguise—rushed towards them. He was so tall, the dragon in disguise with the kind eyes. He had to lower himself down to meet their eye level.

He kneeled. As he should.

“Should the worst come to pass, I will protect you,” Asterius had told them then. The concern in his red eyes was almost believable. “I will keep you safe.”

“You promise?” Lucia had asked.

“You have my word.”

He gave us his word. A dragon was supposed to keep his word.

And yet, where was he, when the dragons attacked the castle? Where was he, when Lucia was...?

He betrayed us.

Father was right. He never should’ve trusted the dragons. Not even Asterius.
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Chains moved around him, wrapping all over his body—what would pass for a body, anyway. He tried to move away, but couldn’t. What are these? He didn’t remember there were chains around him, and these chains were strange. They were not made of metal or any other material; they were made of... power.

“Vengeance,” the chains whispered to him.

Vengeance? Vengeance... Yes, that was it. That was why he was here, that was all that he wanted. Vengeance on the dragon who did not keep his word. Where is Asterius? Where is he, right now?!

“The dragons are here,” the chains replied. “Remember their betrayal.”

The chains coiled further, wrapping around him, whispering. Their whispers sounded too much like orders, however, and he wouldn’t take that lightly.

Who do you think you are? He struggled against the chains. How dare you. I am a king!

“So am I, Conqueror of Dragons.”

He paused his struggle.

”We both want the same thing, King Theodoric,” the chains insisted. “You brought the dragons to their knees, once. Let us bring them all down for good.”

Bring them all down? The dragons?

Yes. He remembered, that was why he was here. The dragons. He did bring them down to their knees, once, but it’s not enough. Asterius was still out there, wasn’t he? The traitor.

The chains wrapped further, but he no longer fought them. He had waited too long for his revenge, and if these... chains... would offer him the chance, he would take it.

The chance to make them all pay. The dragons. Asterius.

I will never forgive him... I will never forgive them all!
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Two Dragons in a Shield
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Sonnenfeld Town,

the outskirts of the Kingdom of Ardor

Okay, that’s another one for the pile.

Luce put the spellbook on the pile of ‘things to sell off in the market later’, which was getting higher and higher. Luce’s mom had a lot of magic-related books, such as spell books, books on healing, potion recipes... Luce held on to them because they were all she had left of Mom, but they were useless to Luce, and had been just collecting dust in the corner of the tiny house that Luce used to share with Mom.

There’s always people looking for magic books, Luce thought—or she hoped. She didn’t want to resort to letting go of her late mom’s belongings, but she was running out of savings.

Mom would want her daughter to eat, damn it.

Well, maybe she wasn’t starving just yet. Her next door neighbor (Mrs. Tanner, bless her) would always insist on giving Luce some of her cooking, even when the past few days it had been watery gruel... and the lady had her own three children who were all smaller than Luce. Luce could also go into the woods and visit Hestia for free lunch, but she had been visiting weekly already, how often is too often?

I don’t even have anything I could bring them...

Before Luce lost her job in one of the town bakeries, she could always bring extra bread, because the owner (Madame Georgina... bless her, but less) would always let her have extras to bring home. Madame Georgina couldn’t pay her employees anymore, though, not since the last time the king raised the tax.

Luce didn’t see it herself when, two months ago, more king’s men had arrived in town and demanded more tributes from the mayor, but she definitely saw the mayor going into all the businesses and houses, demanding money. She was in the bakery, talking to customers, when she heard the old man screaming in the street. “The king will have my head if we don’t pay the tribute,” he told a merchant, and he was practically begging in the streets. Luce couldn’t blame Madame Georgina if she didn’t want the mayor to die... although that did mean that Luce no longer has a job.

It’s fine, she thought as she put another book on the pile. Mom’s stuff should help for now. Nothing too valuable was left, of course, any jewelry or the like was already sold away not long after Mom’s funeral. There were only stuff related to Mom’s work around her old desk, but magic books and items were rare, as far as Luce knew. Someone out there would probably want these, either the town clinic or the traveling merchants.

