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        May our sins be forgiven.

        May our honor be restored.

        May we once again touch the sky.
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          LAST OF THE DRAGON WARRIORS

        

      

    

    
      Bright scorching flames blazed around Lian’s body, licking her exposed skin, coiling around her limbs and torso. She could feel their powerful heat as they writhed and lashed, but she remained impervious to their wrath. She gazed upward, high above the raging fire to its source, and was filled with a feeling of awe and fear. A beautiful, serpentine creature towered in the sky, its great crimson mane shining with fiery hues as it reared back, taking another deep breath.

      Lian braced herself, her stance wide, arms bent with her fists clenched parallel to her ribs. The second blast bathed the slender woman in molten fury, and once again, she endured. She had taken the dragon off guard; she could see it hesitating, sizing her up, trying to figure out how she, an ordinary mortal woman, still stood defiantly before it. This was the perfect opportunity to strike back!

      Still maintaining her pose, Lian reached into the depths of her soul to where her own wild inferno always burned. She drew that power upward with little coaxing, just as her father had taught her when she was a child. Her mouth opened wide, and a second later, flames, every bit as hot as those of the dragon’s, erupted from her. The gout of fire slammed into the unsuspecting dragon, inciting a roar of surprised outrage. Her blast had done no more harm to the dragon than it had to Lian; she made her point all the same.

      As the flames tapered out, a broad grin spread over Lian’s face. Few had the gall to breathe fire back at a dragon, and the rush of adrenaline-fueled courage made her feel downright giddy. The dragon was regarding her more closely now, watching as her smirk turned into a laugh. It really should have seen its own face, she thought.

      Much to her disappointment, the fight was over. The dragon lowered itself down, yellow eyes penetrating her very spirit. Its lips parted, and she braced, thinking it was about to attack again after all, but instead, it spoke.

      It’s, no his, voice was like nothing she had ever heard before. The deep rumble reminded her of standing in a circle of roaring bonfires. Yet, in contrast, his tone was gentle and imploring. Lian’s body relaxed, her demeanor turning somber.

      “Byetzu, Tiyomi. Rise to the Heavens and rain purging flame upon the broken, wicked world.” The words echoed, reverberating through Lian’s heart, bones, and mind. “Byetzu!”
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      DECEMBER 844 AQE

      “Wake up, Lian!” A hand was shaking her, the words breaking through her dream of fire and long forgotten, legendary creatures. Lian swatted at her father’s hand and mumbled, trying to convey she was absolutely awake even though her eyes remained stubbornly shut. She heard him heave a sigh and knew if she didn’t drag herself out of bed soon, he’d resort to more extreme measures.

      “Lian…” He stretched her name out in mock warning, as he had done so often when she was younger. “You’d better get your lazy bones out of bed, young lady…”

      She quite agreed, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to do much more than groan back at him. She was far too comfortable, too warm, her dream too pleasant! How could he possibly expect her to get up so early and under such conditions?

      “All right, you brought this on yourself…” He didn’t hesitate any longer. A moment later, his strong, artisan’s hands were at her ribs, tickling without a shred of mercy.

      “No, no!” she squealed, trying to fight him off. Lian squirmed and flailed against the inhumane assault. “Get off me, ruffian!” she shouted in between gasping breaths. “I’m up! I’m up!”

      Taoru, as her father was named, finally relented and flopped unceremoniously onto the edge of the bed to catch his own breath. “I’m getting too old for that…” he teased, reaching over to affectionately boop her nose. “And so are you.”

      Still quieting the last of her giggles, Lian swiped at the sleep in her eyes while sticking her tongue out. “You say that about everything…”

      “Well, I warned you many times not to grow up.” He smiled, his golden eyes twinkling down at her with fatherly love. “But you didn’t listen to me.”

      She was certain if he’d had the choice, Taoru would have her remain his little girl forever. Covered in dirt from playing outside, running barefoot around his workshop, sitting on his shoulders as they took long walks in the woods together… Lian missed those days as well, when she was small and full of innocent curiosity. She didn’t possess a single memory of ever being alone or frightened and had always known her father would be there for her no matter what.

      Lian reached for Taoru’s hand, marveling that even at twenty, hers looked so small in comparison. “Sorry, Dad,” she whispered and meant it.

      They sat there together in silence for a few minutes, absorbing the moment, before Taoru finally leaned over and placed a soft kiss on his daughter’s head. “Come now, Miryu, breakfast is getting cold, and we both have a great deal to accomplish today.” He stood up and squeezed her hand once more before letting go and walking from the room.

      She rolled her eyes at the sappy, draconic nickname he’d been using for her ever since she could remember, then watched him go. She admired everything about him, from the proud way he held his head to the subtle strength of his broad shoulders. The world didn’t make many men such as Master Taoru the Sculptor, who were both wise and kind, strong and honorable. He had raised Lian alone, her mother having left him to marry according to family obligation instead.

      At the thought of her estranged mother, Lian hopped to her feet and busied herself getting ready for the day. Anything to take her mind off the woman she had never even met. It wasn’t long before she was absorbed in her tasks, brushing through her long, silky black hair, changing out of her night clothes and into the silk dress she wore around the estate.

      “Lian! Come eat!” Taoru’s voice sounded from the other room, beckoning her toward the smell of breakfast. Her stomach growled and she gave it a consoling pat before leaving the room to join her father at the table.

      It was just another cold, December morning for Lian. They chatted while they ate, then she helped with the dishes so that Taoru could head out to his workshop early. He had a new commission waiting to be started and after days of sketching, he was ready to begin sculpting the piece in earnest.

      Lian’s day would be far less interesting. She had a mountain of books waiting in the other room to work through. Taoru had always insisted she be educated and though he was a gentle father, he expected her best when it came to learning. Whether it was language, history, or magic, though the latter was a subject much more to her liking.

      After the dishes were done, Lian settled down in Taoru’s study with one of several thick tomes and began the process of translating the assigned passage. It was an ancient book written in draconian, passed down through the generations until it had come to Taoru. Someday it would be given to Lian so she could torture her own children with it.

