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    To Clay, 

 

Thanks for letting me ramble about Makoto and Athena for the past six years. 
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​​​​Prologue

[image: ]




Makoto sat alone by the water’s edge. The pretty sparkling sea distracted from the problem that had been bugging her all morning. It was a simple problem, but one she couldn’t solve.

No matter how hard she tried, Makoto couldn’t remember why she’d been crying.

She’d spent the morning trying to find her missing memory. It felt like walking in the dark. She knew something was there but just couldn’t find it. The missing memory ached her head the way hunger ached her tummy. 

She felt empty. Hurt. And oh so tired. Makoto couldn’t tell if the smell of salted water came from the sea or her tears.

Her mind gave up wandering the darkness to focus on the distractions. Gulls cried overhead. Grains of warm sand clung to her soles and toes. Chilling wind bristled her scarlet hair, and she clung tightly to her blankie. 

It was covered in star pictures—her favorite was the big dragon. It was beautiful but looked strong. Something about that felt familiar too, which made her head hurt more.

Makoto reached forward. Twitching fingers called the tide to her side. Warm water filled the small holes in the sand where her feet rested. Another twitch of her fingers raised the water to her face. 

It was clear enough to show her reflection. Hot tears left her freckled cheeks shiny like the sea. Her usually platinum eyes nearly redder than her hair. 

She knew the face staring back as her own, but even it felt unfamiliar. 

“Makoto?”

The voice was like the wind. Gentle, so quiet she almost missed it. Yet her body trembled at its presence. The water sprang and crashed, covering her in a bubble. Shaking hands hugged wobbling knees.  

“Makoto...”

Tired eyes drifted toward a new distraction. A glittering black and silver mountain stood in the sand. Deep blue eyes met her own. Grey streaks colored otherwise golden hair, just as red stains colored axe and armor. His size scared her, but his eyes were kind. Familiar... 

Sharp pain, like pricking her fingers on a thorn or shell, throbbed in Makoto’s skull. She yelped, grasping her aching head. “No...” was all she said. 

“Makoto!” He stepped toward her. 

She thrust her arm toward him. The water surrounding her lashed out. It whipped against the ground, splashing salt and sand. But it never struck the mountain man, stopping just short every time. 

He didn’t flinch or move from his spot. No fear showed in his eyes. Only a kind sadness.  

“You don’t recognize me, do you?”

No. She hadn’t a clue who he was. “I’m sorry... Should I?”

“Yes, but tis alright. I’m...” He looked away, pointing toward a stone cottage with a straw-thatched roof standing at the edge of the sand and forest. “I was a friend of your mother’s. She let me stay there with you and her when I visited.”

Makoto closed her eyes. She couldn’t picture her mother’s face, but a gentle whisper filled her ears. 

“Ole turvassa, rakkaani.” 

Sudden warmth rushed through her. Makoto didn’t understand the words, but they were pleasant all the same. “I don’t remember my mama.”

The man sighed. “Then of course you wouldn’t remember Uncle Rudolph.” He dropped his axe into the sand. “May I sit with you?”

Makoto hesitated. He still scared her a little, but she wanted to trust him. At least, she wanted another distraction from her problem. She waved her hand; the gathered water returned to the sea. Uncle Rudolph approached. He was much larger up close. She almost ran, but his sweet eyes made her stay.

“You’re my Uncle Rudolph?”

“Aye. We are Emperor of the Kauneus Empire.”

“We?” Makoto unsuccessfully tried to find the second person. 

“Aye. Tis tradition for emperor to use the royal we.”

“Improar?”

His deep throated chuckle soothed her. “Emperor, Makoto.”

“What does that mean?”

His brow furrowed. “It means tis our responsibility to protect those who can’t protect themselves. We oft meet with friends across land and sea to know the needs of the people.”

“Friends like my mother?”

“Aye, Makoto, and friends like you.”

She smiled a little. “Why is it your responsibility?”

Uncle Rudolph shook his head. “A story too long and dreary for this day. Tis enough to say we earned it.” He pointed to the gold object on his head. “And this is our proof.”

“Could I earn it?”

“Buh, we should think not.”

Indignation reddened her puffy cheeks. “Why not?”

“You’re better suited as princess.”

She liked how the word sounded. “Is princess fun?”

“It can be. We have a saying in Kauneus: Beauty in Strength. A princess is expected to exhibit both in her character.”

“Oh!” Makoto gasped. She pointed to her favorite star picture on the blankie. “Like this?”

“Of course. If we learned anything from your mother, there is nothing as beautiful or strong as a dragon.” 

“Then I am to be the best princess,” she said with a smile. 

Uncle Rudolph laughed heartily. “Athena will not take such a challenge lightly.”

“Who is she?”

“One of two princesses. They’ll be another shortly and a prince with her.” He stood and offered his hand. “I’ll tell you about them on the way.”

Makoto didn’t take his hand. “And where would we be going, Uncle Rudolph?”

“Home, of course.”

Once more, she felt cold despite his kind voice. Her hands retreated into the warm sand. “You said this was my home.”

“It was. The night took many of our friends, Makoto.” Uncle Rudolph paused to quell his quivering lip. “Your mother was one we couldn’t save.”

As the tears resumed streaming down her cheeks, Makoto realized the answer to her problem. A face she’d never see again was one she’d already forgotten. Yet her heart ached just the same as her head. This left her with a new problem. 

“Why can’t I remember my mother?”

“I... cannot pretend to know but do know this,” he said. “Your mother loved you very much. She valued your happiness and safety over everything else.”

Makoto looked at the cottage. If it was once her home, it would be so lonely now. “And... my Papa?” She couldn’t remember him either, but the word was so familiar it slipped out.

“Your Papa,” Uncle Rudolph spat the word like a curse. “doesn’t deserve to be called as such.” His large arms wrapped around her shoulders. “Rest assured, Makoto, we—I will not leave you here alone. You will have a place in my family. A princess, beautiful and strong.”

