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Praise for Hugo Jackson


“[Legacy] is very satisfying. Jackson brings a complex and colorful anthro world to life. His descriptions are full of lush detail.”

—Fred Patten, Dogpatch Press

“I can’t say enough good things about this book. The writing is great. The world is fascinating. The heroes are intriguing and lovable. The villains are terrifying, and the fight scenes are written as if by a fight choreographer. I loved it. A perfect book for adults, teens, and children alike.”

—M. Shaw, Amazon Reviewer

“I loved it! This book honestly gave me a huge nostalgia rush – a lot happens once things start rolling. […] A fun fantasy romp with a great cast of heroes.”

—David Popovich, Bookworm Reviews (Youtube)

“Overall, a very well written story that kept me entertained from start to finish. Every once in a while, you stumble across an amazing gem, and this is one of those.”

—J. Poole, bestselling author of The Bakkian Chronicles

“An epic anthro-fantasy […where] Jackson tenders relatable albeit convoluted motivations, heart-rending tragedy and an all-too-familiar feeling of unease in this dismal chapter of our heroes’ history, closing as friends old and new commit themselves to a brighter future for all Eeres. Eagerly anticipating the next in this series!”

—Mark J. Engels, author of Always Gray in Winter

“Thoroughly enjoyed reading it. Such a rich, detailed world, a compelling cast of characters, and thrills aplenty.”

—Mark Cantrell, author of Citizen Zero


For those who fight for their love


knowing that the future may not be kind;

For those who do not obey the laws of cruelty

handed to them by spiteful tradition;

For those who believe that a better world not only can exist

but is already here. Under the ashes of greed and hate,

is the means to save it, and us, and love, forever.
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Chapter One


Faria hated it here.

The Senate’s grand halls, austere and foreboding, softly echoed her padded footfalls. She quickened her stride, her tailored blue-green robes and black shoulder capes billowing behind her. Her ears flicked as she passed Junior Representatives and entourages with their attendants, catching occasional flickers of words, most of which she assumed were at her expense. The indignity of her first Senate meeting hadn’t even begun yet, and she already wished it to be over.

She had not been late upon her arrival to the city. The Coriolis was berthed outside Sinédrion to be discreet. She did not want her first meeting to be overshadowed by a controversial display of Nazreal’s promise, or an unfair display of power. She had done everything to leave on time; for months she had undergone diligent rehabilitation to make sure she could walk unaided (when not fatigued anyway – she still relied on her staff in the evenings). If her current storming around the continent’s political capital with a thundercloud around her ears wasn’t proof of her dedication, she wasn’t sure what was.

Everything was supposed to have been in place.

First had been the crowds. Angry, vehement, demanding reparations or action for lives disrupted or lost by the recent wars. They had forced her to take another entrance, and be thoroughly screened by security.

Somehow, though, her name was refused upon arriving at the Senate chambers. Administrators had to be sent for, documents retrieved, and signatures compared to affirm that she was the Xayall’s Representative and that she had authority to act as envoy despite having acceded to the position immediately after her father’s death two years ago. Kier helped her navigate the vortex of bureaucracy, but had been as bewildered and rueful at the Senate’s omissions as she was, maybe moreso as it was mostly his administrative work that had been disrupted.

It hadn’t been an easy journey either. The Coriolis had to sail rather than fly for fear of losing fuel for the journey ahead to Skyria, with an infinitely precious cargo that had to be safeguarded until its arrival home. Choppy seas and an extra night’s berth at a cape south of Andarn added to the anxiety plaguing Faria at the role she had to fulfil.

A role already being undermined. She had yet to decide if it was deliberate, or just her indignation speaking for her.

The meeting had started without her. For all the jokes she’d heard (and often made) about political movement being self-indulgently slow, today was apparently the day they decided to pick their tails up and get moving.

She put the escalating apprehension away as best she could and continued up the illustrious curved stairs to the Senate’s upper level, where Xayall’s seat lay in the gallery ring. Large wooden doors, newly carved after the Senate chamber’s near-destruction over a year ago, stood before her. She threw a quick wave to the attendants operating them, and they duly – albeit slowly – opened them for her, leading the way to the domed hall within. Muttered voices reverberated against the polished marble walls and shining pillars of black and grey. The stained glass ceiling cast its subtle shades of gold, red, and green over the theatre’s upper walls, hues which swelled and ebbed as the clouds passed under the bright morning sun.

Heads turned and ears flicked at the sound of the door; there was a brief, murmuring ripple which quickly wavered, giving way to the clearer, more distinct sounds of a presentation from somewhere on the gallery.

Nothing like interrupting a bunch of dignitaries to make a first impression, she thought.

The closing of the grandiose doors was muted by thick felt on their lowest side, but the soft, deep impact of their seams coming together still boomed quietly behind her. She kept focus on her section, which Kier had directed her to verbally, and swept to her seat. There was a small wooden counter in front of her, atop of which, to her right, was a painted wooden relief of Xayall’s sigil facing the room, and a goblet of water to the left. She took another set of breaths and gauged the space around her. Some of the already-seated delegation looked away as she caught sight of them. Skyria’s Representative Irien, a red panda whom she had met only once before, gave her a supportive nod. The rest of the room she largely tried to blur out of her conscious – she didn’t need a reminder of how many delegates she had been forced to disrupt, although she had no doubt the ‘important’ ones were already regarding her in distaste, if the predominant sovereigns in her gallery were anything to take assumptions from. These were the enclosed, border-defined, established nation states with decrees and contributions to Senate upkeep. Below were free townships and community groups that had petitioned representation, or independent speakers granted permission to attend, and a volley of scribes.

