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This book contains physical violence, moments of peril, and images that may be disturbing to some readers. It also contains depictions of PTSD/PTSI, panic attacks, and thoughts and discussions of suicide. There are also discussions of genocide. Please, read with care and make sure it is safe for you to do so before embarking on this journey.
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Cast:

Redrinna:  REH-dree-nah

Xandrin:  ZAN-drin

Brion:   BREE-awn

Reyna:   RAY-nah

Timothon:  ti-MUH-thawn 

Osiris:   oh-SY-ris

Tak:   tahk

Amaris:  ah-MAH-ris

Kyvo:   KEE-voh

Mika:   MEE-kah

Shappa:  SHAH-pah

Astra:   A-shtrah

Takota:  dah-KOH-dah

Chumani:  choo-MAH-nee

Chatan:  chah-DAHN

Wicasa:  wee-CHAH-shah

Ohanzi:  oh-GHAHN-zee

Talutah:  duh-LOO-dah

Kangee:  KAHN-ghay

Hanska:  HAHN-shkah

Ehawee:  ay-HAH-wee

Macha:   MAH-chah

Mato:   mah-DOH

Ioana:   ai-oh-AH-nah

Mistra:   MIS-trah

Renoan:  reh-NOH-un

Matte:   MUH-tay

Places:

Oriana:   oh-REE-ah-nah

Agicae:  A-ji-kay

Eridia:   e-RI-dee-uh

Degeraturi:  deh-JAIR-ah-too-ri

Manon:  MAN-ahn

Other:

Avarian:  ah-VAHR-ee-an

Torijin:  TOH-ree-jin

Wotitakuye:  woh-dee-dah-koo-yea

Hikarijin:  hee-KAH-ree-jin

Sorajin:  soh-RAH-jin

Umijin:  oo-MEE-jin

Shinrinjin:  sheen-REEN-jin

Hamajin:  hah-MAH-jin

Dohbutsujin:  doh-BOO-tsoo-jin

Sunajin:  soo-NAH-jin

Korijin:  koh-REE-jin

Kaenjin:  kah-EHN-jin

Kinzokujin:  keen-ZOH-koo-jin

Torijin:  toh-REE-jin

Kokorojin:  koh-KOH-roh-jin
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The Story Thus Far...
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After her parents tossed her in a cave and left her to die, Imperial Princess Redrinna took advantage of the situation to flee the confines of imperial life, but a creature named the Dragon Slayer hunted her and her new friend, a dragon named Xandrin, claiming that it had come to take her to ‘Father.’ 

They were rescued by the ghost of Timothon, her uncle and a past member of the Dragon Kin—a group of humans and dragons sworn to protect the continent—who told her the shocking truth about the previous Dragon Kin and the creation of the Eridian Empire. She was horrified but decided, with Xandrin’s encouragement, to fight to get stronger and find the lost Dragon Gems.

She succeeded, even managing to find someone else who’d been marked by a gem—a young man named Tak—but her gem didn’t bond to her. For one month, she desperately fought to prove her worth but to no avail. In a final attempt to prove herself, Redrinna and Xandrin returned to the Imperial City to steal much-needed information from her father. 

Instead, she learned her best friend, Lady Cel Tradat, was actually Reyna, an ally of the Dragon Kin’s enemy: Osiris. Then, she’s dragged before Osiris himself, where he offered to take her kingdom in exchange for one thing: herself.

When she rejected him, he let her go on the condition that if she failed to escape, she would belong to him. Xandrin and her gem ensured that she evaded his grasp.

The gem finally bonded to her, and she looked to the future with her head high, determined to put an end to Osiris...
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CHAPTER ONE
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Today was the day Redrinna was going to use her fire magic without almost blowing herself up. She was determined to do it this time. Closing her eyes against the tug of the wind, she raised both hands—palms down—to waist height, holding them perpendicular to her body. She snuck a glance at the book she'd been studying, adjusting her stance a smidge to be more in line with the one in the picture. Then she took a deep breath, preparing for the next steps. 

For the last week, she'd been practicing this set of stances, something she'd uncovered while scouring the library for help mastering her magic. The techniques in question hailed from various regions on the Oriana continent (according to the book, at least), and if the book was right, they were some of the best when it came to magical combat. 

And after what had happened in the Imperial City, and with Xandrin nearly dying to protect her not quite a month ago, learning to protect herself was one of her top priorities.

Redrinna took a steadying breath, redirecting her focus to what she was going to attempt. So far, she could get through the entire set if she went slow and only did the stances. The second she tried adding magic, it blew up in her face. Literally. She'd almost set her hair on fire once, and from then on, she'd begun wrestling it back into a decent ponytail before practicing. She wasn't anywhere near being good at that, especially when she painstakingly remembered the care her old guardian—Captain Brion—had taken when he'd done her hair almost every day while she'd lived in the palace. Compared to him, her skills were practically non-existent, but she was improving. 

Squeezing her eyes shut, she shook her head hard enough she hit herself in the face with the end of her ponytail. Right now, she needed to focus more on the pulse of the earth's spirit beneath her feet and less on mundane things like whether she could do her own hair.  

Stepping forward, Redrinna moved into the first stance, fire crackling to life between her palms. A shudder swept up her back. The memory of the fight on the mountainside, of her using fire magic—throwing it, making it explode out of the ground—flashed through her mind. If things had been different, if she hadn't been in a war with people's lives on the line, there was absolutely no way she would ever, ever, use her magic. She hated it. 

All at once, the fire between her hands went out. Blinking a couple times, she stared at them for a moment before sighing and straightening. Not for the first time, she'd hesitated too long between stances and broken the flow of energy, subsequently putting out her fire. Rapping her knuckles against the side of her head, she returned to the resting stance. 