His hug wasn’t as comfortable as her blankie. She preferred fuzzy warmth over the armor’s smooth but cold touch. Flowing tide tickled her wrists and ankles; its forceful ebb seemed to call Makoto to the sea. Or at least away from Uncle Rudolph. Brisk wind blowing in the same direction echoed the tide’s intent. 

“You’ll keep me safe?” she asked. 

“On my life,” he said without hesitation. 

Tears splashed against Makoto’s forehead. His beard caught most of them, but a few leaked through.

His was another face known by her heart, not her mind. Her mind saw the worried creases of his rugged face. The largeness of his frame. How easily he could break her. Her heart was a little scared but somehow knew there was nothing to fear. He’s strong... but beautiful.

She lifted her hands from the sand to take his. “Thank you... Father.”

“Uncle Rudolph is fine, child.”

He gently squeezed her hand and led her down the beach. 

Minutes bled into hours. The wind and tide begged her reconsider, but Makoto would not change her mind. She was to be a dragon—beautiful but strong. Changing her mind was neither. 

Uncle Rudolph led her to the monster perched on the far side of the beach. Iron scales covered its body. Smoke billowed from its mouth. Three white wings emerged from its back, but taut chains weighed it down. 

“Dragon,” she whispered, half afraid half in awe.

“Galleon,” Uncle Rudolph said. “Tis the ship that will see us home.”

A crowd tended to the galleon by loading supplies or manning the chains. Someone shouted, and several scrambled to gather before him. Several others stayed put. 

Their eyes resembled those of a viper or raptor tracking a mouse. A woman, whose teeth were either yellow or missing, spat without turning away from Makoto. A bald man with a crooked nose snarled before drinking from a flask.

She gingerly stepped back under Uncle Rudolph’s legs. “Are these people your friends?” Makoto whispered.

“Some, others are mere hirelings.” He gently patted her head. “Fret not, Makoto. They are loyal to our coin if not our crown. A princess has nothing to fear from them.” 

Makoto wasn’t so sure. Even a good dog could still bite. “Why do they look at me like that? Did I do something wrong?”

“No,” he said quickly. “You have done nothing to deserve their scorn. They are wounded—grieving. Your mother... she wasn’t the only friend lost last night.”

“What happened here?”

Uncle Rudolph’s eyes darkened like the sea under a cloudy sky. “Avalon’s High Priestess preyed upon our trust. She—” He paused. 

A man with hair like a beast’s mane approached. He wore no shirt, revealing the scars chiseled into his chest and arms. He spared Makoto no more than a passing glance. His green eyes weren’t like a predator’s—more akin to a guardian checking an intruder. 

A boy about Makoto’s age stood behind him. Light green eyes looked down without focus. She imagined looking similar when she was alone on the shore. 

The boy raised his eyes, meeting hers. He was the first person to smile at her. It didn’t quite reach his sad eyes, but it made his smile that much sweeter.

“The stragglers have been rounded up, Your Grace,” the man said. “Your orders?”

Uncle Rudolph was quiet. He looked to the forest, reaching for something in his pocket. He winced, but the darkness in his eyes cleared. “Release them all. Not one is to be harmed.”

Anger flashed across the man’s face. “But Charlotte was—”

“Not. One, Lang. Enough blood has been shed.”

The man’s anger didn’t fade, but he nodded. “It will be done, Your Grace.” He bowed to Uncle Rudolph and then Makoto. “Don’t forget your manners, Ephraim.”

“Yes, Uncle.” The boy’s smile widened. He bowed and followed his uncle. 

She was sad to see him go and looked to Uncle Rudolph for comfort. Instead, she noticed the grin on his face. “I don’t like the face you’re making,” she said. 

He chuckled. “Pardon our mirth, Makoto. We weren’t expecting the color of your cheeks to match your hair.” He offered his hand. “Shall we escort you aboard?

Indignation swelled her cheeks. “Are you always this mean?” She said, taking his hand.

His chuckling evolved into laughter. “On occasion. Your mother oft accused us of the same.” His other hand moved about his pocket once more. 

“What’s in your pocket?”

“An old keepsake.”

He showed it to her. A shining platinum gem, no smaller than her palm, strung along a silver chain. The hunger in her head and heart intensified at the sight of it. Makoto’s hand reached without her mind giving the order.

“Ole turvassa, rakkaani...”

Uncle Rudolph snatched her wrist. She gasped at his speed and tried to wriggle free. His grip didn’t hurt but was too firm to escape. 

“A princess does not pilfer her father’s property.” 

The eyes looking down on her were less than kind. Not angry but intense—as if a brewing storm could quickly swell into a winter’s gale.

Makoto gulped. “I’m sorry, Father, I—”

He flinched as if slapped.

“I’m sorry, Uncle. I meant no harm.”

The brewing storm subsided, and he released her arm. “We apologize in turn for frightening you.” He sighed, pocketing the necklace. 

“Know this well, Makoto. Tis our solemn pleasure to welcome you into our family. But Kauneus has no need for a disloyal princess. Do you understand?”

Not entirely, but she didn’t want to risk upsetting him further. 

“Yes.”

“Good girl,” he said, patting her head. “You must be tired after walking so much. Come, we’ll show you to our private quarters.”

Uncle Rudolph walked ahead, but Makoto hesitated. She didn’t intend to run; she had nowhere else to go. But the gentle wind kissing her hair and cheeks begged for one final glance.

Makoto looked to the forest beyond the shore. Briars and thickets protected the forest’s edge with one path cleared for entrance. Uncle Rudolph’s friends and hirelings worked far from that patch of beach and forest. Her last chance to run if she chose. 

Shadows rustled from the path; a small child stepped onto the beach. Too far for Makoto to make out any features save for vibrant red hair.

Pain throbbed once more in Makoto’s head. She gritted her teeth and tightly shut both eyes.

