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Cast:

Redrinna:  REH-dree-nah

Timothon:  ti-MUH-thawn 

Tak:   tahk

Kyvo:   KEE-voh

Xandrin:  ZAN-drin

Astra:   A-shtrah

Chumani:  choo-MAH-nee

River:   RI-ver

Adonis:  ay-DOHN-is

Aretha:   ah-REE-thah

Calix:   KA-liks

Dion:   DEE-ohn

Leonora:  LEE-oh-noh-rah

Thala:   THAH-lah

Will:   wil

Matte:   MUH-tay

Osiris:   oh-SY-ris

Tehl:   tel

Athanasios:  ah-thah-NAH-see-ohs

Reyna:   RAY-nah

Andor:   AN-dohr

Cael:   kayl

Leon:   LEE-ohn

Kelvair:  KEL-vayr

Brion:   BREE-awn

Indigo:   IN-di-goh

Gaylon:  GAY-lohn

Sofronio:  soh-FRAH-nee-oh

Vivar:   VI-vahr

Takota:  dah-KOH-dah

Leander:  lee-AN-der

Cybill:   SI-bil

Nadeja:  nah-DAY-hah

Mato:   mah-DOH

Places:

Póli:   POH-lee

Manon:  MAN-ahn

Esuni:   eh-SOO-nee

Oriana:   oh-REE-ah-nah

Agicae:  A-ji-kay

Eridia:   eh-RI-dee-uh

Other:

Kitsune:  ki-TSOO-neh

Torijin:  TOH-ree-jin

Boyar:   BOI-yahr

Peplos:   PEHP-lohs

Pastitsio:  pas-STEE-see-oh

Souvlaki:  soo-VLAH-kee

Choriatiki:  hor-YAH-tee-kee

Kleftiko:  klehf-TEE-koh

Tiropita:  TI-roh-pi-tah

Bougatsa:  boo-GAHT-sah

Esunian:  eh-SOO-nee-ahn

Pelikyra:  peh-LEE-kaee-rah

Zamfir:  ZAM-feer

Gogola:  goh-GOH-lah

Hikarijin:  hee-KAH-ree-jin

Ioana:   ai-oh-AH-nah

Vasilica:  va-SIL-lee-kah

Luminiţa:  loo-mee-NEE-tah

Ardeleanu:  ahr-deh-LEH-noo

Eridian:  eh-RI-dee-an

Lykaios:  laee-KAEE-ohs
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The Story Thus Far...
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After being thrust from the only life she'd ever known, Imperial Princess Redrinna learned from the ghost of Timothon, her uncle and a past member of the Dragon Kin—a group of humans and dragons sworn to protect their homes—who told her the truth about the sinister creation of the Eridian Empire: it was orchestrated by Osiris—a man who sold his soul to a demon for power. He destroyed the first Dragon Kin and waged war after war to create the Empire for reasons known only to himself. 

Redrinna’s struggle to claim a Dragon Gem of her own and forge the Dragon Kin anew led her on a desperate mission to the destroyed Imperial City, which resulted in a confrontation with a weakened Osiris. Her triumph resulted in her becoming the first new member of the Dragon Kin. 

Soon after, Redrinna was plagued by nightmares and sleepless nights, and she vowed she'd do anything to keep her friends from getting hurt regardless of the cost to herself. Tak, with a Dragon Gem calling for him, struggled to believe he was worthy of becoming a member. Both left the Mount with Xandrin to find a new dragon, harboring the hope that their adventure would be quiet and brief.

The dragon wasn't where the notes gifted to Redrinna from her father claimed it should be, so the trio began combing the forest. Tak discovered the dragon, but she dredged up painful memories and he kept it secret. While searching, they met Kyvo, a kistune once saved by Redrinna, before happening across a circle of blood eerily similar to the one they’d discovered in the Imperial City. They were then beset by a mudslide before—when Tak set his feelings aside to save the new dragon, Astra—being attacked by Reyna, who, in attempt to kill Astra, severely injured Tak instead.

They fled to Astra's friends for help, a tribe of Torijin—winged humans—whose ancestors were the victims of a horrific genocide. As a result, Redrinna was shunned from the village, only being tolerated because of Tak's injuries. 

When a demon that craved human flesh attempted to steal a child from the village, Redrinna intervened, earning her some of the village's respect in return. However, because of her success, a spirit then came to Redrinna to ask her to help rid the village of the beast. 

Later, when examining her injuries, the healers of the village determined there was something supernatural about Redrinna—she possessed a strange healing ability, causing her wounds to heal at an accelerated rate. 

The demon soon managed to snatch Redrinna and her friend, Chumani, which sent Tak into a wild frenzy. He was stopped by the dragons and Takota, but Reyna was the one who saved Redrinna from the demon's clutches. In desperation, Redrinna ran from the village to save Chumani before it would be too late. Tak attempted to stop her, only to be spurned by her anger. 

With help from Kyvo and Takota, Tak set his fears and anxieties aside and, they too, went after Redrinna and Chumani. 

When Redrinna returned to the demon's lair, she was stopped by Reyna, who trapped her and left. She was saved by Kyvo and Tak, who helped her realize the pain she was putting her friends and herself through. Together, with others from the Toriijin village and the dragons, they defeated demon and drove Reyna away.

After the fight, the spirit gifted Redrinna a sun-shaped mark on her hand but failed to explain what the mark was or what it was for. It simply said it would be something she needed.  

In secret, Tak used his magic—which he'd once hated—to heal Kyvo's injuries. He and Redrinna promised each other that they would find a hobby to help them both deal with the pain of their pasts, and when they were mostly recovered, they returned to the Mount with their new friends in tow. They both vowed not to shut out their friends again...
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CHAPTER ONE
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A debt, even one that didn't count against you, was difficult to repay, especially when the person or creature you were indebted to was disinterested in compensation. 

That was what Redrinna realized while staring at the pan of seasoned eggs she cooked under Timothon's watchful eye. The flames beneath the pan glowed a bright red, the heat licking at Redrinna's hands, but she hardly noticed. 

It'd been nearly two weeks since her time in the forest with their Torijin friends; nearly two weeks since her friends had saved her from herself. The one time she'd worked up the courage to ask Tak and Kyvo—the two who'd helped her at the most critical moment—what they wanted in return, they'd both said they were fine. They didn't want anything. They would be happy if she was happy, etc. She was grateful, but even still, she couldn't get rid of the urgent need to do or give them something. 

She couldn't take their goodness and give them nothing in return. 

Redrinna was so absorbed in her thoughts that she didn't notice a couple eggs fly out of the pan as she flipped a few, and a part of her mind registered her hope that she wasn't spacing out so much she'd burn the eggs again. They couldn't find things like eggs often, so they were a delicacy. 

"Hey," Timothon said, picking up the bits of egg and dropping them back in the pan. 

"Those are hot," she said absentmindedly. 

Timothon stared at her for a second before touching his finger to the side of the hot pan. "I'm aware, but ghosts can't feel things like that, you know."

"Oh," was all she could think to say. 

He studied her for a minute, and it looked like he was trying not to smile. "Is your head bugging you again?"

"No," she said, shaking her pain-free head. She'd gotten a concussion during their last adventure, but due to her newly realized healing powers, it was already pretty much gone. "I was just thinking."

"A dangerous way to spend your time, especially if there are eggs nearby."

That almost made her smile. 

Once she decided the eggs were done and lifted them from the stove, her thoughts wandered back to her debt. So far, she'd been subtly sneaking Tak and Kyvo more of their favorite foods. It didn't feel like it made a dent in the debt that seemed to exist solely in her mind, but it was better than doing nothing.