All she had to do was stay focused. It wasn't that difficult.

Closing her eyes, Redrinna took a calming breath before shifting back into the first stance. Fire sizzled to life between her palms right before she dipped into the next. As she moved her hand to her other side, the fire whipped around her. Then she hit the third stance before moving to the fourth, the fire growing stronger, roaring louder with each movement. She braced herself for the fifth stance, the one where she was supposed to release the fire and shoot it out in front of her. 

All at once, Reyna's face flashed through her mind like a lightning bolt, dark eyes vivid enough to nearly stop her heart. Until the day Redrinna had returned to the city, they'd been friends. Then—the scene etched itself in front of her eyes for the thousandth time—she'd pushed her used-to-be friend off a cliff, abandoning her in a second for Xandrin. 

In a heartbeat, she'd not only ended a friendship, Redrinna had snuffed out a life. 

The scene melted like wax at the mercy of hot flame, vanishing almost as quickly as it had appeared, but she'd hesitated between the stances yet again. Realizing her mistake, she rushed into the final stance. The flames blasted out in a ball instead of a stream. Not again! Throwing her arms up in front of her face, she winced at the heat as it threw her back, sending her rolling in a couple painful somersaults before she managed to catch herself on her knees. 

Once the shock had passed, Redrinna glanced herself over, relieved to find nothing more than a few scrapes. Still, everything stung.

Sighing, she sat back, wincing as her stomach clenched, a reminder she hadn't eaten breakfast yet that morning. She massaged it until it quieted down, thinking through the stances and mentally kicking herself for hesitating yet again. She'd been so close; it was the closest she'd ever gotten to doing it right. It'd be much easier if the past would stay in the past. 

That was a lot closer than before. You'll have it before much longer. 

"I did get close," she admitted, glancing down at the large, red Dragon Gem hanging from her neck. It hadn't been very long since it'd hung cold and dormant, making her desperate enough to do something completely insane. Redrinna wasn't mad at the gem for the way things had played out, but she was terrified of what she'd been willing to do and how much she’d been willing to sacrifice in order to prove herself to be something she wasn’t sure she actually was.

The gem's ever-present light pulsed a little stronger as it spoke again. Please don't beat yourself up. Considering the material you're studying, and the fact you have to study it by yourself, your progress is remarkable. Clearly you have a talent for it. Don't take that for granted. 

Redrinna almost sighed again, but managed to hold it in. Despite the gem's encouragement, she couldn't help but feel she should be able to do it already. This was the most basic set of stances. It shouldn't be this difficult.

A bird zipped past her head, its wingbeats thrumming in her ears. She glanced after it, grimacing as she realized the sun had already crested the mountain peaks. It was late enough that if she stayed out here any longer, the others would notice she wasn't there and wonder why. Despite that, she found herself pausing to enjoy the view, admiring the green forests draping the steep slopes like a cloak, and the thin, glittering trickles of streams weaving in and out of sight. 

Since she was training with fire magic, Redrinna had elected to find a high cliff on the Mount, one rocky and barren of life where just breathing the air made her shiver. The sun had risen enough that its beams were peeling away the thick layers of mist that cloaked the Agicae Mountains every morning, warming the air and chasing away the morning chill. A few lilting strains of birdsong still floated on the breeze, and for a moment, Redrinna could forget all the worries and burdens clinging to her skin like leeches, threatening to suck the very life out of her. 

Then, that moment ended, and the sigh she'd been restraining passed through her lips. If she didn't hurry back inside, Timothon would start asking questions she'd rather not have to answer. If he knew how often she bolted awake from nightmares she couldn't remember and then forced the panic away by scaling the mountain and practicing with her magic so hard, sometimes she threw up, he'd try to stop her. 

However, after what had happened—after what she'd done—it was best if she fought through this on her own. 

After all, if Redrinna hadn't been so negligent, the people of the Imperial City might not have had to die, or at least, not the way they had. If she’d been stronger, she might've been able to do more than cower and flee when she'd come face to face with Osiris himself. If she’d been able to actually fight, her friend wouldn't have been almost killed trying to help her escape. 

So, in that sense, the sleepless nights and near constant exhaustion were fitting. She'd messed up big, so the consequence she deserved had to be just as huge. 

Redrinna started to push herself up before her ankle seized with pain, nearly dumping her back on the ground. Wincing, she hopped off the ankle in question, scowling at the nasty cut running across her skin, the garish purple of a bruise already manifesting around it. She must've smacked a rock or something when the fireball had knocked her back. Fortunately, it didn't seem too serious, so she would just have to wrap it once she made it back inside the Mount. 

Limping now, she retrieved her boots and brushed pebbles and dirt off her feet before slipping them on. Then she grabbed her book and headed down the Mount at a much slower pace than she liked. With luck, no one else was awake quite yet, or, at the very least, they hadn't been awake long enough to worry about her. 

#
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TAK WAS ALMOST OUT of fingers. He glanced over his digits, noting the little cuts on the tips of nearly all of them. Hopefully, he and Redrinna would soon be finished with this experiment of hers, otherwise he was going to have no unmarred fingers left. 

After a moment longer, he left his room, heading straight for the library. When he arrived, he peeked in, not entering until he spied Redrinna sitting cross-legged on a table she'd dragged from the corner, framed by the wall of windows behind her as she frowned at one of her hands. Dark mountain peaks blocked out most of the early morning sky framed in those windows, but what little he could see of it was a soft blue. Some sunlight slanted through the glass, throwing long shadows across the room, leaving most of the shelves and books in deep shade, but a few streams of the morning light touched Redrinna's hair, almost making it seem like she wore a crown of flame.