The wind howled. A mighty wave crashed against the ship. Makoto tumbled toward the walkway connecting the ship and shore. She tightly gripped the handrail to steady herself.

Makoto raised her head above the railing. It wasn’t the red-haired child she saw but the green-eyed boy. Ephraim looked up at her, smiled once again, and waved. 

Seeing him calmed her down, and she returned both gestures without thinking. Despite the protests of the wind and water, she followed her uncle. 

***
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Hazy nightmares plagued Makoto’s sleep. She awoke in a bed far too big for her, not to mention a little too hard. Moonlight streaming through the room’s lone window showed Uncle Rudolph sleeping at the table. He used his fist as a pillow, while the other hand tightly clutched an open book. 

Makoto moved to a chair at the table’s opposite end. It was more comfortable than the bed. The wood felt a little rough in the same way as sand. She liked that feeling. 

The moonlight didn’t quite reach the table but didn’t need to. A crystal lantern shaped like a coiled serpent stood upon the center of the table. Its mouth was open wide, as if breathing flame upon the candles at the end of its claws. 

Makoto’s stomach grumbled. Now her tummy was the hungry one. Thankfully, there was a bowl of soup prepared. It was lumpy and mushy. Even worse, it was cold. She gagged and tried to decide between her disgust and hunger. 

Then, she had an idea. 

Makoto cupped her hands around one of the candles. The flame flickered across her fingertips. She winced; fire was harder to play with than water. Focusing on the flame’s warmth rather than the burn made it easier to control. Alas, hunger made such focus almost impossible.

Instead, she held the bowl near the candles to warm it up. It still didn’t taste good, but at least she wasn’t hungry.

Even worse, she was bored. 

Makoto ventured onto the deck to watch the stars. Uncle Rudolph’s lantern guided her steps. The star blanket draped across her shoulders kept her warm despite the chilling night wind. 

Several people stood at the front of the ship. She remembered their looks from earlier and didn’t want to be around them. It took her a few minutes to find a lonely spot at the ship’s back. 

The dragon star-picture stared down at her from the sky. Twinkling eyes shone like the gemstone from Uncle Rudolph’s pendant. She reached for the stars without thinking. Not that she expected to touch the sky, but it frustrated her that so many things remained out of reach. The stars. The gem. Her memories...

The star blanket billowed in the growing wind. Makoto huddled closer to the lantern, cupping another flame between her hands. Eyes shut, she focused on the warmth. Her hands slowly moved away from the candle, and the flame followed.  

Fire danced between her fingertips. Makoto’s eyes twinkled. She blew sharply, sending a stream of fire into the sky that dissipated without reaching the stars. It disappointed her a little, but at least she was having fun. 

“You little brat,” a voice snarled.

A bald man shambled toward her holding an empty bottle. She recognized him and his crooked nose from the morning. Rank breath wafted over Makoto, who covered her face to mask the smell.

“Can’t even look a’me. After what yer people did t’us. Then ye try an’ burn the ‘ol ship down.” He tapped the bottle against his temple. “Not on this buzzard’s watch.”

Makoto instinctively stepped back. She didn’t take a second. Uncle Rudolph told me not to be scared. Be a dragon, Makoto. Beautiful and strong. “I only play with fire because it’s my friend.”

“Fren?” The sailor spat. “Know ‘ow many fren I lost on yer island?”

No. She didn’t know how many she’d lost. “I’m sorry you lost friends. My mother—”

“Shaddup!’ he snapped.

The first swing of the bottle slammed against Makoto’s wrist. Shards of glass cut into her arm and elbow. Bleeding and trembling, Makoto collapsed to her knees. The sailor sneered down and reared back for another swing. 

Makoto screamed; she threw out her arms to protect herself. Flames lashed from the candles at her call. They struck the bald man’s chest. 

He half-gasped, half-coughed, as he stumbled backwards. Liquor dribbled from his mouth onto the fire. Roaring flame climbed from his chest to his face.

High-pitched screams pierced Makoto’s ears. She wanted to shut her eyes, but the fire’s glow forbade her to look away. It was almost beautiful. 

Whisps of smoke carried sparks toward the stars. None reached the heavens, but Makoto wasn’t sure if they simply disappeared or if the stars took them as an offering. 

A crowd gathered to douse the fire. Not one of them tended to the bleeding girl. Their wide eyes avoided meeting hers. She wasn’t a mouse anymore. 

“Makoto!” Uncle Rudolph shouldered his way through the crowd to her side. He gingerly helped her to her feet. “What happened—” 

His voice stopped when his fingers touched Makoto’s fresh wound. A storm blazed within his blue eyes so intense that none could meet his gaze. 

“Who?” was all he said.

Makoto found the bald man hiding amongst fellow sailors. Shaking hands and quivering lips revealed his fear. She wasn’t sure she should answer Uncle Rudolph’s question. No one else did. 

“Who?” Uncle Rudolph repeated. 

Tension mixed with the lingering silence. The other sailors exchanged glances. A couple standing near the bald man shifted away from him.

Makoto cleared her throat. “Uncle, it was—” She intended to say an accident, but sudden pain flaring up her arm interrupted her. She cried out, clutching her bleeding wrist. 

The bald man’s lips twitched into a smile. There was no trace of his fear. Only satisfaction at her pain. That changed her mind. 

Makoto locked eyes with the bald man. “It was him.”

“Little whore!” he yelled. The man lunged but nearby sailors brought him to his knees. He continued to struggle and spit insults at her.

Makoto didn’t understand his words but felt their venom. If the glass shards were stings and bites, the words pierced her like swords.

Uncle Rudolph loomed over the bald man. “You understand the penalty for your actions.” It wasn’t a question.

The sailor stopped struggling. “Yes, Your Grace. Let my death stand as an objection to her people and what they did to us.”

Makoto gasped. He is to die? She didn’t want that. Death was too high a price for his crime. She curled her shaking hands into fists. 