Luce picked up a book that looked familiar to her—oh, this one is going on the pile for sure. She knew what was inside from the cover alone. It was a book on the basics of magic, one that Mom had used to try to teach her magic. She could still remember Mom’s voice, patiently guiding her through the circles and incantations...

She could also remember crying, when the spells wouldn’t respond to her.

The book made a loud thud when it hit the pile. If no one would buy it, she’d just leave it in the market for anyone to pick up.

It was getting harder to see in the house—the sky was already turning dark outside. She went looking for a lantern to light, only to be disappointed by how little oil was left inside. Oh come on! Now I’ll need to get some oil tomorrow... or maybe not, with the price of oil getting higher everyday, along with everything else. Maybe once this lantern ran out of oil, she’d just spend the nights in the dark to save money. She heard that people in the capital used glowing lamp-crystals for light, not fire lanterns, so they don’t even need oil or candles for light. How convenient!

...Maybe I should just go to the capital.

The town was struggling anyway, no thanks to the king. “King Heinrich’s gone mad,” she heard the townspeople whisper among each other. Dragons had given the king dragon-sickness (what does that even mean?), or the dragons had replaced the king with an impostor. Why dragons, though? Luce didn’t quite understand that part at first, but now, of course. The king really had been acting just like the dragons of stories, hoarding all that gold.

Two months ago was only the most recent time the king demanded more tributes. He had raised the taxes of the town last year, and the year before, and the year before that—three years in a row, WHAT is he thinking? How much gold does King Heinrich need, anyway?!

Meanwhile, Luce was here in the dying light of a lantern, gathering empty unused paper from Mom’s old notes because she ran out of books. Loose pieces of unused parchments, too. Maybe they could sell, since people need something to write on, right? Oh, this is real desperate times. Maybe she should actually find a job at the capital... maybe the king would go on a stroll in the streets of the Acropolis one day, then she could yell at him, stop asking us to pay! Or just throw a rotten egg at him. Or something.

...wait, the king could be an impostor dragon in disguise. Great, I’m dead then. The dragon’s going to breathe fire on me and I’m dead.

What if she learned how to fight a dragon, first? The knights would always recruit more trainees, and there’s the free schools of the Acropolis—although in both options the outcome would be to either join the ranks (ew, joining the king’s men. Do they even accept girls?) or work for the nobles (ew, working for King Heinrich). Was there really no other option?

Then Luce remembered, for both options, they only accept people with magic. Damn it!

When the parchment hit the pile, the noise was louder than she ever expected parchment could make. She took a deep breath, clenching her fists. She thought she was already cool about being magicless—it was more common to have no magic, after all—but when she thought about how easily the magic flowed through Mom’s hands, it just felt so unfair. 

It was especially rough when people in town would point out how much she looked like her mom. Their brown skin was common enough, but their white hair? That was rare, apparently, no one else in town had it. And because Miss Elena was such a good healer, they used to assume that white hair was a sign of a powerful mage; until they realized Luce didn’t inherit any of that magic. (They weren’t mean about it, but it hurt to remember the looks on their faces sometimes.)

And Mom was really good, apparently. “Elena, you’re too powerful to work in a small town like this,” Luce had heard others say. “King Heinrich would’ve appreciated a mage of your caliber.” Mom would laugh at them every time. “Why would I want to work for the king?” she would reply. “This is such a lovely town, Luce loves it here!”

Luce did, really. Sonnenfeld was home. But this town was also the only place she had ever known. Sonnenfeld Town was near the edges of the kingdom, a quiet town of wheat fields and farms and windmills and wooden houses along a tiny river, a place where even traveling merchants would rather skip sometimes.

If only I had Mom’s magic, she thought. I would’ve... Well. Whatever, there was no point in dwelling on that, right? Let’s just find something to sell.

She was really running out of useful stuff, though. When she reached the very bottom of her mom’s old belongings, she found a box filled with letters. Boring old letters, the parchment couldn’t even be reused, but she looked through them anyway. The names on the envelopes or the seals seemed mostly familiar; townspeople she knew (patients, probably), book and potion orders from neighboring towns...