The unnatural shade of her hair made him recall his own, peculiar shade, and he had to forcibly stop himself from touching it. His aunt had told him it'd been a dark, earthy brown when he'd been born, but it'd changed to this foresty, black-ish green around the time he turned five. At the time, people in his village had said he'd been cursed by spirits or demons, like one of his ancestors had, but he knew now that he and his ancestor had both simply been marked by one of the Dragon Gems.

Even though it'd been a couple months since he'd lived there, a shudder shook him at the memory of that place. Quickly, he shoved it away before unwanted memories could settle on his shoulders like crows perching on iron gates. 

Redrinna glanced up then, almost smiling when she saw him, but his gaze immediately flicked away in embarrassment. Hopefully she hadn't noticed him staring. 

“Good morning,” she said, her partial smile fading as her attention returned to her hands. 

"Morning," Tak said, stopping a short distance away, realizing a second later he was partially in the shadow of a bookshelf. "How's your experiment going?"

"Fascinatingly," she said, dropping her hands so she could write something on the piece of paper next to her. "Look." 

He stepped closer as she extended her hands. Aside from a few calluses, there wasn't much to see. 

"Once again, the cut from two days ago is gone." She leaned forward and snatched his hands, the intensity with which she studied them making him a little uncomfortable. "But your first cut from five days ago? Mostly gone, but still healing. Isn't that strange?"

"Your cuts have all healed faster than mine." He shrugged, hiding his hands once she’d released him. Perhaps Redrinna's dad had been telling the truth about how her enormous fall couldn't have killed her. If that was the case, then it confirmed in his mind that her parents hadn’t actually been trying to murder her. 

Frowning, Redrinna hopped off the table, grabbing a loaf of bread Tak hadn't noticed. The crust crackled as she tore it in half, the sound reminding him he hadn't eaten yet. Eagerly, he took the half she held out to him, uttering a quiet 'thank you.' All the food he'd been given here had tasted better than anything he'd had in a long time, better than anything he’d been able to make for himself ever since... Never mind. 

"I guess my dad was right after all," Redrinna said, leaning against the table. "According to all the research we've done, small cuts like these would take anywhere from three to seven days to heal completely, and yours fall well into that average so far. None of mine have though."

Tak didn't know what to say, so he kept quiet.

"However, none of that seems to explain what’s going on. Am I just weird?" she muttered. Then, abruptly, "Let's go ask Timothon. He's met more people than us, so maybe he'd have a better idea of what's happening."

He nodded when she glanced at him, and she pushed off the table, heading for the exit. After a moment's hesitation, he followed, noting that today, all of the sudden, she walked with a faint limp. However, she’d probably just get mad if he said anything, so he kept it to himself.  

As he trailed after her, Tak couldn't shake the nagging feeling that he didn't belong here, doing this. He shouldn't have been with the Imperial Princess, talking to her like they were friends or eating at the same table. A gem shouldn't be sending him dreams, asking for him, over and over again—not after the life he'd lived. 

Regardless, that didn't stop him from wanting all those things.

They arrived in the kitchen a minute or so later, and as expected, Timothon was there, beating lumpy dough into submission. Tak was convinced this was the man's favorite place. 

"What are you two up to now?" the man asked as they trotted in, making Tak feel five again. 

It'd been a long, long time since he'd felt like a kid. 

"I wanted to ask you something," Redrinna said as she sat on one of the stools at the table where the red-haired man worked. Tak hesitantly sat on the stool next to her. 

"Do you now? What makes you think I have answers?" The man pushed his dough to the side as he cocked his head. 

"You've seen more of the world than me," she said, propping her elbows on the table and resting her chin in her hands. "And you've met more people. Tak and I can only get so far with our experiment with the resources we have."

"Experiment? Is that what you've been doing with my bread?"

"Not exactly. We've been testing the rate at which small cuts heal, and we try to eat about the same amount of food so we get the same amount of energy. So the test is more accurate."

"You're what?" Timothon's brow furrowed, a concerned look creeping onto his face.

After a moment, Redrinna held up her hands. Tak did the same since there wasn't much to see on her hands. 

"You've...been cutting your fingers? Do I need to point out the questionable nature of this experiment?"

Tak glanced at Redrinna as she hesitated. Now that he thought about it, he guessed it was a bit...unusual what they were doing. 

"It's not with the intent to harm. Just science."

Timothon sighed, shaking his head. "What was it you wanted to ask me?"

"Have you ever met someone whose injuries heal faster than normal? Like a tiny cut healing in about a day instead of a week, faster than normal?"

The man frowned, his thinking expression similar to Redrinna's, Tak noted. "Not that I know of. Are you saying yours do?"

She nodded, grabbing Tak's hand again. "See? This cut here? It should be fairly similar to this one on my hand, but they’re not, even though they were made at the same time."

The man studied both their hands for a long minute. “I see... But are you making sure you take every factor into account?”

“Every factor?”

“Like, is there a difference between the rate of time at which men heal versus women? Or how your diet as a child affects your body’s ability to heal as you get older? You also said you guys are trying to eat the same amount of food, but men do tend to need more food than women do, you know. Because they tend to be a bit bigger and all that.”

Redrinna frowned at her hand again while reaching up and catching hold of her mother’s necklace. 

“On top of that, Tak wasn’t very healthy when he first came here,” Timothon continued, a frown on his face. “But now that he is, he’s been growing.”

Tak’s gaze fell to the table as he frowned. Had he?

“But you haven’t, and that might be affecting things.” Timothon shrugged in an almost apologetic way. “I’d love to be of some help, but I don’t know the answers to any of those questions, and it’s hard to give you a definitive answer without them. Sorry.”

Redrinna tapped her fingers against her chin and didn’t speak. After nearly an entire minute, she rose and left without a word.

