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    To my family, without whose quiet support I might not have made it. And to those of you who do not have the same.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Redrinna sighed as the report she'd be giving to her parents in a few minutes ran through her head again. Fruit dropping from trees before they were even ripe. Plants withering before they were fully grown. An unusually dry winter in the east. Rampant flooding in the west. All of it inevitably harming the upcoming growing season, the harvest, and thousands of people's livelihoods.

She stared at her slim sheaf of papers bound together with a leather string, doing her best not to crease the pages bearing the report she'd slaved over for the last week, though she desperately wished she'd had more time. If she was being honest, she had no idea how to even begin to fix one of those problems. But as heir to the Imperial Throne, she should have. With less than a year until she ascended the throne, she was supposed to have answers.

Half-heartedly, she glanced around at the dark, wood-paneled walls of the antechamber as if they had an answer for her, but they didn't. They were as silent as the smooth but frail paper in her hands.

Redrinna found her gaze wandering to the drape-framed window she stood next to, out at the world beyond. There was a sweep of sleepy, blue mountains pushing up against the palace on three sides, snow still hugging their crags, convincing them to stay asleep for just a little while longer. A thin, cobblestone path weaved its way through the narrow valley made by those mountains, vanishing behind the gray stone of the palace's outer wall, the wall that was supposed to protect the royal family—her family—and the small town nestled in the palace's shadow. 

The wall that should've protected them all from the assault last week. 

Her gaze dropped from the gate to the town it'd failed, taking in the quarter of it that was stained black with the skeletal remains of charred buildings sagging in the dim light of the late winter sun. A shudder raced down her spine as she looked away.  

"Are you feeling unwell, Your Highness?"

Redrinna's heart skipped a beat as she startled back to reality. Slowly, she managed to glance over at the person who'd plowed through her downward spiraling thoughts. 

Captain Brion, her appointed knight, ever since she'd been six. With his height, broad shoulders, and a skill with weapons a league above any other soldier in the castle garrison, he'd seemed perfect for the job. When he'd been assigned to her, he'd seemed invincible in her child eyes. Now, with the grey gathering at his temples and the growing number of weathered lines on his sun-tanned face, she couldn't help but wonder if his age was bothering him more than he let on. If it was, how long would it be until...

Quickly Redrinna shook her head, a few wisps of her vibrant red hair getting caught in her eyelashes. "I'm fine," she said as she swept them away. 

He could probably tell that was a lie. Between the assault on the Imperial City that'd happened on her seventeenth birthday a week ago and an attempt on her life at the trial of the leader of the group responsible, she was anything but fine. But it was easier not to admit it. It was easier to bury those feelings deep down and out of sight.

Almost against her will, her gaze returned to the burned scar in the Imperial City, the sick uneasiness in her stomach clenching a little tighter. After a moment, she managed to turn away again. 

"It's still bothering you, isn't it?"

Immediately, Redrinna shot the captain a glare, matching his calm, green gaze with her red one, the closest she could ever come to reprimanding him. 

At least, in their eleven years together, he'd never seemed bothered by her red eyes. Most people were and went out of their way to avoid her for it. That was probably the reason the antechamber was empty now. Not even the footmen stayed in a room with her longer than they had to, duties or no.

"My apologies, Your Highness," he said, his expression softening, making him seem a little less worn out. "But you know, after all these years, I know you better than you like."

"Maybe so," Redrinna began, crossing her arms. "But I still wish you would have listened to me and let me stay in the library longer to investigate this more." She flicked the papers in irritation, making them rustle.

He folded his arms over his blue tunic—the color signifying his official rank as captain—matching her stance. "I do listen to what you say. But you and I both have to obey the Emperor's orders, Your Highness."

"His orders," she hissed, pressing her arms tighter to herself. "I'm seventeen, so I should be perfectly capable of taking care of myself and my assignments, which are best done in the library. After all, he's the one who keeps insisting ruling is in my blood, so I—" 

Chomping down on the end of the statement, she huffed and looked away. If she was honest, she wanted to run away from this life, to leave everything behind. But that wasn't an option for her. 

The captain stayed quiet.

Her gaze gradually shifted to the window, returning to the city. "I can do this...right?" she whispered. After a minute, Redrinna risked a glance at the captain, who stared at the floor, an expression she knew well on his face. That was the one he always got when he didn't know what to say.

Looking away again, she caught hold of the pendant hanging around her neck, trying to find some comfort from the spiral pattern carved into the unyielding, dark stone. Her parents had given this to her when she'd been little, little enough she couldn't remember a time when it hadn't hung from her neck like a shackle. They'd told her—and frequently reminded her—to never go anywhere without it, as it was a sign of her birthright. If she lost it, she couldn't prove who she was if something happened. 

She'd been tempted to lose it more than once.

At that moment, the dark, oak doors of the great hall opened, and someone who never failed to brighten Redrinna's day entered the dim antechamber.

"Lady Cel Tradat," she called.

The tall, bronze-skinned woman glanced over, a grin appearing on her features. Flipping her braided black hair over her shoulder, the woman came over. "There's my favorite princess! Have you grown again? I swear you'll be as tall as me soon." The woman's dark brown gaze turned to the captain. "Ah, Captain Brion. Practically an old man now but still convinced you're going strong, eh? It never ceases to amaze me how you manage to do our Princess' hair with such skill even with the arthritis setting in those fingers of yours. You're so...dedicated, aren't you?"