...except the few envelopes buried at the very bottom of the box.

They looked different; there were no names or addresses on the envelopes, so Luce assumed they had to be hand-delivered—but what really caught her attention were the wax seals that were still on the envelopes. They were all embossed with the same insignia: two dragons in a shield.

The royal insignia of the Kingdom of Ardor.

She lifted one of the envelopes and held it closer to the lantern, confused; Why would Mom have letters with the royal seal? She ran a finger on the embossing, just to make sure; it really did look like the royal insignia. She had seen them on the tabard cloths over the armors of patrolling knights, or on the banner flown on top of the Mayor’s house.

Curious, Luce opened the envelope she held and started skimming through the letter inside. “My love”—

She dropped it out of embarrassment almost immediately.

Love letter? These are love letters?! Ew nevermind I don’t want to know—

Wait. Why do they have the royal seal?

The letter and the opened envelope lay there on the floor, the wax seal glaring at her. What does this mean? She had never seen her mom be, ahem, romantic, with anyone; and she never mentioned Luce’s dad, ever. (Not that it mattered anyway; Mom was all Luce ever knew.) Were these from her dad? No way. Was my dad... someone from the castle?

Okay, now she needed to know. She groaned, but she picked the envelope up again. Ugh, I can’t do this, she thought, trying very hard to skim over the text, looking for names while trying to not read the actual content. “Dear Elena,” okay, that was her mom’s name, so it was addressed to her after all. Luce accidentally read a romantic line and her eyes skipped over fast, aaaa I can’t do this! She jumped to the end, to the sender’s name.

Heinrich.

Huh?

Heinrich? Like... King Heinrich?

Luce stared at the letter, mouth open, processing this information.

No, it can’t be.

What?!

***

[image: ]


Luce didn’t sleep that night. Once the sun had risen, Luce didn’t wait—She packed all the letters with the royal seal on them (or is it REALLY the royal seal? Really?!) into a slingbag, and left the house.

I HAVE to talk to Hestia.

She walked as fast as she could, following the road leading to the outskirts of town. A few old farmers waved at her when they passed her by; she knew these grandpas, but she waved back at them without paying much attention. The letters were all she had in her mind.
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Luce had, unfortunately, gotten too curious the previous night. She had skimmed through a few other letters, skipping past the romance and catching bits of information—and the bits she did read was concerning. 

The writer of the letter had mentioned his kingdom; his son Theo, the prince; and something about if they had a daughter he would name her—

Luce could feel stomach pain creeping in from the nerves. Nope, don’t want to think about that.

A pair of knights were patrolling on the road; when she passed them, the insignia on their tabards caught her attention. Two dragons in a shield, exactly like the embossing on the wax seals. She picked up her pace, I need to talk to Hestia right now!

The way to Hestia’s cabin was straightforward; Luce just had to follow the path leaving the town, past the fields, into the woods, all the way until the path ends and there was only the dark forest in front of her; and then keep walking past that. Then the dense forest would reveal itself as just an illusion, and she would see a large clearing, with a wooden cabin right in the middle.

On a normal day, Luce would usually find wonder every time she passed through the wall of illusion; but this time she had stuff in her mind. She walked past the gardens, piles of logs, and what looked like drying leather, straight towards the door of the cabin.

”Hestia, are you there?” She shouted as she knocked at the door, a little louder than she had meant to. “Hestia?” Luce knocked again, faster. “Granny, it’s me!”

The door cracked open. Hestia was smiling, amused; despite the title Luce had used to call her, she was a tall, proud, beautiful young woman, looking like in her twenties. She wore a fur cloak over a sleeveless tunic, her copper-colored hair braided nearly reaching her knees, while her golden eyes were kind as she smiled to greet Luce.

“Still calling me ‘Granny’, Luce?” she said playfully—but her smile faded quickly when she saw how serious Luce looked. “What’s wrong?”
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Luce took a deep breath, clutching her bag. “There’s... something I need to show you.”