“Uncle, I...”

He drew his axe. “Speak your final words.”

The sailor glared at Makoto. His coal-like eyes embittered with distrust and resentment. “Remember my face, Scarlet Princess.”

The axe cleanly rended head from shoulders. His body remained upright, a monument to a stubborn and hateful end. 

“Leave us,” the emperor said. “We require a moment with the princess.”

The bystanders heeded his order. Makoto didn’t watch them leave but heard their footsteps growing further away. Her gaze remained on the man’s head. There was no fear in his final moment. Only hatred for her and her people. People she couldn’t even remember.

She couldn’t stop shaking. It wasn’t fair. She didn’t deserve the man’s wrath, just as he hadn’t deserved her father’s axe. Of all the things she wanted to remember, now she had something she wished to forget.

“Why?” was all she said.

“We lack the strength for mercy tonight. We—” He stopped talking at the tug of his cloak. 

A familiar pair of green eyes met Uncle Rudolph’s. “I apologize for interrupting, Your Grace, but you did intend to introduce us.”

Uncle Rudolph’s fickle expression changed between irritation and gratitude. “Buh. So, we did.” He stepped aside and ushered the boy forward. 

“Your introductions shall be your own.” He moved beneath the shadow of the mast, remaining in sight but leaving them alone. 

Uncle must trust him to leave us alone after the incident.

The boy’s frame wasn’t impressive; she wasn’t sure he could even win a fight against her. Yet he stared down the emperor. None of the other sailors had the guts for that. 

“You’re Ephraim, right?”

The boy’s smile revealed the gap between his teeth. “I didn’t think I was worth a pretty girl knowing my name.”

Makoto’s cheeks turned redder than her hair. “Thank you. I’m—” She winced at the pain in her arm.

“You’re hurt.” Ephraim stepped closer. “Do you mind if I treat your wounds? My father taught me how to tend to wounded livestock.”

Makoto didn’t fight her indignation. “So I’m an animal to you?” she snapped. 

“Not at all. It’s a similar process of cleaning and dressing the wound. May I?”

His eyes showed no resentment or judgment. Only genuine kindness. Something she’d seen very little of today. She gingerly held out her arm. “Thank you, again.”

“My pleasure.” 

Ephraim hummed while cleaning her wound. His sincerity made it harder for her to pretend to be strong. Makoto lost the fight with her tears. 

“Why are you being so nice to me?”

“Mom taught me to be kind to girls, especially if she’s crying.” He dressed her wound with fresh gauze. “That better?” he asked. 

It still hurt but did feel better. 

“Yes.” Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat and wiped her eyes. Beauty in Strength, Makoto. “Your work is admirable and sufficient...” 

She trailed off when she noticed him trying not to laugh. “Don’t laugh at me, Ephraim!” 

“I meant no offense,” he said quickly. “But you don’t have to act around me. You can cry if you need.”

Makoto couldn’t see her uncle’s face under the mast’s shadow but felt the weight of his judgment. “Is that allowed?”

“Why shouldn’t it?” Ephraim asked. “Your father wasn’t the emperor around my mother. He was just Rudolph. That’s my foremost duty to you, Makoto. I’m to be your friend.”

She smiled without having to force it. “I’d like that. I very much need a friend.” 

Makoto embraced Ephraim. His arms draped around her shoulders like a blanket and were just as comfortable. 

“I don’t know how I shall fare as princess. Will you stay my friend, Ephraim?”

“Of course, Makoto. Until the end of the world.”
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Makoto
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Dawn’s light streamed into Makoto’s room, illuminating the amaryllis sitting atop her nightstand. Ephraim gifted one every year on the eve of her anniversary. This flower was the fourteenth. 

Makoto undressed and entered the washroom attached to her bedroom. The shower head was sculpted to resemble a dragon’s with the handle being a claw. She tilted the claw to the left. The eyes changed from black to red, then purple, before settling on blue. She relaxed as cold water washed away the night’s grime.

Makoto glanced at her arm. There were no scars from the old sailor’s attack, but he marked her all the same. The Scarlet Princess appellation followed her like a shadow in the years since. She heard it whispered behind her back. Found it scrawled on her serviette at dinner. 

Although the sentiment waned over the years, Makoto found it best to downplay her Avalon traits. A daily dose of powder masked her accursed freckles. The beloved star blanket languished in the dust. Fire and water were only friends on special occasions. 

Her hair, unfortunately, refused to hide. No amount of dye could cleanse her scarlet brand. 

Makoto returned to her bedroom and opened the armoire. Snow-white robes with a long red skirt and sash greeted her. She changed into formal wear and nearly shut the armoire, but something caught her eye behind some old clothes. A stuffed white dragon with a matching ribbon around its wings. 

Makoto pulled it into the sunlight and blew off the dust. Athena gifted me this after my first year. Do I still have the card?

To her surprise, she did.

Little Ruby, 

Since you can’t remember your actual birthday, we’ll use this anniversary as our day of celebration. Your dear older sisters wanted to give you a piece of home. You’re fond of the dragon on that blanket, so I had one made for you. Olive asked Father about traditional Avalon accessories and sewed you this ribbon. 

Don’t listen to the people who whisper behind your back. Listen to us telling you we love you every day. You’re a part of this family, and we’re blessed to have you as our sister. Amelia is doubly blessed to grow up with you. We know the Thronsden boys feel the same. Be careful not to break too many of their hearts when you grow up!

Lots of love, 

Athena 

Enough love,

Olivia

Makoto’s heart ached. Ephraim had been her first friend, but Athena wasn’t far behind. She made Makoto feel welcome in a way few others could. Thank you, Athena. I’m sorry I left this abandoned for so long. It was unbearable to think of you each time I saw it. A mirthless smile formed on her lips. That’s one anniversary I’m thankful we don’t celebrate.