As usual, the captain didn't respond to Lady Cel Tradat's taunting, but Redrinna could feel the tension simmering in the air regardless. They'd never gotten along, not even after she'd asked them to be civil. So, to keep the peace, she took a small step forward, putting herself between them, just enough to return the woman's attention to her.

"What are you doing here today?" Redrinna asked. "Aren't you usually training the soldiers about now?"

The woman flipped the end of the deep purple sash around her waist that signified her rank as the general of the Imperial Army. Redrinna had always thought the sash went well with the woman's white tunic and dark trousers, but it went quite well with her skin tone too.

A flicker of jealousy flitted through Redrinna's chest as she glanced at her own hands. Her pale skin seemed even more ghostly than usual today, especially against the clean white of the paper.

"I'd love to be doing that," Lady Cel Tradat said, twirling her sash again, "but we're still buried under the mountain of work from last week's messes. I had to delegate the privilege of running drills to one of my commanders."

Nodding, Redrinna stayed quiet, more than happy to let the woman talk, keeping her unwanted thoughts at bay. 

"On a happier note, I should finally have some free time in a couple days, and if you're up for it, I'll spend it with you. It feels like it's been ages since we've been able to have a nice chat."

Redrinna's spirits perked up a bit. It seemed like they'd barely had the opportunity to do more than wave at each other in passing lately.

The woman wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close and speaking in her ear. "Let's get to the point. Things like last week always get under your skin and stick around for a while like nasty, little burrs. So be honest: are you feeling okay?"

Redrinna nodded, though it was only so she wouldn't have to talk about it.

A small smile touched the woman's mouth. "You aren't a very good liar, you know that?"

She winced. Lady Cel Tradat could always see through her. 

Gently, the woman lifted Redrinna's chin with a finger. "Keep your head up, okay? Eventually, your heart will follow, and the pain of this will pass from your mind."

Swallowing, Redrinna dipped her head.

"It won't do any good to stay down forever. I'd hate not to be able to show this country the Empress I know is in there. You were born to rule, I can tell." Lady Cel Tradat beamed.  "It's in your blood."

Annoyance pulsed through Redrinna's chest. Her parents always said that. Lady Cel Tradat always said that. They'd all said that so many times, she wanted to—

Laughing, the woman stepped back, letting her go. "You know, when you make that face, all I can see is your father. There's no doubt in my mind whether or not you've got his blood."

Redrinna tuned out what the woman said next as anger sparked in her chest. She hated when people compared her to her father. It wasn't that she disliked him; far from it. But sometimes, she was convinced that was all they saw. She was more than the blood in her veins, even if nobody else seemed to see it. 

A part of her wished they'd let her prove it. Yet, the rest of her forced that down, just in case she wasn't up to the task. That way she couldn't let them down.

"I suppose you shouldn't keep your parents waiting." Lady Cel Tradat put a hand on her shoulder, propelling her forward, towards the doors leading to the great hall. "Besides, blood isn't evil, Your Highness. It decided you get to live in this palace, right?"

The woman did have a point, she supposed. However, it wasn't the palace Redrinna had a problem with.

"Besides that, it makes you who you are, and you are the Imperial Princess of the Eridian Empire. Would you change that?"

Redrinna stayed quiet, afraid of what would come out of her mouth if she spoke. She wanted to change it. She wanted to change it so badly, there was almost nothing she wouldn't do.

"Well?" Lady Cel Tradat continued, taking her hand off her shoulder as they reached the doorway. 

"Of course not," she said, not because she meant it, but because the last time she'd confessed her doubts to Lady Cel Tradat, she'd received a well-intentioned lecture that had lasted for hours.

Nobody had ever asked if Redrinna wanted to inherit an empire for her eighteenth birthday, or explained why it had to be so soon. They never listened when she tried to tell them she didn't feel ready, that she'd rather leave the Empire to someone else and spend the rest of her days studying, whether in libraries or the world itself. Studying was the only thing she was good at, so what good would someone like her do for the Empire, especially since people the continent over despised her family? She'd seen a sample of that last week, and once she inherited the throne, she was positive she'd see a whole lot more. That thought alone made her knees go soft like jelly.

Someone put a hand on her back, startling her enough to feel embarrassed about it. Captain Brion gave her a gentle push, urging her forward, but before she could take a step, Lady Cel Tradat snagged her wrist.

"One more thing." The woman's dark brown gaze turned serious, catching Redrinna off guard. "I know I don't say this often, but, given everything that's happened lately, be careful in there."

"I'm just going to see my parents. Why would I need to be careful?" Her parents had been giving her these lessons for years. 

"I know it sounds odd, especially coming from me," the woman said, her mouth pressing into a line. "Maybe it’s the stress from the last week, but they seem a little...off. I know you love them, but they continued a legacy of war to build and maintain this Empire. Remember that, and be careful. Promise me."

Redrinna nodded, and the woman turned and left. Taking a deep breath, Redrinna stepped into the great hall with the Captain on her heels. 

Polished, gray, stone floors shone in the light of the sun streaming through the high windows at the far end of the hall. Sunlight also caught the dark wooden beams of the arched ceiling, making them shine like they'd recently been polished. The long tables and benches were pushed to the sides of the room, making the space feel more open. In the vacant space left behind, the large fire pit with orange flames crackling blissfully in the center of the room seemed even bigger than usual. Unfortunately, the tables partially obscured the carvings and tapestries adorning the gray stone walls. 