      She puffed out a sigh and let her thoughts wander back to the dream she’d been enjoying before she was so rudely interrupted. It was nothing new. She’d been intermittently having the same dream for several years now and she often wondered if it meant she was destined for greater things than this simple existence that her father insisted on.

      Somewhere out there was adventure, just waiting for her to come along and experience it. Maybe Taoru had abandoned such notions, but Lian still saw excitement in her future. All she had to do was reach out and take her destiny by the reins. Except doing what she wanted and what Taoru wanted were two different things.

      She didn’t dare voice the desire that even now nagged at her. Not because she feared reprisal, but because she didn’t want to hurt him by turning her back on what he thought was best for her. Lian knew without a doubt that Taoru only had her best interests at heart and yet she couldn’t help feeling trapped by it.

      A distant, familiar rumble dragged Lian back to the moment and the ink that was dripping from her brush onto the rice paper. “Oops!” She dipped it into the inkwell, grimacing as a few more drops splattered the page, then she rose from her seat to scurry into the main living area.

      The noise that still hadn’t abated could mean only one thing; horses. Someone was coming to visit and she was eager to see who. She hurried through the house and into Taoru’s workshop where he was wiping his hands with a cloth. It didn’t look as though he’d gotten very far, a fact that was confirmed when he turned around. There was fleeting irritation on his face.

      “Who is it, Dad?” Lian was halfway to the shop door when Taoru’s stern voice stopped her dead in her tracks.

      “Soldiers. Now go back to your studies.”

      His tone left no room for argument, but she wasn’t about to give up so easily. “But, Dad…” She flashed her best smile, hoping to win him over with sheer cuteness. “What do you think they want?”

      “Lian, don’t make me repeat myself.” Taoru rarely sounded so commanding.

      Hearing it now sent a little chill down Lian’s spine. There was a somberness to her father’s demeanor as he headed for the open workshop doors. What was he so worried about? Why did he always get like this when the warlord’s troops paid them a visit?

      Lian stared at her father’s broad back, noting the tension in his shoulders for the first time. His playful nature was gone, replaced with something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Fear? She shook her head, refusing to believe mere soldiers could frighten Taoru.

      He cast a somber stare over his shoulder at her, warning her without the use of words that she was on thin ice.

      Grumbling under her breath, Lian didn’t argue further. She turned away and went back into the house proper. Once she got there, she halted, arms folded over her chest and an expression of annoyed disappointment on her face.

      “I’m not a child,” she muttered, ignoring how petulant she sounded.

      Voices drifted in from outside, though she could scarcely make out what they were saying. Curiosity burned in her like a wildfire, threatening to consume her as she stood there fidgeting. It wasn’t like her to be disobedient, but on the other hand, she and Taoru rarely disagreed enough for her to feel the need to act against him.

      Unable to stop herself, Lian crept closer to the front door. She’d been told to resume her studies, but she couldn’t resist the pull of what was going on just out of earshot. A little closer and she’d be able to hear everything that was being said.

      She was right at the edge of the door and from her vantage point she could make out Taoru’s outline. She expected for him to turn around and scold her, but if he knew she was there, he didn’t give her position away. Smiling to herself, thinking she had outfoxed her father, she remained in position and listened intently to everything that was being said.
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          SHE’S NOT A HORSE, CAPTAIN

        

      

    

    
      DECEMBER 844 AQE

      The clamoring thunder of hoof beats interrupted Taoru’s deliberate focus a breath before he touched the chisel-shaped flame against the smooth surface of obsidian. In the mere blink of an eye, he snuffed the fire out in his hand without a single trace of smoke. The sculptor’s gaze remained fixed on the large block of material, lamenting for a moment that it would have to wait longer to be finished.

      He let out a breath as he swiped a rag from a nearby hook and turned to the wide workshop door. From this vantage, he counted three horsemen trotting toward the modest estate. He could tell they were with the local military by the harsh crop of the horses’ manes and the maroon, silver-trimmed clothing of the riders.

      When Lian burst into the workshop, his hackles had gone up immediately. His urge to keep her safe and as far away from the military as possible, drove him to send her back inside. He could tell she didn’t understand his reasons, but there was no time to explain himself now when there were unwanted guests on their doorstep.

      Taoru was sure he had no desire to hear what they had to say, but he was not so impolite as to dismiss them outright. Still wiping dust from his hands and bare chest, he strolled out into the sunshine, waiting for his unwanted visitors to finish their approach. As they drew closer, he recognized who rode at the front; Captain Juzo. Taoru’s interest level dropped even further at the sight of the soldier, and his dread rose with each powerful, equine stride that brought him closer.

      “Hail, Master Taoru!” Juzo called out as he reined in his horse. The captain and his escort slowed to a halt. Juzo kicked out of the saddle to the ground and passed his mount off. He then fixed a charismatic, broad grin onto his face and strutted confidently toward the waiting, older man. “I hope the morning is treating you well?”

      Recognizing that he was about to receive a recruitment pitch, Taoru braced himself. Outwardly, he remained hospitable. “It is a fine morning, Captain. What brings you out here so early?”

      A familiar tingle at the back of his neck alerted Taoru that his daughter was nearby. No doubt she had heard the horses and came to investigate. She should have been studying, which is why she was hanging back near the front of the house. Close enough to hear what was going on, but far enough away that she didn’t think her father would detect her presence; she was wrong. Perhaps it was his grasp of magic or a sixth sense he’d developed being a single parent; there wasn’t much she did that escaped his notice.

      “Business, I’m afraid.” If Juzo was aware of Lian, he didn’t show it. “Every day, Warlord Tzulan’s armies creep toward our southern border. They’ve already completed the road through the Rotted Wood. It won’t be long now before they’re stamping at our walls. We need⁠—”

      Taoru was already well aware of everything Juzo told him. The entire subject made him tired, however. It had been this way for the last year or more. Warlord Nagisa was recruiting as many willing, able-bodied souls as she could. She had not begun conscripting those living in her territory, but Taoru was certain it would happen soon.