***
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Hestia had been reading the letters for some time now, seated at a dining table in the cabin, while Luce could only look around as she waited nervously, fidgeting with her hands at the opposing side of the table.

The cabin was a familiar sight; it was comfortable, with surprisingly decorated furniture for a hidden cabin in the woods. It had mounted animal heads on the wall, piles of fur and leather, stuff Luce thought was normal for a hunter’s lodging; but aside from all that, there were also magical instruments and mysterious vials in a corner, piles of books, along with more tools and trinkets that Luce didn’t really understand what for.

Hestia would call herself a hunter, but Luce knew she was something more of a local legend—the hermit witch, who lived out in the woods. One time when Luce was little, she had gotten herself too far into the forest, but thankfully Hestia found her and took her back into town. Ever since, Luce and her mom would regularly visit; Hestia was like family to her.

But more importantly right now, Hestia seemed to be someone who knew a lot. Luce had taken to calling her ‘Granny’ at times, but it wasn’t to make fun of her; Hestia really was far older than she looked. When Luce mentioned Hestia in town, everyone, including the elders, would say that the woman had lived in the woods ever since they were little children. Hestia would joke about living long enough to know a lot about stuff... Hestia would know what to do with all this, Luce hoped.

Hestia laughed to herself; she had finished reading all the letters, it seemed. “I can’t believe you let me read love letters for Elena, Luce,” Hestia said.

It was either that or read them myself... and Luce cringed just thinking about it again. “So, uh... what do you think?” she asked.

”What do I think?” Hestia chuckled. “You’re the king’s daughter, Luce. Congratulations!”

The king’s daughter. Luce groaned, burying her face in her hands. It can’t be, she thought, not the mad king! THAT’S my dad?! “Are you sure?” she asked, face still in hands. “Could it be just... Mom broke up with him and had me with someone else?”

Hestia gestured to one of the opened letters on the table. ”This one says, ‘if it’s a daughter, I shall name her Lucia’.”

Oh no, the letter really did say that! ”S-so maybe she just kept the name! Doesn’t mean he’s my dad!”

”I’d bet she wouldn’t keep your name if you weren’t his, Luce.”

No way, Luce thought, burying her face in her hands again. How come Mom never mentioned this?!

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I don’t think Elena ever married the king,” Hestia said, with a small laugh that was more of an attempt at reassuring. “The queen died before you were born, I’m sure news would reach even this town if we ever had another queen.”

I don’t know if that makes it better or not. “So... what does that mean?” Luce asked, lowering her hands to look at her. “Am I a princess, or not?”

Hestia thought it over. “Well... you’re born out of wedlock, so... I guess it’ll be up to the king, if he wants to accept you into the royal family or not. Why, are you thinking of going to Ardor Castle?” She asked with a grin. “Face the king, claim yourself a lost princess?”

Face the king? The king with the dragon-sickness—or worse, is actually a dragon? Luce scoffed at the thought. “Not unless I know how to slay a dragon,” she grumbled her answer.

Hestia’s grin vanished so quickly.

“What are you talking about?” Hestia asked, very seriously.

W-what? Did I say something wrong? ”It’s just... what people in town are saying,” Luce said with a shrug, suddenly uncomfortable. “Dragons in the castle driving the king mad. Or the king is actually a dragon.”

Hestia burst out laughing.

Luce flustered, okay, WHAT now?

“The king’s actually a dragon,” Hestia repeated between her laughs. “That’s so funny! Hahaha!”

What’s so funny? Luce sat there, confused and embarrassed. Did I say something stupid?

Hestia, still laughing, brought up one of the envelopes, and pointed at the wax seal. “See this, Luce?” She touched the tiny two dragons embossed on them. “The dragons are right there on the insignia. They don’t need to hide, or pretend to be the king!”

Luce took the envelope to take a better look at the insignia—she was familiar with the insignia, of course, but never really thought further about the two dragons. “So, you’re saying... there really are dragons in the castle?” she asked.

Barely holding back her laughter, Hestia nodded. She pointed at the wax seal again, “Those two are Asterius and Hesperos, Great Dragons, Royal Advisors to the king. They’re not driving the king mad,” and she went back laughing.