Her gaze was instantly drawn to her favorite designs, like the colorful tapestry depicting a prince receiving guidance from a spirit—powerful beings rumored to guard the land, remaining aloof from human affairs. Though, if that prince's legend was to be believed, occasionally, a spirit would intervene in special circumstances. However, excluding the legend, Redrinna hadn't heard any stories about that happening...well, ever. But the story itself gave her chills every time.

There was also the one, done in more muted coloring, about King Timothon, the king who'd had the shortest, but one of the most exceptional reigns in their nation's history. Though, during his time, Eridia had still been a small country, not the enormous empire it was today. She wasn't sure why that one always caught her eye, but it did. Something about the way he was depicted with a bright, fiery-red dragon never failed to catch her attention. Or maybe it was the dragon itself since it was the closest she would ever get to seeing a dragon at all due to the race having been wiped out nearly a century ago.

As Redrinna neared the dais at the end of the room where her parents stood over a long, paper-strewn table—their thrones pushed back against the wall—her gaze moved to the largest and oldest tapestry in the hall. It hung behind the table, facing the room proudly like it had nothing to fear. Its threads spun into a retelling of the priestess legend, Redrinna's favorite legend of all time.

The priestess allegedly had been gifted with great power and used it to slay a demon bent on crafting the world anew in fire before she'd founded the kingdom of Eridia. According to the legend, it had been over a thousand years ago, so Redrinna wasn't sure how much of it she believed. She didn't doubt whether or not the priestess had been a real person though; she was a direct descendant. But knowing that didn't make her job any easier. Yet, if she could find just a part of her ancestor's supposed strength, then maybe Redrinna would be able to...

Her thoughts trailed off as her parents turned to her, matching images of consternation. They both had her own pale skin, but unlike her, they had similar shades of brown hair and their eyes were similar hues of brown. Her mother's were much lighter, but they were still clearly brown.

Redrinna's throat clenched as a sudden hoard of butterflies swooped through her stomach. Giving reports to her parents didn't upset her nerves; it hadn't for a while. But sometimes, seeing their faces and not being able to see herself... It got to her. 

At the age of six, she'd been graced overnight with hair and eyes a shade of red similar to roses. A red the color of the sun wandering in a sky smeared with smoke. A red the color of blood, the one thing she couldn't ever seem to escape no matter how many books she read. No matter who her parents had brought to examine her, there'd been no explanation, and her original colors had never returned.

Her mother stepped forward. As Redrinna met her gaze, she forced the unease wriggling through her chest down deep.

"I'm here to give this week's report," she said, her voice seeming loud in the empty space.

As she did so, she couldn't help but notice Captain Brion had descended to one knee, his head bowed. However, his eyes were still open, his gaze boring into the stone floor. A little desperately, she wished he didn't have to assume that pose. If he'd been able to stand beside her, if she didn't have to stand alone, perhaps the constant, nagging fear she always carried wouldn't be so intent on plucking her heart into tiny pieces.

Her mother smiled, the skin crinkling around her eyes, making her seem older than she was. A chill raced down Redrinna's spine at the reminder neither of her parents were young. Her heart wilted at the thought that her parents could die before she turned eighteen. Losing six children wasn't an easy burden for either of them to continue carrying around, and her mother had never seemed...happy since then. Not that Redrinna blamed her.

"I'm happy you made it," her mother said, taking a few steps forward, her circlet catching the light of the sun, making a shiver trickle over Redrinna's skin.

When Redrinna had been young, she'd learned there were two sides required of her parents. Without their crowns, they were simply her parents, the two people she loved most. With them, they were the Emperor and Empress, rulers of the entire Eridian continent. She liked it better when they spent their time with her without their crowns, but Empire lessons always came with the cold glare of those metal bands.

Her father stepped forward, allowing the sun to make the circlet on his head gleam as well. He stood stiff like he was turning to stone, a dark shadow touching his face. "You may begin when you're ready."

All at once, Lady Cel Tradat's warning rang through her mind again, making her clench her hands tighter. No matter how badly Redrinna wanted out of this life, when she stood here with her parents, the disappointment her wish would bring them settled like a mountain on her shoulders. They were depending on her—counting on her—not just as parents, but as rulers. She couldn't fail, no matter what. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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The report went by in a flash, and before Redrinna knew it, she had nothing else to say. Her parents nodded a couple times after she finished before sharing a look she couldn't read.

"Please give us your written report," her mother said.

Her nerves almost got the better of her. 

Even though meals were held in the great hall, Redrinna rarely ate them here. So many of their guests and members of the castle staff were put off by her hair and eyes, it was easier if she ate in her room. The last time she'd been in this room had been that day, during the trial, when that man had—

"You didn't forget to bring it, did you?" her mother asked, cutting into her thoughts.

"No. Sorry." Quickly, Redrinna shook her head, trying to shake those thoughts out of her mind. Steeling herself, she forced herself up the short staircase to the dais, only holding out the report when she was in front of her parents. Even still, she noticed the trembling of her hands, and she was certain her parents noticed it too. They didn't comment on it, but that didn't set her at ease at all. 

Her mother pulled the string holding the papers together loose, and her parents proceeded to go over the report. 

Redrinna tucked her hands behind her back again, trying to get them to settle while she waited. Almost of its own free will, her gaze began to drift to the side, towards the place where she'd stood during the trial.

Her parents' thrones had been at the center of the dais, so she'd been standing a bit behind them, just off to the side. About halfway through the trial was when— A shudder raced down her spine, shaking her so hard she had to take a teeny step forward to stay balanced. 