While Timothon studied the eggs (he took her cooking instruction very seriously), Redrinna considered her two friends. So far, she'd discovered Kyvo seemed to adore berries—though he seemed to enjoy eating just about anything—and Tak seemed to enjoy bread the most. At the very least, it was one of the few things he'd consistently taken another helping of when they had it. Well, she also knew he loved fish, but Timothon hadn't let her cook any of that yet, and she wasn't sure she was ready to force it down. However, if it would be for the sake of her friends, the idea wasn't without its temptation. 

"Well, they don't look half bad," Timothon said, cutting through the curtain of her thoughts. 

Redrinna glanced at her eggs. She wasn't a great cook yet—she was just scratching the surface of the art, she'd realized—but they looked appetizing, at least. Especially considering this was only the second time she'd ever cooked eggs.

Timothon hefted their plate of bread and picked up the bowl of remaining berries. "You bring those," he pointed at the eggs with the berry bowl, "and then you guys can eat."

Redrinna nodded, carefully picking up the plate of steaming eggs before following Timothon out of the kitchen to the dining hall. The others were already there. Green-haired Tak watched Kyvo break up one of Xandrin and Astra's arguments, an amused smile lighting up his green eyes. 

"Hey, enough of that. It's time to eat," Timothon called, getting everyone's attention.

Kyvo sprinted forward and vaulted onto the table, his face lighting up when he spotted Redrinna's plate of eggs. "Yay, more eggs!"

"You can't have them all," Tak said, a hint of a smile still playing at the corners of his mouth. 

Kyvo's tail dropped a little, but he quickly said, "I-I know. I wasn't going to hog them all!"

Tak raised an eyebrow.

"This time," Kyvo added, ears lowered.

Even still, Redrinna and Timothon both set the food down closer to Tak than Kyvo. 

Redrinna waited until the others had their food before grabbing some for herself, warmth bubbling up in her chest as her friends chatted and ate. How she'd ever thought pushing her friends away was what would make her happy was a mystery to her. Being here, being with them and all their craziness—that was what made her happy. It chased away the bad memories and regrets and stupid fears; it chased away the things she simply didn't want to think about, and that was how she liked it best. Though it did make her more aware of that sensation of owing each of them for what she'd put them through.

The food vanished in what seemed like minutes, and once Redrinna and Tak finished, they made their way to the training room. It felt like it'd been an age since Redrinna had been inside, and for a moment, she recalled her early days in here, training with Timothon. Back then, she'd barely been able to hold a sword but could now wield one with some level of comfort. That said, her skill paled in comparison to Tak's, and, because of his natural talent, it probably always would.

It almost made her smile to think that a few months ago, that had bugged her. 

"So, what should we practice today?" Tak asked, his gaze traveling over the rack of wooden practice weapons. 

Stepping up beside him, she frowned at the weapons. "It's been a while since we've done anything with lances," she said after a minute.

He nodded, and they both selected one from the rack. Then they stepped into the open center of the room and faced each other. The spear Redrinna had chosen felt nice in her hand, and if she was honest, she liked the feel of a lance far more than a sword. 

Quickly, she shook that thought away as Tak lunged towards her, beginning the fight. With their spears, they jabbed and dodged, waiting for an opening. After a few stabs, Tak lunged at her again, missing her side by only inches. Taking advantage of that, Redrinna hooked her lance under his spearhead and jerked, not giving him a chance to adapt (because he could and would). His lance flew out of his hands, and she managed to catch it. 

Grinning, she said, "I win!"

Tak frowned, but a smile tugged on the corners of his mouth after a moment. "Good job."

She tossed his lance back to him, and they started again. This time, within a matter of seconds, Tak somehow hooked the bottom of her lance and launched it out of her hands. She stared at him wide-eyed, and he stared at her lance with a similar expression.

"How did you do that?" she asked.

Cheeks going a bit red, he shrugged. "I-I don't know."

They spent the next few minutes trying to figure out what he'd done, and eventually they were able to replicate it. They practiced it a few times, adapting to it. Redrinna didn't honestly think they would ever need a technique like this, but it was kind of fun to figure out. 

At some point, Kyvo had wandered in without either of them noticing, and all at once, he barked out, "You guys are doing this again?"

They both jumped, Tak having to scramble to keep hold of his lance. 

"Hey, Kyvo," Redrinna said, doing her best not to laugh. "What are you up to?"

"Timothon's busy in the kitchen, Xandrin's napping, and Astra went out on one of her 'missions' again, so I'm bored," the kitsune huffed from where he sat near the door. Redrinna wasn't completely sure, but during the couple weeks they'd been cooped up in the Mount, she would've sworn he'd grown a couple inches. "So you guys have been training?"

She nodded. "Now that our headaches are gone, we can."

Hopping to his feet and padding over, Kyvo said, "Can I join?"

She paused, unease creeping into her chest. Right after that came that sharp prick that she owed him. "You...want to learn how to fight?"

He hesitated. "Well...not really, but last time we got in trouble, there wasn't anything I could do to help you guys without getting hurt. Since we're going to keep getting in trouble, I want to do my part."

"I don't know, Kyvo," she said despite knowing he made a good point. Even still, the idea of him plunging into danger gave her chills. He didn't have armor like them or the dragons, and she didn't know how to find or make any for him either. It would be so much harder to protect him in a fight, and even if he was better prepared, he would still be pretty vulnerable compared to the rest of them. "It'll be dangerous for you to try and fight like we do."

"Please?" he begged, staring at her with his massive, brown eyes. "I just want to help."

"You already are helpful, though," Tak put in. "You help me gather berries, and you're talented at finding us game and fish."

"Yeah, I know, but everyone else helps with the food plus extra too—even Timothon. All I do is help with food." Kyvo stamped his front paws, his tail swishing from side to side. 

"You help with more than just the food," Redrinna added, almost smiling. "You help me and Tak with our studies too. Neither the dragons nor Timothon do that."

He frowned, not seeming convinced. "I guess." 

Tak glanced at Redrinna, his green eyes almost sparkling in the Mount's light. "It wouldn't be a terrible thing to at least teach him how to protect himself, would it?"

A part of her acknowledged that, but at the same time, she couldn't help remembering Xandrin and Tak both getting seriously hurt while fighting. If Kyvo had been in either of their places, he would have died. While it might have satisfied that part of her that felt indebted to him, that wasn't a risk she was desperate enough to take. 

However, she knew from the determination on Kyvo's face that he wasn't going to take no for an answer. But telling him no outright would crush him.

"Look Kyvo," she began slowly, "I'd rather you didn't have to fight at all, but...I'll think about it." That was fair, and knowing herself, she would think about it. A lot.

Kyvo's ears perked up even though it wasn't a yes, and Redrinna couldn't deny the guilt that bit at her. He raced out of the room and, from the sound of it, went to harass Timothon. 

After a minute, Tak turned to her. "Do you not want Kyvo to fight that bad?"

Fear and shame waltzed through her chest, and she didn't turn to face him until she had them under control. "The kind of people we're fighting nearly managed to kill Xandrin and seriously wounded you, Tak. How do you think Kyvo is going to fare against people like that?"

He didn't answer right away, staring at her for a moment before lowering his gaze. "Not good."

She nodded. 

Without warning, Tak lifted his gaze. "Especially if he doesn't know how to protect himself."

Speechless, she stared back, a little stunned. Ever since their misadventures in the forest, Tak had become more...open, in a way. But it was in moments like this, moments when he was brave enough to say what he thought, that Redrinna wasn't sure how to respond. It made her happy he was comfortable enough to speak his mind. At the same time, sometimes, he said things that struck like an arrow. 