      Personally, he had made a point never to get involved in the squabbling feuds of the warlords. Their land disputes went back for hundreds of years, since the last emperor’s reign ended. In all that time, the proud Hiryuten family, once known as the Dragon Warriors or Tiyomi, had never sided with any of them. Even though they, like the other Zosara, had gone into hiding, they remained apart from such petty affairs.

      There was no way of explaining that to Captain Juzo in terms he could understand. It wasn’t just tradition; it was a matter of pride and honor. The Dragon Warriors were among the fiercest fire Zosara to have ever lived. They had many traditions and beliefs that they lived by. Or at least they had long ago.

      Since the fall of the Qin Empire, much had changed in the world, especially for the Conclave of Zozatai. Taoru himself had never known a time when the Zosara lived freely and had only heard tales passed down from generation to generation about the days when the Dragon Warriors were in their prime. All the same, those traditions mattered to him; he was not about to be the first in such a long line to break them.

      “I’m a simple man, Captain.” Taoru had known what he would say the moment he’d seen the soldiers coming. “I live to raise my daughter and fill the world with art. I am not a soldier.”

      At the mention of Lian, the captain’s gaze flicked to the open workshop door, betraying that he knew she was there. “I’ve seen her at the recruitment rallies,” Juzo remarked. “She’s quite spirited, your daughter.”

      Taoru’s expression hardened by a fraction at the way Juzo said it, at the implications being made. “She is not a soldier, either.”

      “Come now, Taoru.” He sounded almost impatient. “She’s barely twenty; she has plenty of time to choose her path. Perhaps—” He stopped talking the second he realized his mistake. Tension marked the older man’s face; he had crossed a line. Immediately, he changed tactics. “I mean no offense, Master Taoru. Surely, a man as wise as you can recognize that Warlord Tzulan is no ordinary conqueror. He’s a cruel, twisted savage⁠—”

      Taking a deep breath to regain his composure, Taoru held up his hand to cut Juzo off before he could slip any further into his rant. “I appreciate you stopping by, Captain. If there is nothing else, I’d like to get back to work.”

      Juzo looked momentarily deflated but quickly regained himself. “If... I may ask.” He took a step away from his entourage, his demeanor shifting to a more humble visage. “May I call on Lian?”

      “For what purpose?” Taoru growled the question, fire burning in his golden eyes again. It didn’t matter how politely Juzo stated the question; the sheer audacity that he had dared do so, after having just criticized Taoru as a parent, was infuriating enough.

      “It’s... personal, sir.” He bowed his head sheepishly. “As I said before, she is quite spirited and⁠—”

      “Spirited…” Taoru’s gaze narrowed, his jaw tightening. “She’s not a horse, Captain.”

      Juzo was visibly taken aback. His mouth flopped open and closed, his eyes flicking wildly as he tried to come up with something else to say. To make matters worse, a snorted giggle came from the workshop that only made the captain blush. “Forgive my impertinence...” Juzo suddenly couldn’t look Taoru in the eye anymore. “I believe I will take what’s left of my dignity and return to town... Thank you, Master Taoru, for your time.” He bowed hastily and then stepped over to his waiting comrades.

      The other two men were trying to hide their smirks and failing. Juzo flashed them both a sour glare as he mounted his horse.

      Once the three of them had turned and started back down the path, Taoru grinned. He remembered being a foolish young man; perhaps that was why he had become so protective of his daughter. He knew what foolish young men were capable of. After all, had he been more sensible in his youth, he would have become a father under very different circumstances. Not that he had a single regret. Lian was everything to him.

      “I thought I taught you to sneak better than that...” He smirked, glancing over his shoulder as Lian crept into the doorway. Her eyes, the same fiery gold as his, glittered with mirth.

      “Yes, well.” She joined him outside and elbowed him. “You know us horses... all hooves.”

      Taoru let out a bark of laughter, then swung his arm around his daughter’s neck, pulling her against his side into a warm hug. He placed a kiss on top of her head. “What do you say we forget about being productive today and hike up to the Peak? We can do a little training, work on those hooves...”

      Lian beamed up at him. “Whoever loses sparring has to cook dinner?”

      “Deal!” Taoru didn’t hesitate; Lian had never beaten him in a spar yet.

      As she bounded off to the house to change, Taoru turned his attention back to the figures of the retreating soldiers just as they disappeared from view around a stand of barren trees.

      There were more things at work here than the captain’s budding admiration, though that alone was enough to make any father worry. The coming conflict between Nagisa and Tzulan would only get worse. While Taoru was probably too old to be drafted into service, Lian was not. This simple fact cut through the man’s heart, lodging a permanent, icy fear into his chest.

      Since the moment a handmaid had shown up with a swaddled baby girl and a letter of explanation, Taoru had thought only of caring for his daughter. She was technically an adult now, and while many would congratulate him on raising her successfully, he still saw that tiny, helpless infant squirming and fussing in the woman’s arms. It wasn’t until he’d accepted her and held Lian against his chest for the first time that she had quieted. Gazing down into her teary, gold eyes had changed him forever. He had vowed to her then she would always be his highest priority.

      For the first time in nearly twenty years of living in Baisho Province, Taoru considered leaving. He had built a successful business and reputation here, and yet if it meant saving his daughter from being conscripted, Taoru would leave it all behind without a shred of remorse.

      “Dad! Are you coming?” Lian’s impatient voice dragged him back to the moment. She was stepping off the porch, having changed into a slitted dress and pants made of rougher fabric than what she would wear around the estate or into town. Her hiking pack was slung over one shoulder and her hair drawn up into the Hiryuten family’s traditional topknot. “Let’s go!”