She still remembered his face, his golden eyes burning with unspeakable rage as he'd broken free of his bonds and charged at her with a stolen knife clenched in his fist. He'd broken past the captain. Just when she'd thought she was going to die, a soldier she didn't know had stepped in and taken a stab in the arm—a blow meant for her—before he'd ended the guy's life. She still remembered the man dying on the floor, the soldier standing over him with blood dripping from his fingers. 

Her chest tightened painfully, like she was drowning. Even now, she—

She forced those thoughts away as her parents lifted their gazes from her report. 

"Well written, as usual," her father said as her mother turned and placed it on the table behind them. "Your insights will be of great value to us."

Would they? She hadn't found a solution—just a lot of potential ones. How helpful would she even be? 

"Now then, we should talk about your next assignment."

Redrinna's nerves came alive like writhing snakes. Since they'd begun giving her assignments a year or so ago, she dreaded the day they'd give her one with more at stake than livestock and struggling crops.

Her mother turned to the table again and lifted a large report off it before turning back around. It appeared bigger than anything they'd given her before. Her nerves went taut as she tried to think of what it could be. 

"The events from last week have been keeping us busy, and while your mother and I could handle it all by ourselves, we've been debating whether or not to drag you into this any further," her father said, his voice a shade deeper than before. "But, in less than one year, the Empire will be passed to you."

Redrinna's heart shivered. He only sounded like that when he was upset about something, and it was rare for anything to upset him that much.

"Since our time before you become Empress is growing short, we decided it's time to have you take on more responsibility." Her mother extended the giant report towards her.

Empress. More responsibility. A chill seeped through her veins. This was the thing Redrinna had been dreading. 

For a long moment, she remained frozen, unable to will her hands to move, to unstick themselves from her sides. Hesitantly, she managed to take the papers. After spotting the words 'murder' and 'arson' about halfway down the front page, she held them close so she couldn't read them. 

"What is this one about?" She could barely hear herself; she had no idea how her parents did. 

Behind her, the fire popped, making her jump a little bit.

"It's a report on the remaining members of the group responsible for the assault on the Imperial City," her father explained. "To prepare you to take the throne, we are delegating this task to you. It's your responsibility to assess their crimes and determine the royal family's position for the upcoming trial. We would like you to review this information throughout the week and discuss it with us during next week's lesson. A written report will not be necessary this time."

Taking a quick step back, Redrinna dropped her gaze to the floor like it had caught fire. She didn't want to have anything to do with this.

"Redrinna," her father said, the stern note in his voice stopping her in her tracks. "Running away won't help anyone. Were you lying the other night when you said you wanted a chance to prove yourself?"

At that, she remembered mentioning something similar to Captain Brion while they'd been waiting to enter the hall. When she'd said it, she'd meant it. She always did. But then there came moments like this, reminders of what 'prove herself' actually entailed, and she trembled like she was about to receive a death sentence.

"How much do you know about the events that led up to last week's trial?"

She glanced at her father, just for a second. "The man was part of a rebel group from the Esunia District. He and some of his followers led an assault on the citizens of the Imperial City, during which he was apprehended and was later placed on trial. And there was where he..." Her gaze wandered back to where she'd been standing, where there was still a shadowy outline of where he'd died. A mere hint as to what had happened. She had to fight hard to keep her hands from trembling more than they already were.

"Yes," her mother said with a slight nod. Despite the topic, her mother seemed utterly serene, something Redrinna wished she could be. "Because of him, many people's lives were lost. Many more lost their homes and precious belongings to the fires and violence. It's unwise to believe something as simple as the threat of death will be enough to deter anyone else from attempting something like this, so you need to learn how to act when this happens under your leadership. That is why this task is being given to you."

A heavy silence fell over the room, heavy as a wet blanket, making even the crackling of the fire behind her seem more distant and muted. 

It was up to her to decide the fate of the rest of the rebels who'd besieged the city. The rest of the people who'd come to her home with the intent to kill anyone they could reach. Black gathered at the edges of her vision, the room spinning.

All at once, her mother cupped her cheeks with her hands, the warmth of her skin making Redrinna realize she'd gone as cold as ice. Slowly, she managed to meet her mother's calm, brown eyes. Unable to hold her gaze, she focused on the necklace her mother wore instead, the one Redrinna had never seen her without.

It was small considering some of the jewelry she'd seen before. The charm was only about as big as her two thumbnails side by side, but it was the most beautiful piece Redrinna had ever laid eyes on. It was two intertwining hearts, curling around each other in an endless loop. 

Her mother's favorite necklace. 

A thumb stroking her cheek dragged her away from those thoughts. "My sweet Redrinna," her mother murmured, almost like she didn't want the rest of the room to hear. "We don't want to scare you even though I can tell we are. Nevertheless there is something we, as your parents, have to tell you."

She couldn't bring herself to look up.

Her father approached, brushing her bangs from her eyes, coaxing her to meet his gaze. A deep sorrow rested there, one she'd seen in his gaze so often, it hurt a little. "Do you know how our people refer to you? They call you the heir to a throne of death, destined for nothing but ruin and destruction. There are certain people out there—not all, but some—who would do anything to hurt you, a fact demonstrated to us a few days ago. But they're wrong. When you take the throne, I know you'll be able to prove it. So prepare now, not when you're on the throne."

"I know," she managed despite the fear coiling around her heart like it always did. She hated this feeling, hated having it inside her all the time. It made her want to hide somewhere, a place no one would be able to drag her out of, and pretend the rest of the world didn't exist. 