Her discomfort wasn't his fault; she knew that. However, as she glanced at the lance in her hand, it reminded her how much she hated this. She hated the fact they had to fight at all, that her friends had to keep putting their lives on the line, and that she couldn't do anything to stop it.

Even though sparring with Tak was fun, all at once, she wasn't in the mood for it anymore. 

"Thanks for practicing with me," she said, returning her lance to the rack.

Tak didn't say anything, just watching her leave instead. She wasn't sure what emotion was on his face; it wasn't his usual concern, and it wasn't annoyance or shock. It was...something she couldn't place.

Shaking those thoughts away, she headed to the Hall of the Dragon Kin, a smidgeon of relief filling her chest once she was surrounded by the rainbows from the stained-glass windows. 

You're not mad at Tak, are you? her gem asked.

Frowning, Redrinna tugged the end of the ponytail that hung over her shoulder, eyeing the vivid red of her hair for a moment before tossing it aside. "No, I'm not mad."

I see.

"Is it wrong of me to not want Kyvo to fight?" she asked after a minute, gaze on the ground. 

Not necessarily. That said, I could see why someone might think it was.

Sighing, Redrinna reached up and fingered the second necklace hanging from her neck, the necklace that had once been her mother's. There was a price to fighting, one Redrinna was familiar with and one she’d already had to pay. If she let Kyvo fight... She couldn't help the terror that seized her chest at the idea that he, in all his sweet, well-intentioned innocence, would have to pay it too. She couldn't stand the idea of that happening to him; she couldn't stand the idea of failing Kyvo like that. 

Pressing her hands to her chest, right above her heart, Redrinna squeezed her eyes shut. This was another reason she'd never believed she was cut out to be an empress—or any kind of leader for that matter. Leaders had to be prepared to make hard calls, maybe even harsh calls, because a nation's safety had to come before any single individual's, even if that life was the life of someone close to her. She wasn't supposed to let her heart rule—she wasn't supposed to let her fear be what guided her.

"I’ve never wanted to be an empress for a good reason," she whispered, more to herself than the gem. "I'm too much of a coward to do it well."

#
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IT TOOK TAK SOME TIME to find Kyvo after his and Redrinna's abrupt end to training. The kitsune had harassed Timothon for a few minutes before vanishing, and neither of the dragons had seen him since breakfast. 

After a while of searching, Tak found him perched in one of the windowsills in the library, staring out at the vivid green mountains towering around them. 

"Kyvo?" he said. 

The kitsune glanced back, and as Tak had suspected, that downcast expression he'd tried to hide earlier was back. "What?"

Tak gave the end of Kyvo's tail a light, playful tug. "Are you okay? You seemed a bit upset earlier after what Redrinna said."

"Oh that." Kyvo turned his head back to the window, hiding that expression Tak kept noticing flickers of. "No. I was just thinking."

Tak hesitated for a second before he leaned against the windowsill. He'd been about to speak but something about the way Kyvo stared outside made him pause. Instead of speaking, he waited instead. 

At length, Kyvo said, "Do you think Redrinna doesn't think I can fight good enough to help?"

"I don't think that's the reason," Tak replied, watching Kyvo as he spoke. "I think she's just scared for you and wants to protect you."

Kyvo's ears drooped a little. "But I want to be able to protect you guys too! You guys always protect me, and having to just sit by and watch is so frustrating. It makes me feel small." Kyvo's eyes flicked in Tak's direction. "Well, smaller."

The corners of Tak's mouth tugged upwards. 

"I want to be big and strong—like you and Xandrin and Astra. Redrinna lets all of you fight, so why not me too?"

Tak paused, thinking before he answered. It wasn't necessarily true Redrinna let him and the dragons fight; it was more that she’d resigned herself to it because she knew she wouldn't be able to stop them. Though, while Tak wasn't sure how much truth there was in Kyvo's belief that he was physically strong, something his aunt had once told him about his uncle came back to him.

"You know, Kyvo," he began slowly, the kitsune gazing at him with big, mournful eyes, "I don't think physical strength is the best strength. Someone once told me true strength is something inside of you, a part of you that can't be broken no matter what comes your way. It's the ability to overcome anything that's thrown at you."

Kyvo just stared at him, not seeming at all swayed by his aunt's words. 

"And you know, Kyvo, I think you have that kind of strength. It's quiet, so I don't think Redrinna has noticed it yet. But she will. Just...give her some time, okay?"

"Yeah." Kyvo all but sighed. Even still, his ears lifted slightly, and some of his usual light returned to his eyes as he returned his attention to the world outside.

Tak’s did too as he stewed on his aunt's words. He'd thought he'd understood what she'd meant once, but now that he was older and had experienced more things, he couldn't help wondering if he really did. He thought he had, but a few months ago, he'd been on the brink of giving up on everything and had only been saved by chance. At the very least, he took that to mean he didn't have the kind of strength his aunt had been talking about. 

Even still, Kyvo had a point. Tak was stronger now; thanks to Timothon's training and the fact he could eat as much as he pleased, he'd gotten a lot stronger already—at least physically. 

However, back in the forest, Tak hadn't been able to protect anyone—not Redrinna, not Chumani, and not Kyvo. Despite the fact he'd become stronger, he couldn't help wondering if he would be able to protect his friends from danger. If they got into a similar situation as their last adventure, could his new strength keep things from getting out of control? He wasn't sure, but this time, he wasn't afraid.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Pausing, River tugged his hood lower over his brow and adjusted his scarf. After rolling his head from side to side, he slipped out the side door and onto the streets, holding his sack close as he stalked through the town blanketed in early morning quiet. It wasn't a calm quiet; it was the quiet like a deep but fast river, the calm surface disguising the danger lurking beneath.

He turned towards the street, the sharp tang of the salty sea breeze biting his nose. He ignored it. He glanced around him, moving his head as little as possible. Once he was certain the streets were empty, he moved. His steps were swift and silent while his gaze flicked from one shadow to the next, watching for the slightest sign of movement.

There was none. So far. 

Right as he thought that, he heard the scuff of a boot in the alley directly ahead. Immediately, he turned into the alley two steps back, ducking behind a heap of trash. The rancid smell from the garbage seemed to cling to everything it touched: the wall, the earthen street, even him. While he waited, he flicked away the couple flies that ventured too close to his sack.

After another minute, a pair of white attired soldiers passed, walking in sync. Despite their relaxed air, there was a tension in their shoulders, a wariness to the way their eyes darted from shadow to shadow. Even the soldiers sensed the undercurrents. 

Under his breath, River counted the paces of the soldiers, waiting until they'd turned the corner before continuing on his way. He headed towards the barren main square, the place devoid of life since the sun was just peeking its head over the mountains towering over the city, their dark, jagged outlines framing the horizon like teeth.

The square was empty due to the hour, but even still, a chill raced up his spine at the square's centerpiece—a large wooden platform with a dark stain at the front. The reality of what would happen to him if his grandfather ever found out what River was doing was always on his mind, but whenever he saw that platform, it was like the blade was already coming for his throat. Despite the resolve he had whenever he snuck out, that stand always made him hesitate. 

He stopped at the short wall bordering the square and gazed at the blue gray of the ocean, the water seeming to stretch on forever. His gaze slipped downwards, to the rest of the city, hidden in deep shadow. Unlike the upper half that surrounded him, down there, the buildings crumbled, little more than decayed shacks. People lay passed out in dirty, narrow alleyways, and—unlike the upper half of the city—tired, slumped men and women were already leaving their homes for another grueling day of work at the quarry and docks. 

River gritted his teeth before shaking his frustration away and hopping over the wall. He landed on the thin lip of land, keeping his right hand on the wall in case he slipped. When he had his balance and made sure one more time there were no soldiers in sight, he descended to the city below.