Makoto set the dragon on her nightstand and used the ribbon to tie her hair before heading out. She reached the double doors outside the dining room and found Ephraim waiting in a black suit with his bow tie slightly askew. 

“Good morning, Makoto.”

“It’s adequate,” she said.

“Tired?”

She shook her head. “No, just memories,” she said and fixed his bow tie. 

“I love the ribbon. It’s familiar.”

“Thank you. Tis an old gift from Athena and Olivia. Speaking of which, has she been introduced?”

“Not yet. I imagine we’ll hear her name shortly. Though,” he said teasingly, “something tells me she’s not the one you’re excited to see.”

“Hush, you,” Makoto said with a playful shove.

She pushed the door ajar to view the dining room. 

Large chandeliers hung from the four corners of the ceiling. Each one crafted to resemble one of the four great constellations: Ashen Phoenix, Platinum Dragon, Obsidian Octopus, and Gilded Serpent. The chandeliers converged in the center of the room, where a statue of the Orichalcum Crown stood atop them.  

A mahogany table lay beneath the chandeliers. The table began at the Gilded Serpent’s tail and ended at the crest of the Ashen Phoenix. 

Emperor Rudolph Friedrich von Kauneus sat at the head of the table. He wore white robes with nary a scratch or stain. Rings adorned each finger, and no two fingers shared the same color ring. Atop his head rested a simple diadem made of a silvery metal with an unnatural glint. 

He held his head high, as if he and the crown looked down on all others.

Twas gold when we met on the beach. Even orichalcum’s luster is vulnerable to time.

“Introducing Her Royal Highness, Princess Olivia Elizabeth vi Kauneus and her retainer, Ser Bastien Thronsden.”

Olivia slinked into the dining room. Her white dress ended in a knee-high skirt that showed off her long legs. A light jacket adorned her shoulders. Its color resided between the spectrum of purple and black, matching the gloss on her lips and choker around her neck.

Braided raven hair snaked from her shoulder down to her right arm. She cradled a sketchbook and charcoal in her right hand, while the left clasped the hem of her dress and curtseyed. Her father lifted his goblet in greeting. Olivia kissed his cheek and took her seat at his left hand. 

Ephraim’s elder brother, Bastien, followed Olivia. Their mother, Charlotte, served Uncle Rudolph before her death on Avalon. Her three sons carried her legacy; each assigned a different princess.

Makoto’s heartbeat quickened at the sight of Bastien. He filled out his attire unlike Ephraim. The toad-faced boy had grown into a tall, broad-shouldered man. His eyes found Makoto, and a smile graced his lips. She quickly looked away lest she get flustered by his charm. 

“Introducing Her Royal Highness, Princess Makoto Clarissa vi Kauneus and her retainer, Ser Ephraim Thronsden.”

Ephraim pushed the doors open. “After you.”

Makoto exhaled. Remember to exude beauty, Makoto.

She sauntered forward, stopping below the Platinum Dragon chandelier to curtsey for the emperor. He lifted his goblet, and she sat in the second chair to the right, leaving an empty seat at his right hand. 

Ephraim followed Bastien’s lead and stood behind his charge. 

The emperor leaned forward. “Happy anniversary.”

“Thank you, Fa—” She paused when he winced. “Uncle Rudolph.” He’s been my father in all but name these fourteen years, but it still pains him to be called as such... Makoto dipped her head. “I hope to do you proud today.”

“Buh.” His lips curled. “You do us proud every day.”

His words rang a touch hollow, but she smiled nonetheless. 

“Thank you, and a good morning to you, Olivia.”

Olivia fixated on the sketchbook; her hands moved the charcoal at a feverish pace. “Good morning,” she said with her usual monotone.

“What are you drawing?”

“The perfect specimen.”

The answer puzzled Makoto. 

“I’m sorry, you’re drawing what?”

“The perfect specimen.”

“I heard what you said, sister—”

“Yet you insist on having me repeat myself.” Olivia’s disdainful green eyes considered Makoto. “Tell me, sister, do you enjoy wasting my time?”

Makoto frowned. “I only meant—”

“Introducing Her Royal Highness, Princess Amelia Lucille vi Kauneus and her retainer, Ser Klaus Thronsden.”

A young girl in a poofy fuchsia dress scampered into the room. Her straw-like hair was immaculately combed with naught a strand out of place. She shared the emperor’s naturally tanned-skin but not his blue eyes. Rather, she inherited her mother’s honey-golden irides. 

“Good morning, Makoto!” Amelia sang, quickly waving both hands. 

Makoto returned the wave.

A sharp cough sounded from the man behind Amelia. Klaus was taller than Bastien but not quite as wide. His white suit clear of any crease or stain. Makoto often thought Klaus resembled a sculpture more than a human being. 

I’d have been honored to have him as my guardian, but he lacks the heart to be the friend I’ve needed these fourteen years.

Amelia giggled. She clutched the hems of her dress and curtseyed. Her father acknowledged her, and she raced to the table. 

Klaus’s long strides allowed him to keep pace despite not matching her energy. He pulled out her chair, and she took her seat beside Olivia. Klaus bowed to his princess before standing behind her. 

Amelia leaned forward and loudly whispered, “Happy anniversary, Makoto.”

Makoto matched her sister’s movement and cadence. “Thank you, sister. It pleases me to know one of you remembered.”

Olivia cocked an eyebrow but didn’t otherwise react. The dispassion only irritated Makoto further.

“Introducing Count Edgar Sebastian von Kauneus and his son: Lord Richter Jonathan von Kauneus.”

Two sharply dressed gentlemen entered the room. Uncle Edgar’s black robes bulged around his belly. He stroked his well-groomed moustache, which was the only hair on his head. Richter’s form-fitting blue suit matched his eyes, and he stood taller than his father. 

The two bowed to the emperor before taking their seats. Uncle Edgar sat beside Makoto, while Richter took his place next to Amelia. 

Richter clapped. “Happy anniversary, cousin. I hope this past year has been a good one.”