      “Yes, yes.” He moved from his position and untied the sleeves of his tunic from around his hips so he could slip the garment over his torso again. Even in winter he was hot blooded enough that he couldn’t stand the heat of wearing the thick cloth while he worked. Lian’s beaming face had brought him a measure of comfort and he found a little of the dread easing away. He knew a hard conversation was going to be necessary, and that was why they were taking the day off. What he had to say was better said on top of a mountain.
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          IT’S FOR YOUR SAFETY

        

      

    

    
      LATE NOVEMBER 844 AQE

      Wujun was dying of boredom. He heaved a long, drawn-out sigh and slouched down in his seat, idly bouncing his knee. This was the longest, dullest carriage ride he’d endured in his entire life. They had started out three days ago and he wasn’t sure how he’d survived this long!

      “Please, Master Wujun,” his stuffy, wisp of a tutor drawled. “Such wiggling is unbecoming a young man of your stature.”

      It was a mild rebuke. This was Goratsu’s way, to be vague and subtle. It was a horrible habit for a teacher, Wujun thought, not that anyone would have asked his opinion. Nobody asked his opinion on anything. They treated him with the utmost respect, they made sure he was cared for, but otherwise he was ignored.

      He stilled his knee. “Well, for some reason you won’t let me draw back the curtain so I can see outside…” he grumbled.

      “Grousing,” he said in that same dead tone, “is likewise unbecoming. If you’re so restless, young Master, you could dedicate the time to studying.”

      Reading in a stuffy carriage was the last thing Wujun wanted to be doing. Goratsu and even Wujun’s constant shadow, Soki, seemed content to sit in silence, but for him it felt like torture. “I don’t understand why we had to leave the capital at all,” he grumbled under his breath.

      The old man made a disapproving noise in the back of his throat. “Must we have this conversation again, young Master? I assure you the outcome will remain the same.”

      Wujun wanted to shout that they would have the conversation as many times as he wanted, but such outbursts would get him nowhere. Especially with Goratsu. He glanced over at Soki, but the young bodyguard did not meet his gaze. She did not question orders. To her, duty was as clear as a cloudless, sunny day in summer. To Wujun, however, it was less about duty and more about the rock his handlers insisted he live under.

      They have left me in the dark since I was a child, but I’m not a little boy anymore…

      Even when they saw fit to share information with Wujun, they rarely gave him a complete picture. As a small child, he often asked about his parents, wondering why other children had mothers and fathers, but he didn’t. Finally, his nursemaid had relented and broken the news that his parents were long dead. His mother died giving birth to him and his father only a few weeks later, wracked with grief, had taken his own life.

      “Not to worry,” she had told him, “They left you a considerable estate and their close allies will always watch over you.”

      Wujun had been five years old then. He still remembered it as though it had happened yesterday. That nursemaid had been dismissed shortly after. Apparently, telling him even that much had been forbidden. Wujun wasn’t sure if he should be grateful or not. Had she told him out of kindness or simply to hurt him so that he would stop badgering her?

      To this day, he still didn’t know who his father’s allies were or why they looked after him. He had been barely older than ten when Soki came to live with him. She was only a year older and had always been very somber and flat. He couldn’t recall having ever seen her smile, though he tried every chance he got to unlock her sense of humor. Surely it existed, buried deep within the small-framed young woman?

      “Maybe,” she broke the thick silence with her soft voice, “he’d complain less if you let him part the curtain.” It was not a question.

      Goratsu glared across the small space at Soki. She stared blankly back at him with her dark, hard eyes. It wasn’t often that she spoke up for Wujun but when she did, it had an impact. At least with Goratsu. It always made him wonder who was ultimately in charge here.

      “Very well…” The bony, old tutor sniffed dismissively and returned his gaze to the thick tome resting on his narrow lap. “But only a little, young Master.”

      A wide grin spread across Wujun’s youthful, round face and he hastily bowed his head in gratitude. “Yes, sir!” he chirped gleefully, already reaching for the silken fabric to draw it back enough that he could just make out the passing scenery outside the carriage.

      Time did not crawl anymore now that he could better occupy himself. He would have to thank Soki later, when Goratsu wouldn’t be around to chastise him for being overly familiar with his servants. Wujun had always thought of her as a friend, though he knew her official station was beneath his.

      Such thoughts drifted away the longer he stared out the window. He had studied his share of maps and from an academic point of view knew the bounds of Sunaizo Province like the back of his hand. Yet he was surprised to see trees and sparse woodlands. They were much further north than he originally thought. The capital had been built on flatland prairies near a large lake that was fed from a mountain river. From what he could see, they were entering foothills.

      But why? Why did we leave?

      There was no point in opening his mouth to ask either of his companions. Soki wouldn’t respond at all and Goratsu would only huff the barest remark. Internally, Wujun heaved another deep sigh. They called him “Master” and yet they were the only ones making decisions in his life. He couldn’t help but feel like the practice was all wrong and yet it had always been this way.

      Will I ever have control of my destiny?

      These thoughts did not abate as they traveled on. It wasn’t until late in the afternoon, the sun already sinking below the meager tree line, that Wujun was distracted by something else. Slowly, the scattering of conifers turned into the occasional house or barn. Then, eventually, he saw the signs of a country town.

      He nearly jumped out of his seat with excitement but controlled the impulse. He did, however, lean forward so that his face was pressed close to the curtain. Soki’s hand tugged him back and he sighed a little at the unspoken restriction. She had given him an inch; best to be grateful instead of trying to turn it into a mile.

      Given his limited vantage, he could see the town was of a moderate size. Not a major hub of activity, but still the houses were stacked together and what businesses he glimpsed appeared in good repair, suggesting that they were wealthy enough to maintain their storefronts.

      “Where are we?” The question slipped from his mouth before he could stop himself.

      Goratsu sniffed, making Wujun wait as he finished the page he was reading. Even then, “Tiguri,” was his only reply.

      That was enough, though. Wujun dug back in his memory at the map of the province and frowned to himself. They were more northwest than he’d originally guessed, but it still explained the foothills. He leaned back, his eyes on the buildings and streets rolling by, and allowed his mind to wander.

      Why are we so far north? Why did we leave the capital? There’s something they’re not telling me. Why? Do they think I can’t handle the truth? They trained me to remain calm under pressure, to think even in a crisis. So why keep things from me? It makes no sense!