Even though she hadn’t said anything, Tak was pretty sure she was going to find Xandrin. For a moment, he debated following, but something about seeing her and the dragon together always made him...he didn’t know...sad? Or maybe it was jealous? Whatever the emotion was, it wasn’t one he enjoyed or was comfortable having inside him. 

"You aren't going to follow?" Timothon asked, pausing in his dough kneading to flick his vibrant red hair out of his eyes. The errant strands flopped right back where they'd been before, but he didn't seem to notice.

"N-no," Tak said quietly, focusing his gaze on the dough instead of the man's face.

"Ah, I see." Timothon paused, giving his dough a pinch and staring at it for a long minute. 

As he did so, Tak noticed he and Redrinna had similarly shaped noses, both with a narrow bridge and a wide base, except Redrinna's was a bit longer. The way their bangs rested on their foreheads was similar, the shape of their eyes was similar, even the faces they made were often near mirror images. They were similar in such small ways—tiny ways—that, for some reason, left him feeling out of place. Estranged, almost.

"It’s kind of nice to see Redrinna interested in something for a change, isn't it?" Timothon suddenly asked, startling him.

Tak agreed, though he wasn’t sure ‘interested’ was the word he’d use to describe her right now. He still remembered how, when he'd first come here, she'd been while trying to wake her Dragon Gem. She'd always shut herself away. The few times he’d seen her, she'd barely spoken, and her eyes had always been red and swollen. Her current sullen, withdrawn mood didn’t seem much different.

"Hey, Tak," Timothon said, pulling him from his thoughts once again. "Are you ready to go get your gem? Xandrin's almost healed enough to take you."

A chill seeped into his gut. No, he wasn't ready. He didn't think he'd ever be ready, but what he said was, "Y-yeah, I'm...ready."

Timothon stopped, mouth pressed in a line as he studied Tak with those unnerving red eyes. "That's not the most convincing answer you could have given. It’s okay if you're not ready. Just be sure, all right?" 

Tak’s voice fled, so he settled for a nod instead. He wanted to be ready, but at the same time, there was still that nagging sensation—almost like a little voice in his head—whispering that he didn't belong here. What right did someone like him have trying to join a group like the Dragon Kin, defiers of evil, when he was...?

A tiny sigh escaped him. That was part of the reason he had a hard time being around Timothon. Somehow, the guy had a knack for asking pointed questions that made him uncomfortable. It was almost like the man could tell something was off. It was unsettling to imagine that if Timothon prodded long enough, he’d eventually jab the wounds Tak held tight to his heart. Would getting the gem change that and make those feelings disappear? Or would it make them worse?
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CHAPTER TWO
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Redrinna glanced up from her papers in time to watch a drop of semi-opaque wax slip off the top of her candle and race down its side like a raindrop on glass. It was easier to study the map when she had the light of the sun, but she didn't want to waste a single second of the day, sun or no, and as soon as she could pinpoint the location of the nearest dragon, she'd be less stressed about Tak. Maybe she hadn't been paying enough attention before (which she completely believed), but while they'd been stuck in the Mount waiting for Xandrin to recover, she noticed how often Tak put his barriers up. He was always nearby but never close. It was like he wanted to be friends but didn't at the same time. So, maybe if he could make friends with a dragon, develop a bond similar to what she and Xandrin had, he would be able to settle in more. Then again, maybe it wouldn't help at all. 

Shaking her head, Redrinna turned her attention back to the map in front of her. With one finger, she pointed to where she estimated them to be, buried deep in the winding trail of dark, jagged slashes that represented the Agicae Mountains. Then she glanced at the slim sheaf of creased, wrinkled papers, their corners yellowing with age—the information her father had given her the last time they'd seen each other—resting an arm’s length away, partially within the halo of light from her candle. 

Her heart wrenched into a tight, confusing spiral of love and pain at the memory, so she shook those thoughts away, pulled the papers closer, and forced herself to focus on the words written on the pages instead of the paper itself. 

A list of dragons ran down one side, and their locations were listed parallel to them down the other side, all in her father's scratchy but almost calligraphic handwriting. Redrinna had put a small check beside the dragon she'd figured to be Xandrin and a circle beside the one she was hoping to find for Tak. 

It lived close to where she’d found the gems, thus making it the nearest dragon to them. Once Xandrin was strong enough to fly with them again, they’d be going and getting a gem for Tak, so finding that dragon was the most logical next step. It was strange to think Redrinna had been so close to another dragon all this time and had never even had a clue, but then again, she’d lived near Xandrin her entire life, and no one had ever seen him.

"Why aren't you sleeping again?" Timothon asked so unexpectedly, Redrinna jumped and smacked her injured ankle against her chair. 

Before she could stop it, a little cry escaped her. 

The following silence was nearly suffocating. 

Redrinna kept her head lowered as her uncle sighed. He approached, bending down and grabbing her ankle before propping it on the chair next to her. The next moment, he placed ice wrapped in a towel on it, making sure she was holding it before he let go.

"When you get an injury, you should take care of it."

Ignoring that, she squinted at the little chunk of ice wrapped in the towel. “Where did you get this?”

“That’s for me to know, and you to not unless you’re going to be honest with me.” He propped a fist against his hip. “Why didn’t you take care of your ankle?”

"I did." She glanced at him before hurriedly turning away.

"Mmm," was all he said in response. "Back to the first question then. It's a little late, don't you think?"

"I want to find Tak a dragon as soon as possible, and I'm not tired yet, so..." 