“It has, thank you.” Especially if I ignore the unflattering whispers.

“Ahh, tis that day already?” Uncle Edgar’s laugh resounded throughout the room. “Pardon, Makoto, I’d nearly forgotten. You will be winning your hunt this year, I presume.”

Makoto’s countenance brightened. She partook in an annual hunt with Uncle Rudolph and Ephraim on her anniversary. She had yet to best the emperor but was confident she’d succeed. 

“Yes, Uncle. You and Richter are invited, of course.”

Uncle Edgar shook his head. “Afraid I’ll be too busy with the senate. Richter, however, has no such excuse.” He waved his hand to his son. “Keep your cousin company today.”

A shadow flickered across Richter’s face. His eyes darted to an empty chair further down. He probably has plans with Margaret. Uncle Edgar coughed and tilted his head in Makoto’s direction. 

The shadow disappeared from Richter’s face. “The invitation is appreciated, cousin. It will be my pleasure to attend. Perhaps we can invite the countess and her sister?” He winced. “Forgive me, I don’t mean to impose.”

Makoto dismissed his comment with a wave. “Nonsense, Richter. Reina and Margaret are more than welcome to join the hunt, though I expect the countess to decline.” Her eyes wandered to the remaining empty seats. “Do we know why they’re late?”

“Margaret probably fell on the way over,” Olivia said.

Makoto heard Ephraim stifle a laugh behind her. She considered admonishing him, but Klaus beat her to it. Bastien, for his part, appeared embarrassed by his princess’s comment. 

“You’re being rude, Olivia,” Makoto said, furrowing her brow.

“Yet no less honest. She visited my atelier last week and spilled paint imported from Nova City upon the floor. Her attempt to clean the mess only served to stain my workplace.”

Makoto imagined the mess Margaret created on Olivia’s floor. A horrid mesh of colors in an otherwise artistic paradise. The thought of her sister’s frustration pleased her.

“Introducing the daughters of Regent Josephine Claire vi Kauneus: Countess Reina Erika vi Kauneus and Lady Margaret Sabrina vi Kauneus.” 

Countess Reina was unnaturally beautiful. Porcelain skin glistened like quartz. Nigh flawless but for the rash tracing her cheek like golden cracks upon marble. Even then, the uniqueness added to, rather than besmirched, her beauty. Makoto envied her that. 

Her viridian suit with gold cufflinks matched her eyes and hair respectively. A white glove adorned each hand, which Reina kept clasped behind her back. She bowed to the emperor and waited for her sister. 

Lady Margaret wore a violet dress with frills around the wrists. The dress had been stretched out to fit her unusually broad shoulders and long legs. She attempted to curtsey but tripped over her feet. A pair of servants helped Margaret and assisted her with her curtsey. 

The emperor attempted to mask it, but Makoto recognized his amusement. He’s incorrigible as Ephraim.

The sisters approached the table upon the emperor’s acknowledgement. Reina sat on a short stack of books to meet the rest of the family at eye level. The space beside Uncle Edgar remained vacant to symbolize their absent mother, leaving Reina beside Richter and Margaret directly across from her. 

Uncle Rudolph took a deep breath. “Fourteen years to the day since we rescued our Makoto from the turmoil of Avalon. This breakfast tis not only to celebrate a glorious new morn but to pray she sees many more.” He raised his goblet. “To Makoto.”

The family cheered her name. She worked hard these fourteen years to exude the beauty and strength expected of a Kauneus princess. But the emperor’s earlier reaction proved it was still not enough. Rather than elated, the praise left her as empty as the goblets. 

“Thank you. I know there was hesitation to accept a princess from across the sea. But—” She noticed Olivia, goblet raised but eyes downcast. Her perfect specimen warrants more attention than her own sister. Klaus may have the expression of marble, but Olivia shares its heart.

Makoto’s shoulders sank, and she cleared her throat. “But I’m happy sharing breakfast with family.”

A short round of applause followed. Amelia joined in but looked a touch concerned.  

Hard to hide anything from that one. 

“Well said.” Edgar clasped her shoulder, gently shaking it. “Rudolph, let the girl eat. She’ll need her strength if she’s to best you.”

“Buh. We shall see if she is up to the task.” 

The emperor snapped his fingers. 

Servants rolled in carts carrying four course meals. The courses consisted of cheese-stuffed biscuits, oatmeal glazed with sugar, blueberry pancakes and eggs prepared to each diner’s preference, and concluded with a slice of yellow cake with licorice frosting. 

More servants began filling goblets with wine or virgin cider depending on preference. Amelia, Richter and Margaret chose cider, while the rest of the family preferred wine.

Makoto found wine too brut to drink often but indulged on special occasions. Today’s offering was unexpectedly sweet. She mulled over the taste and found it pleasant but a tad rich. She set the goblet down to focus on her breakfast. 

Melted cheese oozed from her biscuit onto her plate. That looks divine. She twirled her fork around the cheese and stabbed it into a piece of seasoned egg. An explosion of spice and flavor went off in her mouth with every bite. 

The emperor turned toward Uncle Edgar. “How are negotiations proceeding on the Alma’s proposal?”

“Quite well, Rudolph. There are some differences of opinion that need to be settled, but I expect a resolution within the coming days.”

“Your thoughts, Countess?” 

Reina frowned. “Permission to speak freely, Your Grace?”

“Of course.”

“Your brother is underestimating the significance of these differences of opinion. Most tellingly, Nova City’s representatives don’t trust the Alma at all.”

“You would know better than I, Reina.” Edgar swallowed a biscuit without chewing. “You’re practically in bed with Nova City.”

“Father,” Richter interrupted. “Is such a phrase appropriate at table?”

“No, Richter, let him speak,” Reina said. “I hear your father is quite experienced with having foreigners in his bed.”

Richter’s fist slammed upon his plate, crushing two biscuits. Alas, the plate did not give. “Cease your slander, cousin! My father acts a proper gentleman at all times.”