Despite the fact he only had three functioning limbs, River was getting faster at scaling the cliff face. While his prosthetic arm couldn't support his weight, it was useful for helping with balance, at least. 

As he descended, the sea air mixed with the rancid smell of human waste and filth. Once his feet were back on the ground, he tugged his scarf over his nose to mask the smell and lessen the chance of being recognized by someone. Before he set off, his gaze slid to the other half of the city crouched on the cliff above like a hungry vulture, and that uneasiness grew a bit stronger. 

Shaking that thought away, River resumed walking, continuing at a confident, steady pace. While most of the people down here kept their heads lowered, a few hopeful eyes watched him from the shadows and alleyways, eyes far too old to be in faces so young. Even still, he kept his sack close. As much as it pained him to withhold what was inside, he couldn't give it to every poor person he saw. It wouldn't go far enough, and even though it stung, the people he had to prioritize were the people he cared about most.

A few minutes later, River arrived at his destination: a dingy, run-down inn, rust and rot hiding any sign of its former glory. Its front door clung on by just one rust-caked hinge like a stubborn mule that refused to budge. 

Careful to avoid bumping the door, he slipped into the building. Dust covered the floors and decaying remains of furniture while cobwebs were strung between the rafters like pearls around a wealthy woman's neck. Without sparing any of that a second glance, River slipped into the back room, scooted a large spider out of his way, popped the hatch in the far corner, and descended the steep staircase without a sound. When he pulled the hatch closed, he was left in complete darkness.  After tugging his scarf off his face, River reached out and rapped two fingers against the wall three times. After a pause, two taps rung out in response. He responded with one. The wall to his left slid open, weak firelight illuminating the tiny space in which he stood.

A tall, aging man with sparse, gray hair stared at River like he was a ghost before seeming to shake himself and pull the door open enough for River to slip in.

"River," the man breathed, "what are you doing? If that man finds out you're out again, he'll—"

"I know," he replied, keeping his voice mild, almost conversational. There were some things that were easier to do if one didn't consider the consequences of things going awry. 

His gaze flicked to the rest of the room, filled with tables and chairs and a crumbling kitchen. At the tables sat several men and a handful of women, all of whom bore the rough and tumble appearance of people who'd been making a living on the streets for a long time. The Noble Renegades, they liked to call themselves. River thought the play on their former status was too on the nose to be as clever as they liked to think, but even still, it was the only glimmer of their former lives that remained. So he was content to keep his thoughts to himself. 

Despite how big and burly they were, River wasn't the least bit intimidated, and they simply watched him in silence for a moment before returning to their conversations. As River made his way to the furthest table, where a large man with a mane of untamed curly hair and a rough, close-cut beard sat—watching his every move like a hawk—he caught snippets of the conversations, whispers of how they could disrupt an upcoming slave sale, plans on how to reduce the crime rate in the poor sector, ideas for keeping everyone fed—the usual topics of interest in a greasy, washed-up has-been of a town like Póli.

"Kid, what are you doing?" the gruff man said, swirling the dregs in his cup. "You got a death wish?"

"Perhaps," River replied as he set his sack on the table. "But this was going to the garbage, so I figured you could try and make something of this, Adonis. Better than the rats would, at any rate."

All at once, a woman with deep black hair woven into a tight, braided crown hurried out of a back room, soot smeared over her face and hands. Aretha, Adonis' wife. Her dress was ragged, bearing deep stains that would never come free. It was still a shock to River that there were nobles—even if they were ex-nobles—who didn't care about whether or not their hands were dirty so long as work was done. Nobles who worked at all were a foreign concept to him. 

"River!" the woman cried as she reached him, ignoring the sack and hugging him like he was her own son. Her grip was tight enough to make his wounds shoot fire up his back. He didn't cry out, but he exhaled sharply, sharp enough he knew Adonis and Aretha would know he'd been whipped again. 

Aretha released him, a cool gleam in her critical gaze. "So the rumors were true—that beast beat you again."

River stared at the swirls in the wood table, choosing not to answer. 

Adonis leaned forward. "Is it true you nearly cracked open that noble's skull when he tried to get fresh with your sister?"

River met his gaze. "It's not my fault he panicked, fell, and hit his head on the ground like an idiot."

A sardonic kind of smile tugged at Adonis' mouth. 

"You stupid boy," Aretha said, though her tone was affectionate. "Always too worried about someone else to take care of yourself."

Ignoring that, River pushed the sack her way. 

Her eyes widened as she opened the sack and revealed the pathetic, shriveled fruits and wilted vegetables. "River, you know we're grateful, but you shouldn't have. If he catches you again—"

"It doesn't matter. It was all bound for the garbage anyway, so I doubt he'll notice," River said. "Besides, with how many are going hungry, what I brought isn't going to make much of a difference."

With a sigh, she rested her dirt-smeared hands on his shoulders. "River, I love you, but you are the most depressing child I know." She gently rapped her knuckles against his head. 

Adonis shifted, calling River's attention back to him. "By the way, River, since you're here, I thought you'd been interested to know our messengers returned."

"Calix and Dion are back?" 

Adonis' shoulders stiffened, setting River on edge and priming him for bad news. "Well, not Calix. But Dion, yes."

River frowned, his heart clenching even though it had already sunk a little deeper into all-too-familiar despair. "Not Calix?"

Leaning forward, Adonis gazed at him with unnerving intensity, the weak firelight highlighting the man's tanned cheekbones. "According to Dion, they made it to the Imperial City to petition the royal family like we'd hoped, 'cept the city's destroyed. Everybody's dead."

"What?" River stared blankly at him, struggling to process that. His heart, while prepared for this kind of news, seemed to sink another inch into the mires of misery. 

"Dion said Calix touched something in the city square, something that looked like it was drawn in blood. The second he did, a massive, shadowy beast came after him." Adonis lowered his voice to the barest whisper. "There wasn't anything left of him. Dion had no choice but to leave and come straight back here."

River's gaze fell, his head dropping a fraction. "So if the princess was there, she's dead."

"It's too soon to give up hope, River," Aretha said, raking him over with her stern gaze. "Dion mentioned the destruction didn't seem to reach the palace, so she might be alive yet. Or she could have gotten away. There’s still a chance."

River didn't respond. After how long he'd been here, he no longer entertained such fleeting fancies of hope; more often than not, they led to disappointment. And he'd already had enough disappointment to last the rest of his life. 

"We're not quitting," Adonis said. "So long as we draw breath, there's still a chance we can take Póli back from the corrupt hands that stole it."

"That's right," Aretha said, putting her hands on River's shoulders again. "My grandmother always used to say that no matter how bad things get, it's important to remember the night is darkest right before dawn. We're going to take this city back yet."

River said nothing. She wouldn't like his honest thoughts. 

All at once, ringing out from the world above, bells pealed across the city, their chimes both bright and mournful. River's heart skipped a beat. The morning bells; he'd stayed too long.

As he turned to leave, Aretha caught his hand. "River, you don't have to go. We can hide you here."

"Leonora is still there, and besides," River pulled his hand away, "in a world as empty as ours, it doesn't matter where I go. Everywhere's the same."

"River!" Aretha called, but he left. 

Hastily pulling his scarf back over his face, River hurried out of the hideout and into the crowds heading to work. A part of him was still numb from the news, while the rest of him was numb because that was what the news always was—there was little disappointment to be had when it was what he'd expected from the moment he'd heard the Noble Renegades had planned to get in touch with the Imperial Family personally.

All at once, as he hurried along, a shadow fell across his face, making him glance up. It took him a second to realize the shadow came from the upper hill of the city, cast by the execution stand. His insides got a little colder. 