      These thoughts carried him through the town and then past the garish red wooden gates to the estate that was his new home. The house stood on top of a grassy hill with an aged oak tree casting shade over the east side of the structure. Had it not been late autumn and the leaves already fallen, leaving the trees bare and the ground covered in dull, brown foliage, the scene would have been breathtaking.

      Arriving at the cottage was not as exciting as it should have been. Wujun was too sullen to enjoy the view of nature and architecture. It was clear this place was meant as a luxurious summer retreat for some snobby noble and he wondered who he owed a favor to. Or did he own this exquisitely splendid place? Had they sold his estate in the capital?

      He couldn’t help but frown, even as he wandered by the stables where the horses would be kept. Normally, he enjoyed spending time in the barn, but today he was content to wallow in his sour mood.

      Behind him, as faithful as an old hound, Soki trailed protectively. She was the only reason he was permitted to explore the grounds while the servants unloaded his belongings and prepared the evening meal. Without her, he would be stuck in the house, gazing at the grounds through a windowpane.

      Had it always been this way? Had he always been so sheltered? So stifled?

      He called on his deepest memories, wanting more than anything to tug even one to the surface of him as a carefree child. He couldn’t remember ever running through the trees, getting covered in mud, or having a devoted parent to wipe his tears away when he hurt himself. His only memories were of pointless daydreams. Even now, at nineteen, he wasted his time wishing he was free to decide his fate.

      “You don’t like it here.” Soki’s toneless voice dragged him from the depths of his childish brooding. She did not phrase it as a question, but as an observation.

      He let out a sigh and shook his head. “The view is nice, the house is lovely… I just don’t understand why we’re here and why nobody will ever give me any straight answers.” He stopped at the edge of the grounds, where an intricate wall stood barring his path and his vision of the outside world.

      “It’s for your safety—” Soki barely got the words out of her mouth before he cut her off.

      “If I hear someone say that to me one more time, so help me, Soki, I’m going to come unhinged,” he snapped, his tone far more gruff than it usually was. Even without looking at her, he could hear her mouth snap shut, her teeth clicking together.

      She did not turn away and yet he knew he’d ruined the chance to speak with her further. Soki did not tolerate such outbursts from anyone, not even him.

      “I’m sorry…” he tried, despite the futility of his efforts. “I’m just tired…” It wasn’t entirely a lie; the trip and his frustration had worn him out. Despite the measure of truth, he couldn’t help feeling that the words were a hollow excuse.

      Why must I apologize to her? I wouldn’t be irritated if they would treat me like an adult and tell me the truth!

      His mood darkened even more. Soki was the closest thing he had to a friend and yet, moments like this, reminded him how utterly alone he really was. His mind drifted and a few seconds later he caught himself wondering what it would be like to have a proper friend. Like parents, he had never experienced friendship either. On a gloomy day like this, it made his heart heavier.

      Without a word, Soki signaled that his chance to explore had expired. She pivoted and started toward the house, not looking back, knowing he would follow the silent command.

      Perhaps someday I won’t.

      The notion flitted through his mind as he fell into step, obeying as easily as a trained dog. What would happen if he disobeyed? What would they do if he tried to take control? For the first time in his life, Wujun began plotting rebellion.
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          ANGER HAS NO PLACE IN YOUR HEART

        

      

    

    
      DECEMBER 844 AQE

      Hiking up Red Fang Peak was an activity Lian and Taoru had shared almost since she was old enough to walk. As she grew, they explored higher and higher. Just two years ago, they had finally climbed the last stretch and camped on the summit. Not that the journey was difficult; it was more a milestone they had agreed upon as a rite of passage to mark Lian’s adulthood.

      Today, they wouldn’t be doing anything so extensive. Just a couple miles up was a mountain lake fed by a lazy waterfall. It was one of their favorite places to train, as it was secluded enough that there was little fear of their magic being discovered.

      Lian could tell by the way Taoru hung back a few feet and by his unusual silence that his mind was on something else. Why had Captain Juzo’s visit bothered him so deeply? Was it because the oafish soldier asked after Lian personally? Or was Taoru concerned with the coming war?

      She knew very well their family’s heritage and culture, how the Dragon Warriors had refused to take sides after the Qin Empire fell. Lian didn’t care about that. She cared about defending her home from savages whose only goal was to ravage all the places she held dear, like Red Fang Peak.

      Getting Taoru to understand that felt like an impossible task, though. Maybe that’s what weighed on him, the possibility his daughter would leave to fight in the war? She was an adult now; she didn’t need his permission. However, Lian had never gone against her father’s wishes before. She’d always respected his rules and sought to honor him to the best of her ability. Sure, she had disagreed with him a time or two, but in the end, she ultimately obeyed.

      She paused on the trail and glanced back as Taoru picked his way around a bulging root. He was still the proud, powerful man she’d always known, but today, for the first time, she saw his age. In her memory, his hair was as black as the night sky, and now it was flecked with streaks of gray. The faintest trace of laugh lines was visible at the corner of his eyes, and the manner in which he furrowed his brow in concentration made him look far older than his forty-odd years. It made something inside of her twinge with fear.

      My father is timeless and infallible.

      The thought came unbidden and lingered over Lian’s heart, a mantra that she would not relinquish. She refused to admit such a notion was flawed, that no one could ever live up to such a standard. Someday, whether it be time itself or an enemy’s blade, Taoru would be taken from her. Against that reality, Lian remained impervious. Just as the dragon’s flame had failed to penetrate her defenses in her dream, so too did the terrible fate of mortality rebound off of her.

      “Why so slow, old man?” she taunted over her shoulder. “Maybe today I’ll finally whoop you!”

      A familiar spark flashed in Taoru’s eyes, and a mischievous grin tugged at his thin lips. “Maybe you will,” came his retort, “or maybe you’ll be cooking and doing the dishes both tonight!”

      “You’re on!” Lian spun around and quickened her pace up the hill. They were close to the lake now, and she was eager to beat Taoru.