“Oh? Perhaps my sources made a mistake.” She cut into her cake without breaking eye contact with Ricther. “Tell me, cousin, do you spend all your time with your father?”

Richter massaged his hand with a serviette. “No.”

“Really?” Reina licked the licorice from her fork. “You claimed your father ‘acts a proper gentleman at all times.’ Yet you have no evidence of his behavior outside your presence?”

“I know my father’s heart. Tis all the evidence I need.”

The emperor cleared his throat. “Your loyalty to our brother is admirable, Richter, yet we find ourselves off topic. Countess, what is your estimation for the negotiations?”

“No later than the end of the month but no sooner than two weeks.”

“Buh. See it done by tomorrow. We’ll have no looming politics infecting the ball.” 

Reina dipped her head. “Consider it so, Your Grace.”

Amelia’s eyes widened. “But you just said two weeks? How can you be so confident?”

“One must be willing to compromise for the sake of the crown. But enough politics at the table.” Reina lifted her goblet and nodded at Olivia. “What is my cousin’s latest masterpiece?” 

“The star attraction at The Court of Temptation.” Olivia set her sketchbook down in favor of a spoon. “He’s become my muse.”

The emperor’s fingers trembled around his goblet. “Olivia, that viper’s den—”

“Be at ease, Father. I am there to observe, not partake.”

His fingers relaxed, and he steadied himself with a drink. “We assume you shall not partake in this year’s hunt either.”

Olivia nodded. “Correct, Father. I plan on becoming enslaved to the throes of estro.”

Richter’s brow furrowed, as he mulled over her words. “What does that mean, cousin?”

“It means I’m going to paint.”

As expected. Olivia isn’t one for outdoors. 

“I like paint.” Margaret said. She dunked a handful of egg and biscuit into her oatmeal without noticing the incredulous stares of her family. 

Reina cleared her throat. “If I may be excused, Your Grace, I would like to finish my meal elsewhere. I have work to do if I am to meet your deadline.”

The emperor waved his hand.

“Thank you.” Reina rose from her seat. “Richter, may I impose upon you?”

Richter glowered at her. “How bold to request my assistance after insulting my father.”

“Quite. I ask you watch over Margaret for the day. I hate to imagine her lonely and idle while I work.”

Richter’s expression softened at Margaret’s name. “I suppose I can acquiesce.”

“Then I leave her in your hands. Enjoy the day, sister.” She stood on her toes and pecked Margaret’s cheek. Reina tapped her cheek, and her sister returned the kiss. 

The countess signaled to a servant, who promptly gathered her leftovers. She bowed to the emperor and Makoto in turn before approaching Amelia. 

Reina whispered; Amelia giggled in return. They exchanged kisses, and Reina disappeared behind a set of double doors. 

“What was so funny?” Makoto asked. 

Amelia’s giggles were interlaced with bites of breakfast. “Reina and her jokes. She says I should spoil your anniversary by winning the hunt.”

Makoto frowned. “Does she have quarrel with me?”

Amelia quickly shook her head. “No, just a jest at my expense, I assure you. She knows I’m too dainty.”

The emperor stroked his beard. “Your disposition concerns us less than your skill, Amelia.”

“Father!” she huffed. “That’s rude.”

He ignored her indignant tone. “Klaus, appraise our daughter’s skill with a mount.”

“Unsatisfactory, Your Grace.” Klaus’s words were quick and dispassionate. “I fear she fares no better with a bow. She is liable to be trampled in flight from her quarry.”

Makoto winced on her sister’s behalf. She was no expert in either field but experienced enough with her weapons and a saddle. A dismissal of that ilk from Ephraim would wound me.

Amelia pouted at her Thronsden. “Klaus. Your honesty is admirable, but must you adhere so strictly to it?”

Klaus dipped his head. “Forgive me, Princess, but I cannot let you proceed knowingly into dangers you are not prepared to face.”

Amelia made a face at him.

Edgar clapped his hands together. “If it’s experience you need, Amelia, I’d be happy to oblige. I’m an excellent equestrian. I can teach you everything I know about riding.”

Amelia’s countenance brightened. “That sounds lovely, Uncle. Perhaps we can practice a few dances as well.”

“Consider it a date.” 

The two shared a jovial laugh and touched glasses. 

Amelia finished her drink. “May I be excused, Father?”

“Buh, is our company not sufficient?”

Amelia giggled. “Your feigned anger does not work on me, Father.”

“Aye, we know.” The mirth faded from his countenance. “Do as you wish, Amelia. We permit it.”

“Thank you, Father.” Amelia stacked her empty plates neatly on her tray. She passed them to the server and kissed Makoto once on the cheek. “Are you alright, sister?”

“Yes,” Makoto said.

“Very well. Enjoy the hunt. I hope you win.” She curtseyed to her father, while Klaus bowed, and scurried out of the room with her Thronsden in tow.

Olivia gathered her sketchbook. “I shall ask to be excused as well, Father. I’m lacking inspiration. I’m hopeful a visit to Morgana’s will ensnare me in a fit of creation.”

“M-hmm. Should you change your mind, Olivia, you will find us at the hunting grounds. Nature has a habit of awakening inspiration.”

“None as perfect as my muse. Rest assured, Father, I am careful.”

He waved his hand. “Take heed. Bastien, keep any unscrupulous suitors and leeches from her.”

Bastien pressed his hand upon his breast. “As always, Your Grace. It is my solemn duty.”

Olivia sighed. “Honestly, Father, he’s the one you should worry about. He can’t refuse the attention of a beautiful woman.”

Uncle Edgar grinned. “A boy that handsome must be drowning in beautiful women. You cannot blame him for enjoying his youth.”

“Correct, Uncle,” Olivia said. “Bastien serves his purposes, so I pay his personality no mind.”