Timothon tilted his head to the side, a few locks of his hair shifting across his forehead. "Okay, I'd be more inclined to believe that if you were even trying to get some sleep. Don't think I didn't notice you staying up late and getting up abysmally early. You know you don't have to put in all these crazy hours, don't you? It’s not like Xandrin's strong enough to fly with anyone on his back just yet, and if charting a course is all you intend to do until then, you can afford to get more sleep."

The thought of sleep almost coaxed a yawn out of her, but she kept it in check. "I'm really not tired." Before she could stop herself, she muttered, "It's not like I'd be able to sleep anyway."

Timothon's eyes narrowed, making her heart skip a beat. He hesitated for a minute more before taking the seat across from her, his eyes glowing like embers in the candlelight. "You can't sleep?"

Curse her stupid mouth. Refusing to respond, Redrinna focused on her map instead. After everything that had happened, she'd been shaken and devastated, but at the end of the day, she'd truly believed she'd been fine. Or, at least, after some time, she would be. Then the nightmares had set in and— 

A shudder swept through her. It was like time was marching forward, dragging her along behind it without giving her a chance to find her footing. Losing so much in one go was just... Redrinna felt hollow, like a loaf of bread someone had holed out, leaving nothing but the crust. 

"Do you want to talk?" her uncle asked, pulling her back to reality. "I don't know if there's anything I can do to help you if I don't know what you're feeling right now." 

"I'm fine," she said as she touched her thumb to where she guessed they were on the map. Then she slid her pinky to where she'd found the gem. The papers from her father said the dragon in question lived at a waterfall in a forest near the west coast. However, there was lots and lots of forest near the coast, and the map didn't have any waterfalls marked on it, not even any of the famous ones like Azure Falls or Crescent Fire Falls. How was she supposed to figure out where the dragon was if there weren't any—

"Hey, would you pay attention to me for a minute? I'm trying to talk with you." Timothon caught hold of her hand, lifting it from the map. "Pretending nothing is wrong isn't going to make the pain go away; it’s going to make it worse. You're not going to heal if you close your eyes and make believe that what's hurting you doesn't exist. These things take—"

"How many times do I have to tell you I'm fine? I'm fine, I'm fine, I'm fine!" Redrinna snapped, jerking her hand away. "Just shut up!"

His mouth popped open.

Immediately, shame blossomed in her chest, and she returned her hand to the ice on her ankle. "I-I'm sorry. I didn't mean that."

"Redrinna," Timothon began slowly, cautiously, "I don't want to overstep, but you're scaring me. I get that you're determined to do what you feel you need to but—"

"It's important," she said quickly, unable to meet his eye. 

"And so are you," he said, voice gentle. "Just...try not to get so lost in yourself that you forget the rest of us exist, all right? I know you're miserable; trust me, I've been there. But just—" He interrupted himself with a sigh before he smiled one of those sad smiles she was starting to dislike on his face. "Don't forget, okay?"

Redrinna didn't know what to say, so she stared at her hands on her ankle. The hands that had pushed a friend-turned-foe to her death. The hands that trembled at the mere memory of her enemies. The hands that had miraculously saved Xandrin but couldn't perform a simple set of magic stances. She shuddered again, resting her head against her knee, and pushed those thoughts far away. 

Timothon stayed quiet now, but he didn't leave. So, after a minute more, Redrinna continued with her project. 

Maybe they should just go in the general direction of the dragon and see what they could find. It'd be more productive than sitting here and making guesses based on information she didn't have. Though, if she was honest with herself, she wasn't sure she wanted to go. A month ago, she would've gone in a heartbeat, but now...the idea of leaving the Mount again, of risking being out there and at Osiris’s mercy filled her with unspeakable terror, with a fear so vivid it felt like it would devour her. However, letting the others go out there and face who-knew-what without her filled her with a dread so intense, it made her chest clench and burn like she was drowning. 

Shaking her head, Redrinna decided she needed to move on to something else, otherwise she'd get lost in these thoughts bobbing in her mind like boats on the edge of a whirlpool. Entertaining them was flirting with disaster. She'd already experienced that more than once in the last month. 

Timothon silently watched as she stacked all her papers together and set them aside. "Is it bedtime now? Please?"

She shook her head, forcing her tumultuous thoughts away with a smile. "There's a book on magic I found yesterday that I want to check. I don't like using weapons—and all I have is this little knife anyway—but magic is okay." Kind of.

A sigh escaped him as she set the half-melted ice aside, left the table, and headed towards what she'd realized must be the magic section of the library. She was slowly figuring out the organization of this place. Hopefully, she'd have it down soon so she could find things faster. 

Redrinna heaved the book she wanted off the shelf, having to use both arms to lug it back to the table. She hadn't realized how huge it was, but hopefully, its size was because the book was stuffed full of knowledge rather than fluff.

When Redrinna returned to the table, Timothon wasn't there, making a flicker of relief flit through her chest. If he wasn’t here, then she couldn’t yell at him again. She understood where he was coming from, but the truth was she didn't know what to say to him or how to answer his questions. How could she explain feelings she didn’t understand or the ones she did feel but didn't want to?

Frankly, she wished he would let it be and stop worrying about her. She didn't want anybody trying to protect or watch out for her anymore. Being alone wasn’t an attractive alternative, but she didn't want anybody to be hurt in her place ever again, even if that meant she ended up having to stand completely on her own. That was why studying magic, something she was half good at, was something she had to do. Then, whenever her friends were in danger, she'd actually be able to protect them.

Maybe then she could get some sleep again. 

Redrinna had just cracked her book open when Timothon returned, setting down a loaf of bread, a knife, and butter. He then tossed a big blanket onto the far end of the table before retaking his seat. She shot him a questioning look before returning her attention to the book. 

"If you're going to pull an all-nighter, then I'm going to sit up with you. It's not like I need to sleep anyway."