There was no hope here, not for him. He'd learned that lesson a long time ago.
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THALA FLICKED A STRAND of her bizarre, turquoise hair out of her face as she yanked on the spiky weed stubbornly wedged into the earth, the soil so hard from the lack of rain that it snapped off at the root. She dug around it as best she could, only managing to get a little bit more before she surrendered and moved onto the next, repeating the process over and over. It was normal for it not to rain in the summer, but summer had barely begun, and they hadn't seen a drop of moisture since winter. 

Fortunately, the crops Her Highness had recommended they try growing had sprung up with surprising eagerness considering what little moisture the farmers were able to give them, meaning they might have a decent harvest come fall. Provided they could get enough water to keep the plants alive as the heat intensified. 

As Thala thought about Her Highness, she wondered if Adonis' plan to tell the Imperial Family directly about what was wrong with their city would work. If it didn't, she wasn't sure how much longer the city would last before it came crashing down around their ears. More than that, she wished she could think that with some degree of panic. Instead, she felt nothing, the numbness so strong, it was like her emotions simply didn't exist. 

Her thoughts wandered as she attacked the weeds as best she could, ignoring the heat as the sun rose, warming the air and chasing the early morning shade away. They'd be called from the field soon, and Thala intended to earn every leaf she'd been promised by working diligently, no matter how many beads of sweat she swiped from her eyes. 

Sometime later, they were called from the fields so everyone could escape the heat. Work would resume towards sunset, which meant it was time for Thala to collect her earnings and be on her way. The farmer in charge only hired girls and women in the morning, not at night. 

Thala didn't care either way. She simply joined the line with the others, and when it was her turn, she humbly accepted the meager amount the farmer was able to give her.

"Thank you for always working hard, Thala," the man murmured, pressing an extra leaf in her hand, the metal disc already warm from the heat. 

For a moment, she glanced up, meeting his gaze, his eyes old and tired—not the eyes of a man who wasn't yet fifty. Then again, ever since the war had ended, and his two children who'd been abducted and forced into it hadn't returned home, his eyes had born that look. 

Meekly, she dipped her head and continued on her way. 

"Wait up," called a familiar voice, familiar enough to make her pause and turn back. Her cousin and friend, Will, hurried towards her as he pocketed his own meager leaf. 

The sun caught on the warm olive tones of his skin, darkened from the many hours they'd spent in the sun. Thala wasn't as dark as him, but she hadn't spent anywhere near the same amount of time in the elements. His dark hair swept in front of his eyes, and he tossed it aside with a flick of his head. 

Staring at him, waiting for him to catch up, Thala found herself fingering the end of her own hair, her fingers pinching the end of her braid dangling behind her back. Another mystery: once, she and Will had almost looked like siblings, but now her hair and eyes were a bizarre shade of blue, a bright blue that nearly matched the shade of the nearby lagoon. 

As Will arrived, a little kid ran past them, flinging himself into the arms of a dirt-coated man who'd just come out of the fields. They were both grinning and laughing despite how tired the man appeared, and their smiles didn't fade as they joined a weary woman in the line, waiting for their meager pay. 

Thala watched them for a minute, a strange sensation uncoiling inside her. It was a longing, almost, a burning desire to be able to feel whatever they were. She didn't care what the emotion was; she just wanted to be able to feel. 

Instead, as she watched, there was only the numbness in her chest, the hollow cavity that had been left behind all those years ago.

"There's no point in lookin'," Will said, putting a hand on her shoulder and turning her around. "It's not gonna feed you."

Thala nodded and followed him down the benches of the mountainside, heading back to Póli. They took the long way, avoiding the upper half of the city entirely as they headed to the noisy and bustling docks, the salty brine thick in the air. Their leaves managed to secure them the last couple fish from that morning's catch. It wasn't much, but Aretha and the others could put it to good use. 

"At least the fish seem to be eating well, eh?" Will said, glancing her way with a hint of a smile. 

She studied her plump fish wrapped in waxy palm leaves. "Yeah."

All at once, a commotion in a nearby alley—a couple, gruff, almost menacing voices and a younger, quivering one, pleading for mercy—rang out. Thala stopped at the entrance to the alley, Will stopping with her, both of them staring down the narrow, dirty street. Two men with knives had a little boy cornered—pinned to the ground—and from the blood on his lip, Thala could tell he'd already been beaten.

Before either her or Will could move, the boy saw her, his face going pale as a sheet. 

The two men paused before glancing over their shoulders. They went pale as well.

"The Azure Demon," they hissed. 

Scrambling to sheath their knives, they ran. A few seconds later, the boy scurried away as well, though he was smart enough to vanish in a different direction.

She blinked. "At least my face is good for something."

Will snorted. 

While muggings were pretty commonplace in the lower sector of the city, no one was brave enough to try it in her presence since they thought she would kill them before they could even blink. Which she could. Though, if she was honest, she never wanted to have to shed another drop of human blood ever again. In a city like this, she wasn't sure it was possible, but so far, since she'd returned, she'd been able to avoid taking another human life. 

That didn't mean there hadn't been a few close calls though.

As they arrived at the hideout, Thala shook those thoughts away. The scuffles she'd gotten into paled in comparison to the lives they'd saved. Even still, despite the fact she didn't feel much—not anger, not sadness, not happiness—when she allowed herself to admit it, there was one emotion she knew: fear. A fear of the monster she'd been turned into and could become in the blink of an eye. A fear that it would rear its head and take control before she could stop it. A fear that if it came back, it would never let go again.

There was a solemn air clinging to the hideout like a stench that had been absorbed by the old wood, but Thala didn't learn anything from a sweeping glance of the room. While the Noble Renegades tolerated her, she knew many were unnerved by her presence despite the fact that if her dad had still been alive, he would've been one of them. 

Even still, while crashing with them wasn't much, at least they let her eat and sleep under a roof. She was a fish out of water among them, but Will wasn't. However, she supposed it made sense; he was the son of the late boyar, the man who'd been murdered so the current boyar could be where he was. Will had grown up around the Noble Renegades before they'd become a gang, and in a way, he was one of them. 

Silently, she padded after Will and added her fish to his in the makeshift kitchen. A glance in the pot hanging near the fire told her there were only a few swallows left of breakfast, and, to her surprise, a couple vegetables lingered in the broth. 

Will must've noticed too. "Is River here?" he asked the room at large.

"Came and went already," someone called back. 

"Will! Thala!" Aretha cried as she came out of the back room, hurrying over and hugging the two of them like they had been gone more than just a few hours. That said, this was Aretha's way, and Thala didn't entirely mind. "We managed to save some for you. It's not much, but it'll keep you going." 

"Thanks," Will said with a grin. 

Thala blinked at her. "River came?" It'd been nearly two weeks since the last time he'd been able to break out of his grandfather's mansion—and he'd been caught that time. 

Aretha seemed to catch Thala's unasked questions. "He did, but that beast of a man gave him a sound lashing for last time. He's still in pain."

From where Adonis sat at his usual table, he said, "At this rate, I think that boy is going to die from pure misery, and the boyar is going to dance on his grave when it happens."

"Don't talk like that," Aretha snapped, but Thala could tell from her tone she believed what Adonis said too. 

"Maybe I should go visit him," Will suggested casually, like breaking into the manor to see River and Leonora was akin to taking an ocean swim. 

"That's asking for trouble," Adonis said, though Thala noted he didn't object, something he did quite often when it came to Will and his ideas. 

"I don't want to hear about you breaking in places you shouldn't be, young man," Aretha snapped, pointing an accusing finger at Will, who leaned back an inch or two. "I remember when you used to be the sweetest little boy with no dangerous, criminal habits whatsoever."