Images of Bastien fraternizing with Morgana’s floosies flooded Makoto’s mind. That viper wants him in her coils. I won’t stand for it.

“Careful, sister,” Olivia said. “You’re dripping cheese on your robes.”

Melted cheese clung to the white robes, while biscuit crumbs speckled her sash. Embarrassment colored Makoto’s face, as she cleaned herself with a serviette. 

“Thank you, sister,” she said through gritted teeth. 

“But of course. Bastien, say your goodbyes.”

He bowed to the emperor and followed Olivia out the doors. 

The emperor refilled his goblet. “Edgar, we request a moment alone with Makoto.”

Uncle Edgar waved his hands. “Say no more, Rudolph. Richter and I won’t intrude on your private time.”

Richter helped his father from the seat. Margaret lumbered toward them, steadied by Richter’s arm hooking around hers. Makoto noted Margaret’s wistful smile at his touch. 

They bowed, or curtseyed, and took their leave. 

Makoto heard Ephraim stir behind her. “Is my presence an intrusion, Your Grace?”

“Buh.” Uncle Rudolph set down his goblet after a drink. “Shall we separate a princess from her shadow?” 

Makoto studied his countenance. His amused tone didn’t match the solemn resignation in his eyes. “Something troubles you, Uncle?”

“We’re Emperor, Makoto. Of course something troubles us.” He refilled his goblet. “Foreign dignitaries will infest our home in the coming days. They will attempt to win our favor or snuff us out like a flickering candle.”

“Yet they will find Your Grace’s flame burning strong,” Ephraim said.

Uncle Rudolph responded by drinking his wine. “In sooth, Makoto, what troubles us above all else...” He produced a red lacquer box from his pocket. “is if our gift befits fourteen years.”

Makoto was taken aback. Uncle Rudolph forwent traditional presents in lieu of the annual hunt. Anything further was spoiling her. She appreciated the gesture, though the flush in her cheeks betrayed her embarrassment. “You didn’t have to.”

“Nonsense. Tis not every day a girl becomes a woman.” He placed the box in her hands. “We only ask you wait until after the hunt to open it.”

Makoto narrowed her eyes. He is scheming something. “Why the delay?”

“He means to distract you during the hunt,” Ephraim whispered loud enough for him to hear. “Don’t fall for his trap, Makoto.”

“Watch it, boy,” Uncle Rudolph growled. “Men have been executed for less slanderous words.”

“Forgive me, Your Grace. A shadow should remain seen but unheard.”

“Buh. Your mother oft said the same when we offended her.”

Ephraim’s didn’t bother hiding the ensuing smile. 

“We shall leave you to your shadow, Makoto.” The emperor rose from his chair. Some of his muscle deteriorated to fat in his age, but his silhouette remained imposing as ever. “Expect no mercy upon the hunting grounds.”

He never let her win but rarely felt the need to say so. His acknowledgment felt as if he were treating her as an equal—or at least a credible threat. She resisted the urge to grin. Beauty, Makoto. Be graceful but show strength. “I’d be offended if you showed me any.”

He chuckled. His robes billowed behind him, as he left Makoto alone with Ephraim.

“What do you suppose it is?” Ephraim asked.

Makoto gently rattled the box. Something moved inside but only a little. “Not sure. I suppose I’ll learn by tonight.”

She raised her eyes to the dragon-shaped chandelier. Thoughts of the stuffed dragon and the sister who bestowed it filled her mind. 

I hope you’re well, Athena. Wherever you are.
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A woman in a black cloak slithered through the bazaar. Sharp-eyed vendors hawked satin and jewelry, but she paid no mind. Rather, she followed the scent of tobacco down a claustrophobic alley. 

Athena’s shadow painted the walls, as she strutted to the iron door at the end of the path. She knocked once, jiggled the handle twice, and knocked thrice more. A slit in the middle of the door opened and a hand peeked through. Athena dropped two pieces of silver into it. 

The door opened. Scents of coals, alcohol, and a faint hint of semen assaulted Athena’s nostrils. Loud moaning and profanities echoed throughout the room. 

A gaunt man with a wrinkled face led Athena to a backroom. Three people sat around a circular table. One of them slept with her head on the table, while another clutched his knees and rocked back and forth. The third’s hand hovered above a glittering bowl filled with pastel ovals. 

Athena shook her head at the server. He led her to another room with an identical setup but without other patrons. Athena tipped him an extra piece of silver for privacy. She sat down and let the cloak slip off her shoulders. Unkempt white hair fell over her glassy eyes. 

Her ravenous golden gaze lingered on the pastel ovals. She tossed a midnight-colored one in her mouth. It dissolved into colored gas with each grape-flavored bite. Athena deeply inhaled and exhaled a mouthful of smoke. The room around her changed as the smoke dissipated. 

Dingy brown walls turned stark white. A long hallway replaced the table and ovals, and the chairs surrounding the table morphed into a single throne. The emperor stood before her; irritation simmering within his blue eyes. 

Athena tried to move, but her body refused her commands. She was bound by the actions of her past self until the drug’s effects wore off. 

Just my luck to relive the worst day of my life. 

Her father wiped blood from his lip. “We are nothing if not magnanimous, Athena. We are willing to overlook this, but if you dare—”

Her punch missed; he countered with a headbutt. Her aura rippled at the impact but stayed intact. She aimed a kick at his ribs. He blocked it with one arm, while the other chopped at her thigh.

Athena’s aura rippled a second time. I didn’t expect the old man to still be so strong. I’ll bet he was holding back too. 

Her body lunged forward, but the emperor effortlessly stepped around her and slammed his elbow against her back.

Athena’s aura shattered, as breath and blood expelled from her mouth. She collapsed to her hands and knees. The stinging pain in her back kept her grounded. Yeah, he was holding back. He could’ve hit my spine or lungs if he was serious.

He yanked her up by her collar. His eyes were more of an ember now. There was just enough rage to muddle down the condescension and disappointment. 
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