"Even when it's hard, you have to keep pressing forward," her mother said, dropping her hands so she could hug her instead. "That's how you'll succeed."

All at once, Lady Cel Tradat's warning rang through her mind again, but Redrinna couldn't bring herself to listen to it. She knew her friend meant well, but Lady Cel Tradat didn't know her parents like she did. And they didn't love the woman like they loved her. 

"You know what you need to do," her mother said as she pulled back. "So you may go."

Turning, Redrinna struggled to find her balance. She wanted to shake her head to clear the anxieties crowding the space, but she was afraid she'd fall flat on her face.

"You should take the side door," her father whispered. "Since the counselors are probably in the antechamber, and you don't like bumping into them."

He was probably right about the counselors being out there. They usually were, impatiently waiting for her to leave. If she had to go out there and face them and their cold, calculating stares they reserved just for her...

Swiftly, she descended the stairs of the dais, Captain Brion rising as she did. They made it to the unadorned side door, the captain's hand just touching the doorknob that was hard to spot if you weren't looking for it.

"Wait! One last thing," her father called, making her jump a little. "We almost forgot something."

After being given this assignment, she wasn't sure she wanted whatever it was. 

"Captain Brion?"

Redrinna's faithful escort turned immediately, bowing low. "Your Majesty?"

"Hold this for her?" her father said. "It's for next week's lesson. When she goes on a trip with the Empress and me."

"A trip?" Redrinna breathed, hope sputtering to life in her chest. She half-turned, not sure if she dared to believe her ears. "For real?"

"That's right," her mother said with a smile as the captain took a sack from her father. "For real. Just the three of us so there are no distractions. So study hard so we have plenty to discuss on our way, all right?"

The little fire in her chest flickered, threatening to go out. Right. Studying. Her heart dove under her toes, the feeling making her dizzy. An unbearable pressure wrapping around her head, she turned and seized the door handle, throwing the door open a lot harder than she'd meant to. 

As she hurried through the opening, the bang of the door striking the stone wall made her trip over herself in her haste to escape. But, as the familiar click of the captain's heels against stone rang out behind her, the steady rhythm coaxed her heart out from under her toes a little bit.

They ascended the stone stairs in silence, the narrow space lit intermittently by a flickering torch. At least here, in this staircase reserved for a select few, Redrinna wouldn't have to worry about bumping into anybody. Especially since just the other day, a young, nervous maid had tripped while holding a tray and spilled tea and jam all over her. The hot tea had stung a bit where it'd hit her skin, but it'd mostly been on her dress. She'd been fine, just a little embarrassed.

Even more humiliating than that though, the girl had begun sobbing, begging Redrinna on her knees, forehead to the ground, to spare her, to not harm her or her family, seemingly deaf to what she or her parents had said to try and calm her. In the end, the only solution had been for Redrinna to leave and let someone else try to smooth out the whole situation. 

That alone didn't give her the confidence that she'd be able to handle her new assignment, but her parents had insisted she had to at least try. After a few more quiet hallways dimly lit by the weak sunlight, the door to her room came into sight, bearing a firm reminder of what she was about to do. Swallowing, she tried to muster a shred of courage, just an ounce of what the priestess must have had to fight her demon. The sooner she started, the sooner she'd be finished. 

#
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REDRINNA WATCHED AS the moonlight gradually trickled further into her room, deepening the shadows clinging to the corners like hulking spiders, the image sending a shiver racing down her spine. The blue moonlight touched the white rug covering the stone floor, making it seem brighter than it was. However, unlike the rug, she hid in the shadows. She buried her face in her knees, hugging them tight to her chest as she tried to ignore the chill of the stone floor beneath her.

The report her parents had given her lay on her desk, closed now. She'd pushed through the heavily detailed report, but her stomach shriveled at the mere thought of it. She despised fighting with everything in her, but this...made it seem real. Fighting was real—she knew that—but this...this was different.

There came a knock at her door, distracting her from her thoughts for the first time that evening.

"Your Highness?" called Captain Brion. "May I come in?"

Her heart sighed with relief that it wasn't Lady Cel Tradat. The woman had spirit and knew how to motivate soldiers, but she wasn't great at helping Redrinna feel better at times like these. Then again, she wasn't pleased anyone was here right now. 

"You may," she said, not moving from her place under the window. 

The captain entered with something in his hands. He shut the door silently behind him before stepping over to her. "It's late. You should eat something," he said.

"I'm not hungry," Redrinna whispered, staring pointedly at a spot behind the captain's boots. She shifted her gaze further away, to the fireplace brimming with smoldering embers in the far wall, as he knelt on one knee, setting the tray of food between them.

"Did you read the report your parents gave you?"

She nodded.

"I see," he said before falling silent. 

At length, she said, "I don't understand it."

"The attack?"

She shook her head once. "It's not that. I mean, it was terrible—a quarter of the city was burned. So many people were hurt. What I don't understand is why. All those people had families and lives and dreams, and now—Why would anyone—why would—" The words wouldn't come, so she stopped trying to speak. 

The captain dipped his head. "I'm afraid the only answer I have is that there isn't a satisfactory answer I can give you, Your Highness. Angry people don't make sense."

Her heart clenched, making her squeeze her arms a little harder. "I can't do this. There's no way I can take over an entire empire." Her voice came out in a harsh whisper, not what she'd intended. "Captain, I—" 

Cutting herself short, she closed her eyes. Her fears...weren't a burden she should share with the captain. She knew enough to make that choice. He was her guard, not her nanny. 