She eyed the bread he’d brought, her stomach almost twinging with hunger, but at the same time, the sight of the golden-brown crust and its accompanying, warm aroma couldn’t entice her to even want to eat. Instead, staring at it made nausea creep into her gut. 

“Don’t scowl at it like that,” her uncle said, resting his chin in his hands. “I worked very hard on it, you know.”

“I’m not...scowling.” Redrinna dropped her gaze back to the book.

“Sure. Besides, you might get peckish later. Or I might.”

She didn’t even get the chance to make it through one sentence before looking back up at him. “You...might get peckish?”

He shrugged. "I still like food from time to time even if I'm dead and don't need it. But more importantly, let's study this book of yours. I can help you."

"But you said you didn't study magic because it was hard and took too long."

"Which is true!" He nodded emphatically, but a hint of a smirk twisted his mouth. “That doesn't mean I'm completely clueless either. I might know some things."

She didn’t respond right away. "Fine. Just...stay quiet though."

"Quiet. Got it. I can do that. No prob—"

Her brow lowered as a scowl threatened to creep onto her face. Flashing a brilliant grin, he shut his mouth.

#

[image: ]


MORNING LIGHT COAXED Redrinna awake, startling her a little. When had she fallen asleep? Her shoulders were unbearably heavy, so she didn't think she’d slept for long. The usual, as of late. 

She shifted and paper crinkled as she did, making her sigh as she carefully smoothed it back out. Once again, she’d fallen asleep while reading.

Pushing herself up, she stretched, working out the stiffness in her neck when the weight abruptly vanished from her shoulders. And it was suddenly much colder. 

Glancing down, she found herself half-wrapped in a blanket. So this was why Timothon had brought it last night. Her gaze traveled over the table, and she noted the food he'd brought with him was gone, as was he. 

Fighting back a yawn, she wondered what time it was. A quick glance out the window didn't help since the surrounding mountains blocked out most of the sky, but the slim smear she did see was a pale, watery blue. It was probably early in the morning, which didn’t surprise her much.

Stretching again, Redrinna lifted the blanket off and stood, pushing her chair back with her legs. A loud thunk rang out and pages fluttered. Jumping, she swiftly righted the candlestick she’d knocked over with the blanket. It was fortunate that had been out for a while, otherwise her papers would’ve been ruined. 

She turned to leave, but nearly jumped out of her skin when she ran right into Timothon.

He grinned. "Good morning. Did you sleep well?"

"Where did you come from?" She took a step back, bumping into the chair. 

He pointed over his shoulder at the library's entrance. 

Redrinna did not appreciate his humor. "Is Xandrin awake?"

"I haven't seen him, but that doesn't mean anything. I've been baking bread." As he stepped to one side, she dropped the blanket into her chair and led the way out of the library. "Hey, don't you want to eat breakfast?"

"I'm not hungry yet," she said, trying to walk faster than him, but his legs were longer than hers so he kept pace with her anyway. "Besides, I had some bread last night, remember?"

"Yeah, one slice. Without any butter on it. The butter is the best part."

Taking a deep breath to avoid sighing, she ignored him and focused her thoughts on what she'd read last night. It was all a bit hazy. A lot of last night's reading had gone over her head, especially when Timothon had tried to ‘help’ by explaining it to her. Maybe she would've gotten farther on her own—as it turned out, her uncle barely knew a thing about magic, though he'd tried hard to be helpful.

Shaking her head, Redrinna pushed that thought to the back of her mind where she’d examine it later. For now, she wanted to check on Xandrin, just in case she’d forgotten to yesterday. She thought she had, but all the magic facts buzzing in her brain made it difficult to remember, and at the very least, she knew for a fact she hadn’t checked on him the day before. Today, she’d make sure to spend time with him. 

“Where are you off to now?” Timothon said. Redrinna didn’t hear his footsteps behind her any longer.

“Xandrin,” she called over her shoulder as she entered the main room of the Mount. Their conversation from last night flitted through her mind, but it was successfully chased out when she touched one of the two necklaces hanging from her throat, the one with the two intertwining hearts. She understood where her uncle was coming from, but her neglect had cost hundreds of people their lives and almost Xandrin's too. Her mother had been murdered because of her. If running herself into the ground ensured nothing like that ever happened again, then she wouldn’t voice a single complaint.

When Redrinna arrived at Xandrin’s door, she shook those thoughts away.  It was dark, like usual in the dragon's room, so she paused, listening for the dragon's breathing. Deep and heavy. She almost smiled. Typical Xandrin, sleeping like always.

Quietly, she approached and scrambled onto the dragon's shoulders, carefully lying down. Normally, she would wake him up, but her chest ached at the thought of depriving him of the rest he needed to recover, especially since the only reason he needed it was because he'd been hurt protecting her.

Lightly, Redrinna traced a finger along the edge of one of his deeper wounds, the faded grey of the scarring a stark contrast to the vibrant red and smoky black sheen of his scales. It was a miracle he hadn’t died that night. 

Fortunately, Xandrin had recovered enough to take short, solo flights. After some more days of building his strength, Timothon had said the dragon would be recovered enough to take her and Tak on short trips. The knowledge that Xandrin would soon be well enough for them to continue their journey assuaged the guilt that nagged at her every time she looked at him or the scales of the shirt he’d made for her, the one she now wore. Even though Xandrin had gone to great lengths to make her this shirt, a part of her hated wearing it. 

Every time she saw his scales, it was just another reminder of her mistakes and stupidity.

While she didn’t actually sleep, Redrinna caught herself dozing as she waited for him to wake up. Eventually he shifted, pulling her out of her sleepy haze enough to lift her head and find him staring at her.

“Good morning,” she said before stretching.