Will grinned again, but it lacked humor. "That was back when I had parents and a house. Besides, my current habits, however dangerous, keep me alive. How else do you expect me to survive—on hopes and dreams?"

Aretha didn't say anything, her mouth pressed into a line. Even still, she ruffled Will's shaggy hair in an affectionate way. 

Thala watched, staying mute, the numbness inside her more pronounced than ever.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Tak parted the bushes with a long stick he'd found, hunting for berries. Kyvo pranced a little ways ahead, his nose high in the air as he searched too, while Astra trailed after, her gaze seeming to rove at random. Tak paused in his hunt to watch as Kyvo squirmed into a thick patch of brush. 

"There's some in here!" the kitsune cried. "Oh, but there are bugs all over these ones. Never mind." With a great deal of tail thrashing, the kitsune squirmed back out. 

After a few more minutes of searching while the sun's light gradually illuminated the woods around them, they stumbled across a tree bursting with bright, red serviceberries.

"Wow, they look so good!” Kyvo squeaked. 

Astra scooped the kitsune up. "You don't get to help pick since you eat more than you help."

Kyvo's ears drooped, making Tak smile. Then he pulled out Redrinna's knife (it bothered him that he had to keep borrowing her weapons for everything) and set to work on harvesting just enough berries to last them a couple days. 

By the time he finished, the sun had almost cleared the mountain peaks overhead, and Kyvo had forgotten his serviceberry sorrows by finding a patch of raspberries. Tak made sure to grab a few of those too while Astra fought to fish the kitsune out of the brambles. 

When his basket was filled and Kyvo was full enough he sprawled out for a nap in a pale sunbeam slanting through the trees, Tak sat on a log.

Astra glanced at the two of them. "You'll be all right while I hunt?"

"We'll be fine," Tak said.

She nodded, hesitated a little, then nodded again and left. He smiled before pulling out his project: a little piece of wood he was determined to carve into a decent bird. When he and Redrinna had made that promise to find a hobby, it'd taken him a few days to even think of something. However, he'd recalled his uncle carving little animals out of wood for him and his aunt and had subsequently decided to give it a try. 

Tak was awful at it if he was honest, but the last bird he'd taken a crack at had at least looked like a bird, unlike the first one. 

Regardless, he was determined to get good enough to carve something special for Redrinna. She seemed convinced that she owed him, but as far as he was concerned, it was the other way around. She didn't think much of her kindness, but he did and wanted to do something meaningful to show his gratitude. 

Woodcarving wasn't much, but it was something he could do and something that would be his. Well, if he ever got good at it.

Compared to Redrinna, Tak wasn't all that special; he knew that. She was the princess. She was the one who hadn't been handed a gem—she'd fought for it instead. She was the one who worked so hard to master the weapons put in her hands that she understood them in a way Tak did not. In the Torijin village, Redrinna had been the strong one and the one to earn the attention, and in all honesty, Tak was okay with that. 

He was okay being the invisible member of the Dragon Kin, the one that lived in the shadows of the others and supported them from behind the scenes. He was okay being the unimportant one so long as he got his fair chance to show his gratitude to the person who'd altered the course of his life forever. Perhaps, if he was eventually able to do that, then he'd find that strength his aunt had talked about.

Yellow sunlight brightened the woods around Tak as he worked, his focus on the knife as he cut away little chunks of wood. The lump in his hands slowly took on the blocky shape of a bird, decent enough he could even recognize it as one. It lacked any detail, but at least it was bird-like, he supposed. 

Astra returned shortly with a couple rabbits, and once they had Kyvo awake, they returned to the Mount. Tak kept his bird out of sight, embarrassed at the idea of anyone seeing it, even Astra. Perhaps he'd show someone someday, but not just yet. 

#

[image: ]


REDRINNA FROWNED AS she pulled today's bread from the oven. The loaves were a little too brown again, but at least they weren't burnt this time. At least there was that. 

Timothon studied her bread as she set it on the table, not saying anything until she had all of them out. "These were almost perfect this time."

She scowled at the bread a little as she closed the oven door. "Every time I think I'm getting it, I mess it up."

He shrugged. "It's only been a couple weeks, you know. Plus, bread is difficult to make. It just seems easy when I do it because I have years of experience."

She shrugged too, doing her best not to overthink it. It was just bread, after all.

"The others aren't back yet, are they?" he asked, glancing towards the kitchen door. 

"I don't think so."

Turning back, Timothon met her gaze. "It's been a minute since you and I have been able to chat without distractions."

A part of Redrinna considered running away, but she restrained the urge. She didn't want to hide from her uncle and friends anymore. 

"So your head really is doing okay?" he asked. "Still no headaches?"

"No headaches. I really am fine."

"Even when you're training?"

She nodded. "I haven't had them then, either."

"That's good. Since you and Tak are both getting back on your feet, you're going to be heading out again soon, right?"

"That's right." In truth, Redrinna wasn't sure if she was ready to head out again, but she couldn't shake the memory of Matte saying there wasn't much time left for them to stop Osiris. That was why the spirit had saved her. 

Besides, staying in the safety of the Mount wouldn't keep bad things from happening; it would make them worse. 

"Where will you be going this time?" Timothon asked. 

"South," she answered. "To the coastlands there. That's where the next closest dragon is."

Nodding, he stared off to the side for a moment before he met her gaze again. "More importantly, how are you doing? Are you still having those nightmares?"

Redrinna didn't answer right away, a part of her still frustrated at how often she still bolted awake in a cold sweat. The severity of the nightmares was easing, but they were different than they'd been before. Instead of just Osiris, she saw things like Two Face or the people she cared about disappearing or dying. 

"Sometimes," she said, dropping her gaze. 

"You're not coming and finding me as often though, which is good. It means you're having them less?" He asked that like he was double-checking in case she'd been lying.

Which to be fair, she'd spent a good month doing exactly that.  

Redrinna nodded in response to his question. 

When she had nightmares now, she'd found that if she went and sat with Timothon for a while, she could eventually go back to sleep. It made her feel childish, but at the same time, something about being with him or the others helped the nightmares go away, and she was tired enough of having sleepless nights that she didn't mind. Fortunately, neither did her friends.

Slowly, she met his gaze again. "Do they ever go away?"

Timothon almost smiled, but not quite. "Yeah."

Before either of them could say anything else, Kyvo vaulted onto the table.

"Hey!" Redrinna snatched him off before he could steal any of the bread.

For some reason, it made him grin. "Good morning!" Then he licked her face.

Recoiling, she dropped him, and he promptly proceeded to prance around her feet.

"It smells so good, so I couldn't help it!" he said, eyes sparkling. "Can I have one? Please, please, please?"

Doing her best to hold back a smile, Redrinna scrubbed at the cheek he'd slobbered. "You can when we have breakfast with everyone else."

"Well, we just got back. See?" The kitsune turned to the door right as Tak entered with a basket in his arms. The basket was the one they'd been given by their Torijin friends, and since they hadn't been able to take it back yet, they'd figured they might as well put it to good use.

Redrinna grinned at the sight of her friend with his dark green eyes and wild hair. The glowing green gem hanging from his neck accentuated his features, and she was once again struck by the realization of how much healthier he looked now compared to when they'd first met. His cheeks were no longer hollow, and there was a kind of glow to his skin. That made her happy.

Tak stared at them all staring at him before he smiled shyly and set the basket on the table. "We found some raspberries and serviceberries. It should be enough."

"Wow, you found tons," Timothon said, inspecting the bumpy red fruits and little, dark purple berries. 

"Astra managed to catch a few rabbits, so she's having Xandrin cook one for us," Tak continued. With a good-natured grimace, he added, "She said she didn't want to wait for Timothon to teach Redrinna how to cook it."