      Moments later, she had reached their destination. The lake itself was not terribly large. She could stand on one edge of its shore and see across the crystal clear water all the way to the other side where a stand of lush pines and aspens had grown undisturbed for centuries. There was a path between those trees that wound its way upward to the summit of the mountain. The trail would have taken the rest of the day to traverse at least.

      Lian dropped her bag down on a boulder near the water’s edge and turned just in time to see Taoru striding out of the tree line behind her. She didn’t give him the time to unburden himself likewise and launched immediately into a flurry of attacks that hurled balls of crackling fire with each jab of her fist. He must have expected this, for he lazily dodged out of the way, rolling forward to avoid the onslaught before coming back to his feet near the very boulders where she had deposited her supplies.

      He regarded her with half a smirk on his face, setting his bag down beside hers. “Such impatience will get you into trouble someday,” he chastised as he sank into a deep stance. “You’ll never be able to beat me if you don’t control your emotions.”

      “I’m in control,” she boasted, shifting her footing so she was facing him again. “I just wanted to see if you were paying attention…” Before the words had left her mouth, Lian was on the attack again. This time she came in close, using the fury of her inner fire to accelerate and empower every strike.

      Taoru met each blow as though he were shooing away a fly. Where Lian was a rush of youthful vigor, he was the totem of agile serenity. He waited and watched, his movements fluid and unhurried, until her haste gave him an opening. One blow to Lian’s ribs was all it took to send her staggering backward, clutching her side. She knew, had he been fighting a real opponent, that attack could have shattered bone. It was a lesson, a warning to punctuate his earlier comments.

      Unfocused and overeager. You’re hamstringing yourself. She could see the rebuke written on his face though he said nothing at all.

      Taking a moment to regain her composure, Lian took a couple of deep breaths. Her side was a little sore, and she was certain a bruise would appear there in due time. It was her pride that hurt the most. She knew her father’s style intimately, had seen him use it for nearly twenty years now, yet despite that, she could not break his defenses.

      “Giving up already?” It was his turn to taunt her. “I didn’t think I hit you that hard…”

      Fire flashed in Lian’s eyes, the remark striking true just as Taoru had known it would. She rushed forward, despite the action being exactly what he expected. Lian was annoyed, but it was mostly at herself for letting her temper get away so easily. She wanted to prove him wrong, to show him once and for all that she was not reckless.

      I’m just as good as he is!

      Taoru’s every move was deliberate. He didn’t waste effort if he didn’t have to. If he could dodge an attack, he did so. He only ever blocked if there was no other way to avoid being struck. When he went on the offensive, his blows were decisive, meant to end the confrontation as efficiently as possible.

      This was a skill he tried to pass on to Lian, except she favored a more proactive, aggressive style. Fire trailed from her fists with every swing, her footwork as graceful as that of a dancer as she glided and weaved around her father. No matter what angle she tried, be it high or low, left or right, nothing penetrated the seasoned fighter’s defense. Considering how much older he was, he was incredibly swift and sure-footed.

      Every time Lian let her own defense slip, even a fraction, Taoru took advantage of it. Each strike was a lesson, a reminder that in actual battle, Lian could have suffered grievous injury. More and more, she lost what concentration she’d begun the spar with to where she was fighting against both her own temper and her father.

      “Lian, focus!” Taoru had just knocked her back again, but this time he wasn’t grinning or playful. “Anger has no place in your heart.”

      Lian slammed her fist into the dirt in frustration before huffing to her feet and resuming her stance. She tried to regain herself as she had earlier, but the various bumps and bruises coupled with the fact she still couldn’t beat her father made it nearly impossible to release the rage in her chest.

      He saw it too and lowered his arms. “That’s enough sparring for today.” Taoru turned his back, heading for the rocks where their bags lay. “Run through your forms and clear your mind…”

      Lian wasn’t ready for their fight to be over. How could she ever hope to prove herself capable if she gave up? That wasn’t what she’d been taught! She threw herself forward, fueled by the frustration eating at her from within. This time she was certain; his guard was down; his back exposed. Her father had finally made a mistake!

      In the blink of an eye, Lian came face to face with the reality that it was she who had made the mistake.

      Without so much as turning, Taoru reached over his shoulder and caught the blow that would have struck the back of his head. He used Lian’s momentum against her, slinging her forward so she flipped and landed in front of him on her back so hard it nearly knocked the wind from her lungs. Had he exerted any of his own force, she surely would have been gasping for air. Instead, all she felt was the start of a new set of bruises to both her body and pride.

      Taoru relinquished her fist and frowned sternly down at her. The look of disappointment on his face was by far the worst blow she’d ever received. He opened his mouth, no doubt to deliver a lecture she’d not soon forget, but whatever he’d been about to say was drowned out by a sudden terrified scream from somewhere down the mountain.

      Jumping to her feet, Lian didn’t hesitate. It was clear from the commotion somebody was in trouble, and she refused to ignore it. Taoru was on her heels, though she wasn’t sure if it was because he meant to stop her or assist as well. Tearing through the trees, it was a wonder she didn’t trip and fall. Had she not been so familiar with this area, she very well may have.

      It didn’t take her long to find the source of the panicked cries. From the ridge above, Lian could clearly see a group of four men advancing on an unarmed woman. She had collapsed onto the ground and was trying to crawl away, but the thugs, bandits most likely, had the upper hand here.

      Lian took a step forward, intending to race to the woman’s aid, but Taoru’s hand on her arm held her fast.

      “Wait!” He tried to caution her, but she was still mad at him.

      Ripping her arm away, Lian started into the fray, calling back over her shoulder. “No! I’m not a coward. I have to help!”

      The words came out far more harsh than she’d intended them to be. She was just so frustrated, and these foolish bandits were the perfect outlet for such negative feelings. She knew dimly that, regardless of her intention, her statement had still cut. Taoru did not immediately follow her but remained behind, surprised by his daughter’s verbal sting.