He yawned, ear frills fanning out as he did so. “Have you been here long?”

She shook her head. "Even if I had, I don't mind waiting for you." After sliding off his back, she watched him climb to his feet, waiting for any glimpse of pain. There was a grimace here or there, but he didn't hesitate once in the motion. That was an improvement.

They headed to the dining hall together, where Redrinna forced down a couple slices of bread—making sure Timothon was watching as she spread butter on them. At the very least, it made them slide down her throat easier. 

After Xandrin had eaten his fill, she followed him outside, standing a few paces back until he'd launched himself into the air. From the ledge of the Mount, she watched him fly in large, slow circles before he dove and threw himself high in the air. Even if he was merely doing exercises to get his strength back, watching him fly was captivating. Her chest ached at the thought of what had almost happened to him once more.

As long as she drew breath, Redrinna never wanted to watch someone she cared about go through something like this again. If she was strong enough to protect herself, no one would have to put their life on the line for her. Nobody would have to risk dying for her. 

It's cold, the gem around her neck whispered. You should've grabbed your cloak before coming out here. 

"It doesn't bother me," Redrinna said, folding her arms as a slight, chill breeze blew over. The palace had been about this cold, so she was used to it. Besides, spring was coming to the mountains now; there was an undercurrent of warmth in the cold wind and faint strains of bird song traveling through the air. 

If she'd still been at the palace, spring would've fully taken root by now. Or, at least, it would've felt like it. There would've been a lot less snow crouching in the shadows at any rate.

The palace was one of the last places she wanted to think about right now, though. For the time being, even if it could only be for a short while, she simply wanted to be Redrinna, a member of the Dragon Kin, and nothing more. That was enough of a task to focus on for now.

"He's certainly getting better, isn't he?" Timothon said from right beside her, getting her to look his way. "You know, the next few days are going to pass quickly. Are you sure you aren't going to miss me while you’re gone?"

Frowning, she raised an eyebrow at him. What was he on about?

"Don't scowl at me," he said with a frown of his own. "You should smile. I'm saying in a few days Xandrin will, for sure—unless something weird happens—be strong enough for you guys to make a short trip, so you’ll be free to go if you want."

"Go?"

"Last time you left, something bad happened, so you should go out there and have a better time. That's all. Well, and I've always found hard stuff easier to work through when I've got something to do. Finding a dragon will probably keep you pretty busy, don't you think?"

He might have had a point there. It wasn't easy to get swept up in a whirlpool of negative thoughts when Redrinna had something to do.

"There's something special I want you to take with you. Meet me in the Hall of the Dragon Kin, okay?" The sternness of his gaze reminded her of the time he'd told her about the Dragon Kin, something that seemed like it had happened forever ago now. It almost made a chill race down her spine.

She nodded, and he went back inside the Mount. Xandrin finished his exercises a few minutes later and went to his room when Redrinna told him where she was going. Taking a deep breath, she turned and headed up the tunnel.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The walk to the Hall was still long and tiring, but Redrinna didn’t mind the exercise. It distracted her from the anxiety gnawing on her nerves with each step she took. Timothon had been frighteningly serious out on the ledge, and she wasn’t sure she was genuinely ready for whatever he wanted to give her. The last time he’d been that serious, he’d been about to explain how the Empire had come to be and how Osiris—

Her thoughts stopped, and so did she. The mere thought of him dumped floods of fear into her chest, making Redrinna want to run, hide, and never come back out. She hated remembering the way he’d lounged on her father’s throne with that disturbing grin, the way he’d discussed killing innocent people so nonchalantly, or the way he’d confessed to murdering her siblings like he’d been proud of it. He alone made her terrified of the idea of leaving the Mount ever again.

Worse than that was the recollection of Osiris saying he was letting her go, implying that to him, her freedom was his to grant or take away. His words lingered in her nightmares, lurked in the shadows of Redrinna’s every thought. Was there a point in even trying to oppose him? 

Whatever his plan was, he was confident enough in its success to let her run around trying to stop it, but what happened when he decided she’d run around enough and it was time for her to come back? Already, he’d almost had her racing back to his side to save Xandrin, so when he truly wanted her back, how far would he go? What else would he delight in ripping away from her in order to get his way? Who else would he try to take away?

No. Redrinna couldn’t let herself think like that or let those thoughts linger. She couldn’t quit this race she’d agreed to run. If she stopped moving, if she just rolled over and died, Osiris would be there waiting.

Shaking those thoughts away, she forced herself to keep walking. 

A few minutes later, Redrinna arrived in the hall, pausing to take in the kaleidoscopic sunlight streaming through the stained-glass windows, throwing fractured rainbows against the stone and the nine statues towering over the room. Timothon stood in the center of it all, at the heart of the platform in the middle of the room, his back to her.

"What did we come here for?" Redrinna asked, stopping a short distance away. 

"Because I want you to understand how serious this is." Timothon turned, a sheathed sword in his hands. 

Her heart wilted at the sight of it.

He approached but didn't hand over the weapon. "This belonged to me when I was alive but don't ask how it got here. My guess is the gems had something to do with it. Either way, the sword was a gift to me from one of the other human tribes, and it's pretty special. I managed to set it on fire once."

He slid it out of the sheath a little, letting the slender, jet-black blade peek out. Redrinna blinked in surprise. She'd never seen a sword with a blade quite like this before. 

"See? Not a normal sword given the color of its blade and all, right? I believe the magic that's in it did that, but I'm not the right person to ask." He slid it back into its sheath, the weapon letting out a menacing hiss as it went. "Regardless of any of that, no matter how pretty or cool it is, this is a weapon."