Redrinna almost laughed, and even Timothon cracked a smile. 

"I'm starving!" Kyvo chirped as he dashed out of the room.

Redrinna shook her head as he left before she pulled out the big plate they always used to carry bread, wondering once again where it'd come from. To be fair, there were lots of things in the Mount that Redrinna couldn't help wondering where they came from, but the gems were coy with those answers. 

As she placed the still warm loaves on the platter, Tak fetched a bowl while Timothon washed a few berries. They worked in companionable silence for a couple minutes before Tak approached her, holding out the bowl of berries.

"What do you think?" he asked in his quiet voice.

Redrinna studied the berries, trying to picture the portions in her head. Since the dragons didn't like berries (Xandrin said they were so small, he couldn't taste them)... "Yes, that seems about right."

Smiling, he picked up the bowl and left the kitchen.

She scooped up her platter and followed. 

Timothon fell in line with her. "He's grown a lot recently, don't you think?"

She nodded, her gaze following after Tak. Right before he disappeared into the dining room, she managed to snatch one last glance at him. 

He'd grown since they'd first met, much closer to Timothon's height now than when he'd first arrived, and he'd filled out a bit. She still remembered how painfully thin he'd been before, and it was such a relief he was healthier.

Moreover, after their last adventure, there seemed to be something else about him that had changed, something Redrinna couldn't quite place. He seemed more...confident, almost. There was a presence to him, an air that hadn't been there before, almost like he was able to be his true self. If nothing else, he was more talkative and would actually tell her what he was thinking instead of keeping it to himself—as she'd been reminded just the other day. 

"There was something else I wanted to talk to you about before the others arrived," Timothon said then, his voice quieter than it'd been before. "I didn't think you'd want to talk about it in front of them, so since they're gone, I'm going to talk to you about it now."

Redrinna stopped, worry making her chest cinch tight. "That's an ominous way to start a conversation."

Timothon smiled a little before he turned to face her. "Your little group is getting bigger, and without someone in charge, it could easily fall apart. I know you're not going to like this...but I think that person should be you."

A thrill of panic raced up her spine as she turned away. "You're right, I don't like that."

"Even still, you can't just run away from things like this. It's not going to go away because you ignore it. Besides, the reason I said you should be the leader is because the others already view you as one. They already trust you, and I'm sure they'd follow you anywhere—to your credit. That's no mean feat, you know."

"I do know that, but..." Redrinna couldn't keep a grimace off her face. After all the mistakes she'd made and what she'd already put her friends through, they deserved a better leader than her. "I really... I can't do this."

"No?" he asked, tilting his head to the side. A smile tugged at one corner of his mouth. "Hey, it's not like I'm asking you to lead an entire empire again."

That almost got her to laugh.

"You don't have to do anything more than you're already doing, you know," Timothon continued. "So far, this is enough. I just wanted you to think about it and prepare yourself for the road ahead. Things are going to get worse, but there are some things you can do now that will make those things easier to handle."

Redrinna lowered her gaze, a chill racing up her spine. It wasn't the same sensation she'd gotten when she'd used to think about taking over the Empire, but it wasn't far off either. 

"Hey, I know it's not fun or anything, but I believe you would be a good leader. You're smart, kind, and determined, and those things go a long way, you know."

"But leaders are the kind of people who have to make sacrifices and hard calls—and they're the ones who become the targets of blame no matter what they do. I think I'm too reckless for all of that." Redrinna didn't want to mention she was simply too scared. 

"Ah yes," Timothon mused, hiding a smile, "you do tend to rush into things, don't you?"

She stared at him for a moment before sticking her tongue out at him. 

He laughed. Then they were serious again. 

"A good leader is supposed to act in the best interest of everyone around them, no matter what it costs," Redrinna said. "I just... I can't seem to do it. I don't want to have to choose something that's going to end up hurting my friends, and I don't want to have to make sacrifices for the 'greater good.' But if I don't, it'll make things worse, won't it?"

"I suppose that is one way of looking at it." Timothon paused, seeming to consider what she'd said.  "There might very well be times where you have to make a hard decision you don't want to—the right choice won't always feel 'right.' That said, I think people who are good leaders are the kind of people who are able to create a world where those kinds of sacrifices would never have to be made—or at least, they would strive to build that kind of world."

That made her look up. 

"Good leaders don't create war or leave people to die—they do everything in their power to prevent that from happening. War is a last resort in order to keep people safe—I mean, just because you don't want to fight doesn't mean your neighbors will have the same principles. That said, a good leader isn't selfish either. Instead, their first priority is to those around them, and in difficult times, they're working right alongside everybody else. Those are the kinds of people I think are good leaders. It's definitely not someone who could write off thousands of deaths and broken families as worthwhile sacrifices without so much as batting an eye."

Redrinna dropped her gaze to her bread again. 

"It's been said that power corrupts, but if I'm honest with you, I think that's a stupid saying," Timothon continued. "It's like saying a sword can kill. You and I both know it isn't a sword that kills; it's whoever is wielding that sword who takes the life. Blaming the sword doesn't change that. My sister used to say that those who believe power is what corrupts people are the people who refuse to acknowledge their own faults and mistakes. They're the kind of people who blame anyone and anything but themselves. Power is like a sword—it's just a tool. What it does depends on the hands it's in. That said, if you're that scared about being a leader, then there's one thing I want you to remember: having power doesn't change you—forgetting does."

"Forgetting?"

"Forgetting how to care. Forgetting to be grateful. And forgetting what it's like to feel small and in need of help. Those are the things that twist people into heartless beasts. Not something arbitrary like having power." He shrugged a little. "I'm not trying to paint what you're going through as a good thing, but part of the reason for it is because of how compassionate you are. The suffering of others hurts you as much as your own, and that's part of the reason all of this burdens you as much as it does."

She couldn't think of anything to say in response to that.

He sighed a little. "Redrinna, you know...if you're only ever going to see yourself as a person who made a massive mistake, you're never going to become anything beyond that."

Her mouth popped open, but she still couldn't speak. 

"Hey, that's all I wanted to say about it though, okay?" Timothon nudged her shoulder before turning and entering the dining room, leaving Redrinna out in the hall. 

She stared after him for a minute before hesitantly following. The kind of leader Timothon described sounded like something out of a dream—no matter how hard she or anyone wished, she wasn't sure if it was even possible to be that way. It wasn't like history was bursting with people who'd managed to do so. 

Even if she didn't have to make hard calls, how could Redrinna be a good leader for the Dragon Kin when she couldn't keep anyone from getting hurt? Keeping it to herself, she desperately hoped they would find someone who could do a good job at leading them soon—someone who was a true leader—so they would forget about her.

All at once, as Redrinna set down the one loaf she, Tak, and Kyvo would eat before giving the rest to the dragons, her mind went back to the day they'd left the Torijin village. The chief's words still rang in her ears: 'You are well on your way to becoming a leader I could respect.' 

Those words still filled her with a sliver of confidence. It'd been such high praise. 

However, at the same time, it made a sea of doubt flood her too. Her friends and the warriors had been the real reason things had been taken care of. If it'd been left to her, the demon would still be on the loose and the tribe still would've been in danger. If not for the others, Redrinna would've failed again, like always. 

All at once, Redrinna realized Tak eyed her with that concerned expression he often wore on his face. Quickly, she busied herself with taking a portion of bread. 

"Are you okay?" he whispered as she sat.

She nodded. "I was thinking about something I don't like thinking about. I'm fine."

He seemed a bit confused but, after a moment more, turned his attention to his food.

From off to the side, Astra hissed, "Don't hog it all, red beast."

Xandrin issued a distracted growl in response, almost making Redrinna smile.