"Captain," she said, her voice still hushed. "Your grandfather and father were soldiers, weren't they?"

Captain Brion nodded. 

"And before my parents selected you to be my appointed knight, you became a soldier as well. In that sense, your path echoes your family's." She opened her eyes, briefly meeting his gaze before both of them looked down. 

"In that sense, yes," the Captain replied.

"But I wonder," Redrinna continued, "what if one day you realized you weren't meant to be a soldier? Yet, the only thing anyone ever said was your grandfather and father were soldiers, and because their blood runs in your veins, even if you felt otherwise, you had to become a soldier too. If that was the case, Captain, do you think you would have tried to choose something different?"

Heavy silence suspended itself between them for a long moment before Captain Brion released a deep breath, not quite a sigh, but close. "That is an interesting question, Your Highness."

His tone was warm like a fire on a cold night, startling her a little. She risked a glance at him. He...was smiling? He almost never smiled. In fact, she hadn't seen him smile in such a long time, she'd forgotten what it looked like, like forgetting what the sun's warmth on her skin felt like after a long winter. A part of her wished she hadn't asked that question. At the very least, she hoped she hadn't hurt his feelings in any way. Yet, at the same time, it reminded her of all the times she'd tried to tell him this before, and how he always seemed to understand what she couldn't bring herself to say.

Releasing a short sigh, she hooked two fingers onto the edge of the tray he'd brought, pulling the food closer. "Thank you for bringing this. I...really do appreciate it."

He dipped his head, his smile melting like frost touched by the morning sun. "Of course. Knock on the door when you're finished, Your Highness." He rose and moved to the door. As he stepped out, he inclined his head with a final 'Your Highness' before leaving her to her thoughts again.

Her gaze flicked towards the report lying on her desk, but Redrinna didn't want to revisit it tonight. She'd thought and thought about the punishment for the criminals, but had only been able to conclude with the most obvious solution. And that made her insides shrivel up. Maybe she could think of another way in the week her parents had given her. She...had to at least try. 

Rising to her feet, she scooped up the tray her shadow had brought her and set it on the table, hiding the report beneath it. The dinner on the tray was simple, nothing more than bread and soup. Palace dinners were always more elaborate than this, which meant her thoughtful shadow had only brought her what he'd thought she'd be able to handle. Her gaze drifted towards her bookshelf. Sitting against the side of the bookshelf sat a pair of the most beautiful leather boots she'd ever seen, Captain Brion's birthday gift to her. 

She had no idea how he'd managed to get them, but she'd been touched he'd been paying so much attention to her. It'd been several months since they'd perched on one end of the palace's terrace and commented on the soldiers' boots as they made their rounds. She hadn't expected him to buy her a pair of boots that had matched the one pair she'd taken a liking to. 

The ones he'd gotten for her had a dull shine, nothing too flashy. He'd even managed to find the boot covers that had caught her eye. Several buckles ran up the sides and the top of the covers folded down, creating a short flap. 

Perhaps she was simple, but she loved them. 

It occurred to Redrinna right then she'd never even thanked him for them. He could've died trying to protect her from that man a few days ago—or any time since his job wasn't a leisurely stroll through the garden—and then she'd never get the chance to thank him for anything. 

She rubbed her head before remembering her hair was still done up in its neat wreath, something else that was a byproduct of Captain Brion's care. 

It'd been ages since she'd had ladies-in-waiting of any kind, since her transformation had happened, actually. After being chased around the castle by one with a pair of scissors and another who'd poured a foul-smelling liquid on her hair that had burned her scalp, all in the name of freeing her from her red hair—and neither one of them had stopped no matter how she'd screamed, not until the captain had been able to wrest her away from them—she didn't want ladies-in-waiting anymore anyway. 

Redrinna knew they'd meant well, but with so many people afraid of being alone with her or being associated with her, she'd asked to be alone. The only task she still struggled with was her hair, and Captain Brion willingly did it for her every day. 

She'd never thanked him for that either. 

Shaking herself, she hurriedly ate the meal her devoted shadow had brought before scooping up the empty tray and knocking on the door with her foot. The door opened a second later. 

The captain blinked once before taking the tray from her. He opened his mouth to say something, but Redrinna cut him off, her tongue getting the better of her. 

"I forgot," she blurted out, knowing it didn't make sense the moment the words flew out of her mouth.

"Forgot what, Your Highness?" Captain Brion said, his eyes a bit wider than usual.

"Last week, to thank you." The words tumbled out like a rushing river. "I forgot. For the boots, I mean. They're exactly what I wanted, so thank you. I'm going to wear them on my trip next week." She paused, glancing away for a second. "A-and I wanted to ask if you were okay. After...you know."

The captain stared for a long time before the barest hint of a smile tugged on the corners of his mouth. Her mouth opened a little. Two smiles in one day? She'd seen more blue moons than her shadow's smiles, and now she'd seen not just one, but two.

"I'm glad they're to your liking, and I am perfectly fine," he said. "Thank you for the concern, Your Highness."

For the first time in hours, her heart lifted a few inches. "And the soldier who protected me that day, do you know if he's...okay?"

"I will ask."

She managed to give him a small smile, but it vanished almost immediately. "Thank you, Captain."

"Good night, Your Highness." 