      Lian slid the last few feet down the hill and used the momentum to position herself between the innocent woman and her would-be assailants. The men exchanged surprised glances. Their leader shrugged and gave the signal to attack. Lian grinned, pleased to meet a foe she could surely defeat. It would be a pleasant change to getting trounced by her father.

      The first two bandits leaped at her, blades flashing in the noon sun. They missed Lian by a wide margin, her nimble steps allowing her to dance closer without being hit. Her fists struck true, sending both men to the ground like sacks of grain.

      To her right, another bandit rushed at her, this one with a club raised over his head. Lian reacted in a split second, throwing herself up and then kicking him full in the chest with both feet. The force of the strike pushed her like a bullet in the opposite direction. She would have fallen into the dirt, but she corrected herself by planting her hands instead and using the motion to pivot her lower body into an arc.

      Normally, she would have used fire to propel herself further, but she knew better than to reveal her magic around others. She still used her legs to grapple the bandit leader, all in the same fluid motion from her kick, tackling him so unexpectedly that he let out a startled squeal. Lian held him in place, her thighs clenched around his neck, until he furiously beat the ground to signal that he yielded.

      Lian waited a breath longer before releasing him and swinging back onto her feet. She took a few steps toward the woman, scanning the area to be sure she’d taken care of all the bandits. The only one still conscious was the leader, who was coughing and sputtering a few feet away.

      Ha! I did it!

      A wide, self-satisfied grin spread across her face. “Don’t worry, miss,” she said, turning toward the woman, but the words died on her lips. Lian barely realized her mistake, barely saw the glint of a dagger rushing toward her in the damsel’s hand, before a powerful fist knocked the blade off course. Instead of piercing her throat, the edge cut only a few strands of hair before her assailant was thrown away.

      Taoru stood protectively in front of her, his entire body and posture far more tense than she had ever seen him before. “I told you to wait,” he scolded without looking back. “Things are not what they seem here!”

      Heat rose in Lian’s cheeks, and her heart dropped. She had just cheated death.
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          TAKING A MILE

        

      

    

    
      LATE NOVEMBER 844 AQE

      By nightfall, Wujun’s resolve had deepened. Lying awake in bed, waiting for the house to settle and Soki to fall asleep in the next room, Wujun didn’t feel a shred of apprehension. He wasn’t certain if that was good or bad. He knew he had to do this, that he couldn’t remain cooped up and sheltered forever. If they weren’t willing to give him freedom, then he would take it for himself.

      Finally, the light creeping under his door winked out. Wujun felt a surge of elation. A few minutes more and he would make his move. The wait was excruciating!

      Unable to endure it any longer, the young man swept the covers back, revealing that he was fully clothed beneath them. Carefully, afraid the bed might creak loudly if he moved too fast, he sat up and reached down for his footwear. He was wearing his oldest attire, the outfit he used to go riding or to do tasks that might otherwise ruin his better clothes. The boots were his favorite pair, the broken in set that he had saved from being thrown out when they’d left the capitol. They slid onto his feet with ease, the fit perfect and snug.

      Last, he grabbed a heavy cloak. This late in the autumn the nights were chilly, and it was wise to dress warmly. Besides, the hood would hide his face and make him less recognizable should a servant spot him from a distance.

      Wujun crossed over to the window, picking his way over the floor to avoid the spots he’d noticed were creaky. One loose floorboard was enough to alert Soki, who he knew was not a deep sleeper. The next obstacle was pushing open the window in complete silence…

      Placing his hands on it, Wujun held his breath as he slowly, inch-by-inch, raised the pane just enough that he could squeeze out. Once it was positioned, he paused, straining his hearing to determine if anyone had been disturbed. He feared the light scraping of wood might alert the entire household. Wujun held his breath, waiting and listening. He imagined Soki and Goratsu barging in, ready to fend off a murderer.

      What would they say if they caught me like this? They would both be furious, I know that much…

      The house remained silent.

      Wujun allowed himself to breathe again. He turned back to the now open window and started crawling out. This was easier said than done. Thankfully, he had a slender frame and was of average height. Had he been taller or broader, he might not have fit, even with the pane pushed fully up. More than once he stopped, anxious that someone would hear and come to investigate. Getting caught sticking out the window would have caused a tremendous uproar. It was a scenario he didn’t want to deal with.

      Finally, he was out and jumped the short distance to the nearby oak tree. Goratsu had fussed about this very tree, concerned an intruder might use it to gain access to the window. Disgruntled, Wujun had put his foot down, insisted his tutor was paranoid, and refused to change bedrooms. He’d already been planning his escape and knew getting to the ground otherwise would be too dangerous. In the end, much to Wujun’s surprise, Goratsu had relented.

      He hadn’t hesitated in his plans until that moment. But one concession was not enough to erase the restrictions placed upon him or the secrets kept from him. If they ever found out about his excursion tonight, he hoped they would forgive him. This was something he had to do for the sake of his own sanity.

      Getting to the ground was a straightforward matter once he was in the oak. As a boy, he’d climbed his fair share of trees, at least until Goratsu heard about it. A frown creased his brow as he turned his back on the cottage and tugged the hood over his shock of platinum hair.

      I need to stop thinking this way… I’m supposed to have fun tonight.

      Wujun shook the negativity away, imagining it was dead, brown leaves falling from the branches of a tree. He would not let sour memories taint his first adventure.

      He checked if the grounds were clear before trotting out from beneath the naked boughs and darting for the fence. Wujun was athletic enough that with a running start he caught the top and dragged himself up. Swinging his leg over, he tumbled, with far less grace than he’d intended, to the ground on the other side.

      Once again, he paused and allowed himself a moment to breathe. He’d done it. He’d snuck out of his room and across the grounds. Wujun was finally free!

      Not wanting to celebrate too early and get himself caught, the young man put as much distance between himself and the house as possible. As he made the short walk to the village proper, he kept glancing over his shoulder, just in case someone had spotted him and was following. So far, he was in the clear.