The room stayed quiet as they ate, and after a few minutes, Astra padded over. Even though her gaze was on Redrinna, she stood right behind Tak—though the young man seemed neither to notice nor mind.

"Hey, so are we leaving yet?"

Shaking her head, Redrinna said, "Not quite. In a couple days though."

"Finally! Where are we going? I know you said it was somewhere south, but where?"

Redrinna studied the earnest expression on the green dragon's face for a minute before she said, "It's a place called Diablo's Maw."

Timothon glanced up. "The Diablo's Maw?"

"There's only one," Tak whispered before taking a bite of his bread. "Oh, this tastes really good today."

Happiness bubbled up in Redrinna's chest at that. "My father's notes say an aquatic dragon lives in the caldera left by the Diablo, so that's where we're going."

Kyvo lifted his head out of the berry bowl. "I don't know what that place is, but it sounds kind of scary."

"It sounds scarier than it is," Timothon said. "I was just a bit surprised, is all."

"What is this maw?" Astra asked, glancing between the three of them. "If there's a giant beast we have to fight, I want to know before we get there."

"There's no beast," Redrinna said quickly, suppressing a smile. "See, a long time ago, on the southwest corner of the continent, there was an enormous, active volcano. It had frequent eruptions, so the locals who lived there at the time called it the Diablo.

"As the story goes, one day, it erupted worse than it ever had before. The eruption was so violent, it tore itself apart. To make things worse, the volcano spewed so much lava that when it collapsed, there was a massive earthquake. Then the ocean flooded the crater, making an enormous caldera, which is why it's called the Diablo's Maw."

"Are you serious?" Xandrin asked, eyes wide as he paused mid-bite.

"There was a little country there too," Timothon said with a solemn nod. "But the volcano destroyed it in a single night. No one survived."

The red dragon turned to Redrinna in alarm. "So we're going there?!"

She nearly laughed. "Don't worry. The Diablo's last eruption rendered the volcano dormant. It hasn't done anything volcanic in a long time."

"Even when I was alive, it was considered a long, long time ago," Timothon added.

"But volcanoes can stay quiet for centuries before erupting again, right?" Astra asked, her brow twisting in concern. Her claws tightened on the back of Tak's chair, making him jump. "So it could erupt again."

Where had the dragon learned that Redrinna wondered? Then again, Astra had spent a considerable amount of time in the Torijin village, so she could've picked up all kinds of things there. 

"It could, but it won't erupt like it did that one time," Redrinna said. "Not without giving some kind of sign."

The worry furrowing the dragon's snout seemed to worsen.

Kyvo turned back to his berries with a flick of his tail. "I don't know why you dragons are so worried. You can just fly away from it, you know."

Tak snorted.

Both the dragons stared at Kyvo with unamused expressions.

Once she'd finished her portion of bread and berries, Redrinna rose from the table. To her alarm, every set of eyes in the room flicked to her. The conversation she and Timothon had had in the hall echoed through her mind, but she forced it away. 

Flashing a quick smile at everyone and explaining where she was going, she left for the library. She wasn't up to training yet, so she wanted to tackle a new book she'd found. Granted, most of the material—it involved a lot of magical theory—went over her head, but the more she studied it, the closer she got to figuring it out. 

Redrinna went to the table under the window, where she'd left the book last night. It was open to where she'd been still. Quickly she sat, trying to immerse herself in it.

However, her mind seemed determined to wander, returning once again to what Timothon, the village chief, and the new spirit she'd met while in the forest had all said. 

As she thought about that, she glanced at her right palm. Since she'd taken her gauntlets off when cooking and had forgotten to put them back on, the mark the spirit in the forest had given her stood out, almost pricking at her attention. The sun, shining in her palm.

She'd attempted to study it but hadn't found a single thing in the library that even mentioned something similar to this. She appreciated the spirit's gift—or at least, she tried to—but she wished it would've explained what in the world this thing was. Or why it had given it to her. Or what she was supposed to do with it. 

Anything would have been helpful, but it'd vanished the moment it'd given it to her.

With any luck, she would figure it out sooner rather than later, especially since the spirit had said she would need it. 

Frowning, Redrinna rested her head in her hand, trying to get her attention back on her book. 

Who knew what she would need in the days ahead, or how many days they had? Redrinna had the distinct impression she would need a lot of things, and she needed to be prepared for anything. There wasn't room for anything less. 

Otherwise, she'd fail again, and this time, the consequences could be disastrous. The people she would let down wouldn't be strangers or nameless faces this time; if she failed, it was her friends who stood in harm's way.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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River got ready for the inane banquet his grandfather had prepared as slowly as he could. He took a bath slowly—mindful to keep his left arm out of the water—and got dressed. Slowly. However, going so slow did have unforeseen consequences. It gave him more time to stare at his left arm. 

Well, it wasn't an actual arm; just metal twisted into the shape of one and attached to his shoulder. It moved like one, but that was where the similarities ended—it couldn't feel, it had no real strength, and it was cold. 

This arm was all he needed to remember his greatest failure, the one that filled him with such deep shame and despair, he did everything in his power not to think about it.

Eventually, he managed to subvert the thoughts and finish getting ready. His grandfather had insisted on traditional fashion, so he wore a long-sleeved green and gold tunic, trousers that ended just past his knees, and sandals. Then, he added his gloves, effectually hiding his prosthesis from sight—his grandfather would make his life even more of a nightmare if anyone learned about it. 

He ventured over to the cracked mirror in the corner and dragged his damp hair into a semblance of control, a portion of it falling across his face. It was long and unruly now, but the look had grown on him. 

At the very least, it might keep others' attention away from him since they couldn't see his entire face. 

A part of him wanted to do something—something chaotic and impulsive—even if it risked his life. However, a glance out the window—straight at the stand—made those thoughts shrivel away. If River had actually been brave, he would've stopped the banquet from happening at all—he would've given in to that impulse and risked death. That would have been a real act of defiance, but it was an act he could only dream about and imagine having the fortitude to pull off. 

All at once, there came a knock at his door, making him freeze.

"River? Are you up?" Leonora called.

Relaxing at the sound of his sister's voice, he called, "I am."

The next moment, the door opened, and his sister crept into the room. Despite the fact they were siblings by blood, it was impossible to tell that at a glance. While River's hair and eyes were a dark, inky black, Leonora's were amber, almost the color of rich honey. His skin, while tanned from many hours working in the sun, had always been a tawny color. Hers was the lighter olive tone of most of the city's population. He bore their mother's almond-shaped eyes. She bore their father's round ones.

"I was worried you'd snuck out again," Leonora hissed as she smoothed his tunic. Then, with jerky movements, she adjusted her light blue and silver peplos.

He swiped at his hair one last time, but it was determined to remain in his face. "That was yesterday. I can't sneak out often or he'll catch on even more."

That made her scowl. "You're going to get yourself killed."

"Forget about me. Between the two of us, you're the one in real danger."

"Oh, I know." She smoothed her peplos again. "He says light blue fabrics are only good enough for peasants, not privileged captives. How dare I wear my favorite color."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
s, S

s
T{IS\E O’F THE EMP\RESS
A .BOO,KTHREE \’ LY

’\\ I\H‘. LR i\ —‘\ﬂ‘





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png
Book Three in the
Rise of the Empress Series

C.S. Doraga

Dragon's Nest Books





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/image006.png
/\ Mountains

7\ Dormant Volcano
7\ Active Volcano
— Plateau
 Hills

Desert

7 Canyonlands
d Lake

—~ Water

Q@ Forest

&> Moderately Dense Forest
7 Thick Forest

I\ Evergreen Forest

# Plains

A Marshland

\ River

Coral Reef/Keys





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