"I know," she whispered, her hands trembling. For most of her life, Redrinna had been convinced she could get by without ever having to touch a weapon, but now she knew that line of thinking was naïve so long as they were in war. Regardless, that didn't change the fact she hated this sword—this instrument of pain and death—and the weight it brought with it. 

"Swords have their uses, but they aren't the best weapons when it comes down to it. And I know you told me you'd rather use your magic than a weapon. It's smart to take out an enemy before they can get close, but in case someone does manage to do that, I want you to take this. Only use it if you must. Promise me."

She met Timothon's pained expression with one of her own before nodding. "I promise." 

Repressing yet another shudder, Redrinna reached out and took the sword, wincing as its cold weight came to rest in her palms. She wanted to throw it back at him, but instead, she pulled it to her chest. In order to protect herself and those she cared for, she'd do what she had to. Even accepting this. 

Timothon smiled then, but it was one of the ones that didn't reach his eyes. "Be careful out there, okay?"
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TAK JERKED AWAKE, PANTING and drenched in a cold sweat. For a long moment, he couldn't figure out what was happening, but then it came to him: the dream. Not again. Suppressing a groan, he laid back down before swiping at the tears. Then he hid his eyes beneath his arms. He didn't know why when the gem sent him its dream, tears and sleeplessness came with it, but it happened every time. 

Soon though, it would all be over. In the morning, they'd be leaving and not coming back until they had his gem. Timothon had said as much, and Redrinna hadn't denied it. They'd go find a dragon, then get his gem. Then, according to Timothon, the dreams would end, Tak would be able to sleep, and he'd officially be a part of the Dragon Kin. 

After all these years, Tak would have a place to call his own that no one could try bullying him out of. Even if they got tired of him or realized they didn't like him, they wouldn't be able to say he didn't belong. Perhaps then, for the first time in his life, he'd be able to breathe easy. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what that would be like. Yet, even if no one could chase him away, that didn’t mean he’d have a home or a place to belong. Even with a gem around his neck, he’d probably always be an outsider and a burden.

Sighing, Tak lowered his arms a little, staring up at the dark grey stone above him. Thin rays of moonlight painted silver beams across the stone, making bars on the ceiling. While they'd been stuck in the Mount, the gem had left him alone somewhat, but maybe it sensed he was on his way now and that was why the dream was back. 

A reminder had been neither wanted nor necessary.

Unexpectedly, a memory of his aunt surfaced in his mind, reminiscent of a night similar to this one. He'd spent many nights like this, lying awake in the dark while sleep evaded him—long before the issue had been exacerbated by the gem. His aunt had had some sort of sixth sense for his sleeplessness, Tak supposed, since when he'd had these nights, she'd often come to find him. She'd taught him lullabies, songs from an age past cocooned in the forgotten language of Avarian. It may have been illegal to utter it, but that hadn't stopped her from teaching him enough to understand the songs. 

A deep ache blossomed in his chest like a thorn-laden rose, making Tak squeeze his eyes shut as the bittersweet memories dug into him with the intensity of knife-like thorns. He didn't want to remember any of those times with his aunt; not the times she'd taught him how to bake nor the times they'd gone into the woods to find berries—not a single second of their time together. It stung, calling up other memories he didn't want to think about, memories that were even more painful than losing the last of the only family he'd ever had. 

A long sigh rushed out of him as he pushed the memory away. He would've given anything to spend a minute with her—just one—but he didn't have that kind of power. The magic he did have was worthless, only able to bring pain and suffering. Never, in all the rest of his days, would he touch that power again. 

Rolling over, almost as though he could turn his back on all the thoughts nagging at him, he shut his eyes. However, the sweet escape of sleep never came. 
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REDRINNA RELEASED A deep breath before lifting her palms in front of her, concentrating hard. A minute ball of fire sprang to life with a soft crackle, and after a moment of watching the little flames, she passed it back and forth between her hands, forcing herself to take it slow. The books she'd been reading about magic had stressed practicing control and having a solid mastery of the basics above all else. 

She should've been sleeping, but since she wasn’t tired—and if she left her room, she'd have to deal with Timothon—she’d chosen to practice her magic in the solitude. The last thing she wanted was to be in a position where she would have to use her new sword, so she desperately wanted to have near perfect control over her magic. Otherwise, she would end up having to rely on that weapon. 

For a few minutes, the only sound in the room was the faint sizzle of the tiny fire as it leisurely bobbed from one hand to the next. There was almost something soothing about this, watching the tiny ball of flickering flame bounce back and forth, its soft light dancing on and off the wood furniture and the stone walls. 

Not tired again? her gem asked. 

Redrinna jumped, the fire vanishing with a hiss and a curl of smoke.

Sorry. 

"It's okay," she said, holding in a sigh. "And no, I'm not tired. So I'd figured I'd practice until I am." She restarted the fire between her hands.

You won't 'forget' to sleep again, will you?

"That only happened once."

The gem returned to being silent, but, once she’d put the fire out a while later, it spoke again. You should rest now. You'll be leaving in the morning, and you'll need all your strength.

Redrinna hesitated with her hands still in the air. Leaving. Tomorrow, she would have to depart from the safety of the Mount and exchange it for the danger and uneasiness of the unknown, and since Timothon had already told the other two, it was impossible to prolong or avoid it. She couldn’t put it off until these feelings and the sleeplessness went away, and she couldn’t justify staying here either. Except...what if something happened out there? What if it ended up the same way the last time had? What would she do if she couldn’t save her friends this time?

Is everything okay?

She flinched away from the gem’s voice. Because it was awake, it couldn’t miraculously save her this time. It may have been a powerful relic, but Redrinna didn’t have a clue how it worked, and when she’d asked, it’d given her a cryptic: ‘every bond with a gem is unique, so I don’t know how ours will work’ kind of answer. 
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