Luce frowned in confusion, “You know their names? How do you know all this?”

Hestia only gave her a wink. ”Once you’ve lived as long as I have, you know things.”

Oh come on! Luce really wasn’t in the mood for Granny Hestia’s antics this time. She ignored the now quieter laughs, and looked at the insignia again. The two dragons on the insignia were real, but... What do you mean the dragons are advisors to the king? That didn’t sit right with Luce.

“The king’s demanding all those tributes,” Luce said, ”is that because of the dragons? Dragons hoard gold, don’t they?” She gritted her teeth. “Why, do they eat gold, or what?”

Hestia’s laugh died down for real this time. She cleared her throat, gathered the envelopes on the table, and put them aside. “Dragons don’t eat gold,” she said, “but gold and other precious metal can be... used as an energy source, for magic. Maybe the king needs the gold for something,” she said, but she didn’t sound confident.

”But we need the money, too!” Luce yelled. “If the dragons are advisors, then why aren’t they advising him to stop?! They’re dragons. They can just breathe fire on the king!”

Hestia sighed. “Well, they can’t. Not without the risk of the kingdom going to war with all of dragonkind.” She leaned over, resting her chin on her palm, thinking. “They can’t even show their true form, you know. Dragons serve the king and the royal family, they can’t just ‘breathe fire on the king’ as you said.”

Dragons serve the king. Luce couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Hestia continued talking about a peace agreement between the kingdom and dragonkind, something about a war... but Luce was too focused on the fact that not only the dragons in the castle were real—they serve the king. How can anyone go up against the king if he had dragons on his side? Luce herself certainly couldn’t... can’t even learn magic.

Hestia shared with her a stew of venison and wild herbs, and they talked a little bit more about the town as they had lunch; but the dejected look on Luce’s face must be obvious to Hestia. The woman kept trying to ask for any funny stories from town, but all Luce could think of was how the bakery she worked for had laid off all the employees, or how her neighbors were struggling, or how the mayor had screamed in town about how the king will have his head.

The king that was her father.

When Luce finally left for home, she didn’t even bother packing the letters.

”Can you keep them here?” she asked Hestia as she was about to leave. “I don’t want anyone else to know.”

Hestia only looked at her with sympathy. “Sure, dear,” she said.

”Thanks, Granny.”

”Haha, I’ll let that slide this time.”

***
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On the way home, Luce couldn’t help noticing all the changes in town.

The sun was setting, but there were still farmers out in the field, when they usually would already be going back home. (They could harvest more in a day, but once the field is all harvested, what then?) She saw two knights patrolling (ugh), when it was usually just one. (Their armors look brand new! Have they even fought anything in their lives?) Two of her neighbors’ children passed by, and she could’ve sworn they looked like they’ve lost weight.

Things are really getting worse here.

That night, she laid down on her mattress sleepless. When she turned to the side, the pile of ‘things to sell off in the markets’ was sitting quietly on the corner, barely visible with only moonlight through the window lighting the room. Would they even sell, when the king’s driving everyone poor here?

Maybe if she were a princess, she could make things better for this town... this was her home. After Mom was gone, the neighborhood would check on her, shared meals with her. Mrs. Tanner next door had invited her to live with the family multiple times, and Madame Georgina had offered the job, before the tax got too high and she couldn’t pay for employees anymore.

This is all the king’s fault. All she wanted to do was to go up to the king and slap some sense into him, before he ruined the town even further... but the king got at least two dragons with him. What could she even do, when the dragons serve the king and the royal family...

Wait. The dragons serve the king and the royal family.

I’m part of the royal family!

Maybe she didn’t have to fight dragons after all, she could go up to the dragons and convince them to serve her instead. Okay, maybe the king had to accept her into the royal family first, but at least that seemed doable—more doable than squaring off with two dragons, at least. Yes, that was it. Maybe she will go to the castle and claim herself to be a lost princess. If the king won’t accept her, maybe she could just go directly to the Great Dragons. Asterius and Hesperos, that was their name, and she will remember them.