      When he finally arrived in Tiguri he found that it was not so vibrant and bustling this late at night. Wujun noticed as he strolled through the nearly empty streets that most of the windows were darkened and only a few lanterns were lit along the paths. He stayed clear of any dim roads or alleys, knowing better than to venture into the shadows, lest he be assailed by the town’s seedier population.

      I make an excellent target… he mused to himself, turning down another street that was much more brightly lit than even the one he’d just been on. The difference was so stark, it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. It didn’t take him long to figure out why; up ahead was the local tavern.

      Fresh excitement jolted through Wujun; he quickened his pace. This was the perfect place to spend some time before returning to the cottage. He could get an alcoholic beverage, maybe strike up a conversation with the regulars, join in some drinking songs… The possibilities were endless!

      The freshly painted sign above the door only heightened his enthusiasm. It read in blocky, silver writing; The Fainting Damsel. Expectations swirled in Wujun’s mind, but the instant he pushed the solid wood door open every single one of them was shattered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          THE FAINTING DAMSEL

        

      

    

    
      Wujun froze in place. This was not the sort of establishment filled with laughter and songs and lively conversation. The patrons weren’t jovial, hard-working men and the barmaids weren’t lovely in the slightest. These were dingy people, huddled together in dark corners or over tables covered with tokens, dice, and coins.

      The serving women were the epitome of what he’d imagined a “wench” to be: older and far past their prime. Their faces were painted with cracking, caked on white make-up and their red lipstick was smudged. They looked like some horrific version of the high-class ladies who entertained in reputable tea houses and theaters back in Kibesu. The clientele didn’t seem too bothered by their ghastly appearances; a warm body was still a warm body after all.

      “Stop gawkin’!” someone shouted.

      “Yeah! Come in o’ get out!” another voice hollered.

      “Oh!” Wujun cleared his throat, trying to fix a less surprised, disturbed expression to his face as his feet carried him over the threshold. He didn’t forget his manners and made sure the door shut securely behind him.

      It felt like every eye in the room was following him as he strolled as casually as he could manage to the counter. He hesitantly brushed his hood back, realizing he might not have appeared too friendly either. This seemed to have the opposite effect as even more heads turned to take in his exotic, nearly white hair.

      It’s fine… This is totally fine. This is just… another… adventure…

      He filled the nearest spot at the bar and began to put his hands on the countertop, but upon seeing the filth there thought better of it.

      “Well, hello, fine sir!” Wujun called to the barkeep, motioning him over with an elegant flourish. “Might I trouble you for a round of your finest ale?”

      Geez Wujun, stop saying ‘fine’!

      The man behind the bar swiped at his scraggly mustache with the back of his bony hand, sizing the young man up with a shrewd stare. “Well, tha’ would depend…” he sniffed, reaching for a bottle from beneath the counter, “on if ya got any fine coin.”

      The patrons sitting nearby cackled at the joke, making Wujun’s ears flush pink. Not just because he sounded like a fool, but because he didn’t actually have any coin. He’d thought of everything, from how he’d get out of the house, to climbing the gate and not once had he considered a need for money.

      Wujun laughed nervously. “A fair point. Perhaps, just water for now…” He rubbed at the back of his neck, hoping nobody would think he’d been trying to swindle anyone.

      “Water, huh?” The barkeep sniffed loudly again, setting the bottle back down. “There’s a well outside if ya want water…”

      “Ah yes.” The flush spread to his cheeks. “Another fair point…” He took a step back, intending to hurry out of the tavern and forget he’d ever been stupid enough to go inside in the first place, but he ran into something solid. A second later, a lanky arm draped itself around his shoulders. The smell nearly made him gag.

      Before he could fully process what was going on, the stinky man had pushed his way up to the bar as well. They were joined by another, equally dirty individual, who squeezed himself in on Wujun’s other side. He noted immediately that the others who had been nearby suddenly had somewhere else to be. Wujun would have liked to join them, but his path to escape was blocked by a towering, blank-faced brute directly behind him. That must have been who he’d stepped into. Sweat beaded on the back of his neck. The man on his left picked at Wujun’s silk sleeve as if trying to determine its worth; the gesture did not instill confidence.

      “Come now, barkeep, is that any way to treat our new friend here?” Even more vile breath blasted into Wujun’s face as the man spoke, making his stomach turn. “Bring the kid a drink, on my tab!”

      Dubious at first, the thin barkeep hesitated until the last part sunk in and then his manner changed entirely. “A’right, a’right. If ya’re going to pay for it, I’ll not let the boy go thirsty.” In double the time it’d taken him just to grab the bottle before, he had a cup laid out and was pouring dark

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Content Warning
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Ryuutachi World Map
      


      		
        Dragon Warrior’s Prayer
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Chapter 52
      


      		
        Chapter 53
      


      		
        Chapter 54
      


      		
        Chapter 55
      


      		
        Chapter 56
      


      		
        Chapter 57
      


      		
        Chapter 58
      


      		
        Chapter 59
      


      		
        Chapter 60
      


      		
        Chapter 61
      


      		
        Chapter 62
      


      		
        Chapter 63
      


      		
        Chapter 64
      


      		
        Chapter 65
      


      		
        Chapter 66
      


      		
        Chapter 67
      


      		
        Chapter 68
      


      		
        Chapter 69
      


      		
        Chapter 70
      


      		
        Chapter 71
      


      		
        Chapter 72
      


      		
        Chapter 73
      


      		
        Chapter 74
      


      		
        Chapter 75
      


      		
        Chapter 76
      


      		
        Chapter 77
      


      		
        Heir of Dragons
      


      		
        Appendix A
      


      		
        Appendix B
      


      		
        Thank You For Reading!
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        More Books in This Series
      


      		
        Also by Lucille J. Knight
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		More Books in This Series


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/eoc-brushstroke.jpg





OEBPS/images/map-of-ryuutachi.jpg
% 470520 S

The
M
lap o
\

RYU 5>OE








OEBPS/images/embers-of-the-past.jpg
ELEMENTS OF CHAOS BOOK ONE