Redrinna nodded and closed the door. With a small shrug like she could shake off all the bad feelings inside her, she made her way to the bag from her parents—which she'd shoved under her bed—carefully tugging out its contents. Her eyes narrowed. Fingerless, leather gauntlets? A fur-lined traveling cloak? A shirt and an overtunic? And pants? She'd never worn a pair of pants a day in her life—not because she didn't want to, she'd just never thought about it. What kind of trip were her parents taking her on that she needed a pair of pants?
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With the report bogging down Redrinna's mind, she eagerly anticipated when Lady Cel Tradat would be able to fulfill their promise to spend time with each other. But a few days passed without any sign of her. Almost an entire week went by before the woman knocked on the door to Redrinna's chambers.

"You in, Princess?" the woman called. 

Redrinna's heart rose an inch or two. 

Eagerly, she set the report aside before glancing around the slightly disheveled space. Tomorrow was the day she and her parents would be heading out on their trip. It would take most of a day to get there and most of the next to come back, so she'd been trying to decide what to pack for a while. Things were still a bit of a mess. And the mess seemed to have carried into the sitting area with her a little bit. 

She shrugged. It was fine. Lady Cel Tradat had seen her chambers in a worse state before.

Shaking those thoughts away, she went and opened the door. 

"Hey!" Lady Cel Tradat didn't wait to be permitted before she entered, but Redrinna didn't mind. "Where's your faithful guard at?"

"My parents wanted to talk to him, so he's with them," Redrinna explained as the woman strode past the bear fur rug to the armchairs in front of the fire. 

"That explains why your parents wanted more guards in the halls tonight. I really wish they'd explain why they want my soldiers somewhere instead of telling me to simply do it." As Lady Cel Tradat sat, she beckoned Redrinna over. "Come sit. It's been ages since we've been able to chat like this."

It certainly had. Quickly, Redrinna went, purposely not looking anywhere but the chair she intended to sit in so she wouldn't have to see the other doors in the room. Besides the doors that led in from the hall and the one to her room, there were two other doors. If things had been different, then her siblings would've lived behind them. But they didn't, and the rooms beyond were empty. Shaking those thoughts away, she sat, trying to relax in the fur-covered leather chair.

For a while, they chatted about nothing in particular, but then Lady Cel Tradat said, "Are you ready for your trip tomorrow? I just wanted you to know this was my idea. I, for one, think it's impossible to rule a country you've never seen."

Redrinna smiled a little at the woman's enthusiasm. "But you're not coming?" She was sure there'd be some kind of escort. Regardless, that didn't mean the Imperial general herself would be among them.

"Nope," the woman said, playing with the end of her purple sash. "Your parents are adamant about having some family time, so I'll be holding down the fort while you're all out. Of course, I'm still sending a small but trusted group of soldiers along. Just to be safe."

The tension in Redrinna's chest eased a little. If it had ended up being only her, her parents, and Captain Brion (they'd never said he was coming, but she had no reason to think otherwise. They were rarely separated as it was), that would've made her plenty nervous. 

"It's been a long time since I've left the palace," she said after a minute. "Not since before the Esunian War started."

Both of them went quiet. Esunia had been the last country on the continent that had refused to yield to the Empire, and the war to conquer them had erupted around the time she'd been eight. It'd officially lasted only a year; she scarcely remembered any of it. It'd been a vicious war, and the Esuni people—as demonstrated by the rebels—hadn't forgotten it. And that was why Redrinna had never been allowed to leave the palace since. 

So doing so now... A chill raced over her skin. 

"What assignment did your parents give you this week? I heard your last one was about crops or something?"

"That's right." Redrinna retrieved her report from the table she'd set it on, holding it out to the woman. 

There were a couple minutes of silence as she flipped through the report before thumping it back on the table with an irritated huff.

"I told them not to assign that to you," Lady Cel Tradat snarled, flipping the end of her black braid over her shoulder. "You shouldn't have to bother with something like that when you're only seventeen."

Redrinna didn't know how to respond to that.

The woman sighed. "Do you know what you're going to do?"

"Not yet."

"Things like that are difficult, no matter how simple the solution may seem. The best thing is probably to have all of them executed, however awful that feels to decide."

Redrinna didn't know what to say to that either, so she didn't say anything. The report curdled her stomach every time she sifted through it, so she also wished she didn't have to bother with it. But at the same time, giving her an assignment like this meant her parents trusted her, didn't it? If killing them was such a simple choice, why make her bother with it?

Settling back into her chair a little more, Lady Cel Tradat turned to her with a ghost of a smile. "What's done is done, I guess. At times like these, you could really use a Queen Reyna, huh?"

Queen Reyna... Redrinna supposed someone like her wouldn't have been a bad thing. According to her legend, after the ancient queen had had her kingdom stolen from her, she'd wandered from country to country helping its leaders until she vanished. She'd been fearless and devastating in battle, but also fiercely loyal and kind to those she considered friends. At least, that was how Lady Cel Tradat told the story. 

There weren't any tapestries of the queen in the palace, but that was because she hadn't been from Eridia. She'd come from somewhere in the southeast. Either way, if someone like her ended up wandering into the palace one day, it would be a relief.

Though, also scary. The legend had imbued great respect in her for the woman but also fear. Redrinna wasn't sure she wanted to meet someone who'd supposedly taken on an entire squadron of soldiers alone and won. 

"Actually, since we're on the subject," Lady Cel Tradat began, the cautious note in her voice making a chill settle in Redrinna's chest. "There's something I found out a little bit ago that you need to know. I've been debating whether or not I should tell you, but I think I should."