I will convince the dragons to breathe fire on the king! Yeah!!

With that thought, she finally slept, excited for the future... unaware that at the edge of town, the fires had started.
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The Royal Family
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Prince Theodore’s private quarters,

Royal Tower, Ardor Castle

I really don’t want to work today.

Theo sank into his plush armchair further, sulking. By this time of the day, he should have been with the court, facing whatever new problems the kingdom had—policies, trades, bandits, rebels, famine, and what not—but he just didn’t understand, why him? He was the crown prince, the future king—but the keyword he would like to emphasize here is future king. Not the current king.

What are you doing, Father?

Theo had held court before, when his father was away on his travels; but the king wasn’t even away this time. He just had been spending a lot of time in his study, working on who knows what—well, Theo knew something, but not all of it. And the king had been away to work on it for days now, leaving Theo in charge as head of state.

If you can just leave your duties like that, I can do that, too.

On the desk in front of him, a quill started twirling on its own. It was a habit Theo picked up a few years ago; something he’d do when he’s bored or nervous. Or both, like right now. Between his father’s fury or acting as head of state, which would be easier to deal with?

He heard footsteps coming from the corridor; fast steps. Someone’s angry. Sure enough, the door burst open to reveal Corin, his brother, glaring at him. 

”What are you doing here, Theo?” he asked.

Theo glared back at him; he didn’t like that tone at all. “What?” he asked, not moving from the chair. “I’m the crown prince, can’t I take a break if I want?”

Corin walked over to the chair. He saw Theo’s slumped position in the armchair, and the quill twirling in the air above the desk. He said nothing for a while, then sighed. He folded his arms and asked, “You want me to deal with the court, then?” 

Theo’s eyes widened in realization. Oh. No.
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The court never liked Corin much; his position was a unique one, and as much as Theo wanted them to treat him like any other royal family (which was only the two of them and Father, really), Theo had seen the way the court looked at Corin. I can’t leave him alone with them.

...He still didn’t want to go to work, though. “Stay here,” he said, gesturing to another armchair nearby. “Surely the kingdom can manage without us for one day. If anyone asks, it’s my decision.”

“You know damn well the king would blame me,” Corin retorted. Theo could feel a light kick on the back of the chair. “Come on, let’s go.”

Theo groaned. “Fine,” he said reluctantly. The quill landed on the desk as he left the chair, and he walked towards the door. Corin followed, and they walked side by side through the decorated corridors of the Royal Tower.

”Look,” Corin said, “I don’t like dealing with the court, either, but you know how King Heinrich is. He’ll demand an explanation why you’re slacking off.”

Theo pouted. “He’s the one slacking off.”

Corin snickered. “Tell that to his face, then,” he said. “Tell him to get back to work, while you’re at it.”

Theo only glared at him.

They walked down the stairs of the royal tower, while Theo kept thinking of an excuse to get out of princely duties, but he couldn’t find any that he liked—nothing that wouldn’t get Corin in trouble with Father, at least.

”You know,” Corin broke the silence, “what is he doing? Is he still working on that ancient magic spell he made you try?”

Theo picked up his pace. I don’t want to talk about it. Corin didn’t get the hint, however, and he picked up his own pace to keep up.

”Did he ever tell you what that spell is?” Corin asked. “He’s being unreasonable. He wants you to cast it, but he won’t tell you anything about it.”

Theo said nothing.

“If you understand more about the spell,” Corin continued, “you could help him figure out why it didn’t work. Hey, you can even ask Hesperos about it. He knows a lot about ancient magic.”

It would help indeed, if he could ask Hesperos. Hesperos was their mentor in all sorts of matters, including the magic arts; he probably could figure it out. Slight problem: Hesperos was one of the royal advisors, along with his brother Asterius; and the king never had the best relationship with either of them.

”You know Father doesn’t like Hesperos, Corin,” Theo said. If Father won’t bring it up with Hesperos himself, I won't.

Corin sighed. “What’s going to happen next time he calls you to his study, then?” he asked. “Are you just going to let him yell at you for his flawed spell?”
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