"What do you mean?" Redrinna asked, unsure if she wanted the answer.

"It's about," the woman paused, chewing on her lip, "this trip of yours. Isn't it odd your parents want to take you on a trip so soon after the capital was attacked?"

Well, now that she thought about it, she guessed it was odd. Even when it'd seemed like things were settling down after the war ended, they hadn't even let her visit the palace gardens. So going on a trip so soon after an assault on the city was a bit...

"Right?" The woman cast a glance her way, her expression mirroring the sudden doubt wheedling into Redrinna's mind. "To top it off, they've been acting odder than normal lately. I thought it was because of the attack, but the closer we get to this trip, the antsier they've become."

"Why?" She wasn't surprised though, in all honesty. Letting her leave the palace had made them nervous before war and rebels, forget after.

The woman stayed quiet for a minute. "Redrinna," she whispered, "I have no proof, so you don't have to believe me, but I think they're going to try to kill you."

Her heart all but stopped. Were her ears working properly? "You think they want to kill me?" she breathed, barely able to speak through her clenched throat. 

Lady Cel Tradat nodded, her expression solemn. "I do. While you're on your trip. They won't even tell anybody where they're taking you."

That couldn't be right. Her parents couldn't want to kill her; they were getting ready to hand the throne over to her. How were they supposed to do that if Redrinna, their only heir, was dead?

"B-but why? It doesn't make any sense."

"I think it's because of your hair and eyes."

"What?" Ever since her appearance had changed, her parents had been some of the only people who'd continued to be kind to her. To treat her like a human. They'd seemed sad about it for a while, but they'd never, not once, treated her like most the palace staff did.

"You remember those legends about the Dragon Kin your mom told you before, don't you?"

"That group of humans and dragons from a long time ago, right?" If she remembered right, they'd turned the tides in a war and ended another one or something. The legends weren't very detailed.

"Exactly," Lady Cel Tradat said, her gaze turning to the fire, the orange flames reflecting off her eyes. "A long time ago, they appeared to save the land from a great evil, remember? And your father is an emperor who's brought the entire continent to heel through bloody conquest. What if the Dragon Kin is going to come back? This empire is a vicious creation, and with the unrest in the east, I think things are going to get worse. A legendary group of defenders would rise to put a stop to that, wouldn't they?"

"What would that have to do with me though?"

Lady Cel Tradat turned to her, her serious expression chilling Redrinna to the bone. "A lesser-known fact about the Dragon Kin is the human members all had strangely colored hair and eyes, just like you do. Whether the Dragon Kin is going to come back or not, your father won't stand for any threat to his empire. If he even thinks you're a threat, that would be enough for him to want to kill you."

Redrinna's hand curled around the pendant dangling from her throat. Her heart hammered against her ribs so hard, it almost hurt. Her parents had never mentioned that part of the Dragon Kin legend whenever they'd told her the stories. Had they not known? Or maybe...they hadn't wanted her to know? Was the change in her appearance really supposed to mean she was fated to join some group to overthrow her parents? How was she supposed to know if the Dragon Kin had even been real?

Swiftly rising from her chair, Lady Cel Tradat hit the ground on her knees in front of Redrinna, grasping both her hands. The most desperate look she'd ever seen shone from the woman's eyes, catching her off guard. "Remember, this is just my thinking. I can't prove any of it."

Even still, Redrinna knew Lady Cel Tradat's hunches were seldom wrong. She was renowned for it.

"Because of that, we can't say a word to anyone. Not even if you think you can trust them."

"Not even the Captain?" Redrinna could barely speak her chest was so tight.

"No. He is your appointed knight, but at the end of the day, he works for your father. Just because he does his job and your hair nicely doesn't mean he loves you." 

Lady Cel Tradat reached into a pouch at her waist and pulled out a knife, pressing it into Redrinna's hands. 

Redrinna almost stopped breathing. A weapon. She hated weapons and what they brought with them. 

"I wanted to give this to you on your birthday, but things didn't work out, so I'm giving it to you now. In my country, when children reach the age of seventeen, they're given a knife, to symbolize their strength to carve out their destinies. But right now, your life might very well be in danger. If something happens, protect yourself and do everything you can to make it back to me. I may be the general of your father's armies, but I'm loyal to you first. I'll protect you as best I can, no matter what. So, if something happens, find me. Promise?"

Her hands shook. Was this some kind of nightmare? "O-okay."

All at once, a knock resounded through the room, making both of them jump. "Your Highness?" came Captain Brion's voice. "May I come in?"

Frantically, Redrinna looked at Lady Cel Tradat.

"Hide it," the woman hissed as she rushed back to her chair. 

Redrinna hid the knife under her skirts before calling out, "All right." Her hands were shaking badly enough she partially hid them too.

The captain entered, pausing for the briefest of moments when he seemed to spot Lady Cel Tradat. "Ah, you have company. I don't wish to overstep, but it's growing late and you have an early morning ahead of you."

"He's right about that, Princess," Lady Cel Tradat said, sounding like her normal self. Rising, she stretched before turning towards the door. "I'll see you when you return." 

There was a knowing look in the woman's eyes. Redrinna nodded, not trusting her voice enough to speak. A minute later, the woman was gone, leaving her alone with her appointed knight. 

For the first time in Redrinna's life, a shiver of fear trickled down her spine at being alone with him. Could she trust him? 

Doing her best to hide the knife among the folds of her skirt, she rose from the chair. "I guess I'll go to bed then," she said, doing her utmost to keep her voice steady. 
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