Sovereigns who were under territorial dispute or who had status revoked (such as Kyrryk, and now Dhraka) were forbidden from representing themselves unless under a special resolution session granted and supervised by all of the Senate’s senior members, which would aim to solve their quarrels. When Faria had urged Bayer, her former bodyguard, to attend so he could appeal for help towards his war-torn homeland of Kyrryk, both he and Kier informed her that for decades everything had been more or less dictated by rich powerhouse cities like Andarn and Pthiris. Skyria and Xayall were two of the only ones who advocated for any kind of representative equality. It was yet another covert battle that she’d had to inherit from her parents, Aidan and Kaya, although many in the Senate were well aware of the loopholes they used and did their best to resist attempts to close them. No political opponent had been as strong as Dhraka, but with them now divided and warring, and the seal on their hidden dealings now broken, that might mean more freedom for those they formerly intimidated, and leverage against their obstructive tyranny.

At least, that’s what Faria hoped. She just didn’t want to do it by herself.

Her seat was uncomfortably new. Ornate, gilded in places, and over-cushioned – it felt very much like the kind of chair given to older Representatives who had problems sitting. She would rather have stood, despite her fatigue.

She looked over to her right as she tried to wrest her body into a comfortable position. The current speaker, an older fox with long robes of deep red, black, and gold, and a tall, mitred hat, shot her a sideways glare under his glasses before continuing. The Representative from Pthiris, if she’d identified his immaculately polished crest correctly.

She cursed under her breath. If this Representative was speaking, she had already missed the speech she was here to advocate for – presented by the breakaway region from Dhraka, known as Draik, who had been allies to Xayall even in prior dealings with her mother.

The wizened fox continued from his pulpit.

“…unseemly protestors outside our very walls are indicative of such a problem. These civil wars and pithy border spats are disgraceful to our image and our routine; we must enforce order if we are not to descend into chaos.”

“Nothing about those you allow to die,” Faria muttered, flicking her cape out from under her elbow.

“Did you have a comment, Delegate?” he sniffed harshly. His greying, angular features felt like an arrow pointing at her. She stared at him for a long second, as she hadn’t realised she’d said it that loudly, but maybe her fidgeting had grunted it from her more forcefully. She turned her head sharply down, feeling once more that she would have been targeted for any kind of response she’d decide to make.

Best make it a good one, then.

He seemed satisfied with her initial silence and was about to turn away when she stood.

“Actually, I do.”

She ran a paw over her ears and looked down at the far side of the circular room, where the stage of the Senate Council lay. At its centre sat the eminent stag she knew as Jed Othera, who cast a discerning eye at her. She felt the size of the room, and the sudden adrenaline rush of dozens of faces turning towards her. She gripped the rail tightly. This was what she was here for.

Her father did this so many times. She could too. She had to.

“These battles aren’t just ‘disgraceful’ for us as leaders,” she began, “they are ravaging the folk whose lands they take place in. There are thousands living outside city walls who are in constant danger, and no amount of ‘order’ will stop anything.” She looked at the other fox resolutely. “If we’re to end the conflict, we need to fix the desperation and greed for which people drive their nations to war.”

The fox huffed and turned his head away. “Of course, one could excuse the Junior Delegate for being so naive—” he started.

Her face flushed and she felt the fur rise on her cheeks at his spurious demotion. Junior Delegate? Such a pithy nerve. How could anyone object to… kindness? She remained standing as she watched the Pthirisian fox continue his address, often unconsciously shaking her head. He bloated on about resolutions, assessments and votes; all things she was already familiar with. His lecture felt orchestrated to make her appear ignorant, but any opportunity to protest would likely be seen as further impertinence. The longer it went the less she focused, but the embarrassment of being singled out still burnt in her ears, and escalated into hot ire.

She waited, impatiently, for him to conclude.

“…an impractical idealism sadly not rooted in reality.” He half-turned to her, seeing that she was still standing. “Did you have more youthful grandstanding to grace us with?”

Faria pulled the closure of her jacket sharply, banishing some wayward creases. “You are correct – insofar this is my first time addressing the Senate. I believe I owe you all an apology for my unintended lateness, and an introduction: I am the Representative of Xayall, Faria Phiraco,” she said, firmly. “Emperor Phiraco, the former Representative, was my father, and Kaya Phiraco, from whom he inherited the title, was my mother. They had both long been supporters of meaningful peace and growth for the citizens of the world.” She paused, long enough to take a deep, pensive breath before continuing. “I want to extend my gratitude to all who knew and supported them, and helped Xayall to navigate the ideals they pursued to benefit the world. My father showed me that a better world was within our power, and I firmly stand behind those dreams, idealistic or not.”

A quiet, rippling applause spread around the room, led by Irien and a few listeners on the floor below. She bowed her head thankfully, and after allowing the polite response to echo into silence she lifted it back up with a resolute expression. “There are many things I have to learn, but I’ve already had experiences beyond my wildest expectations, and I will use those to empower whoever I can to help us all move forward. I have a responsibility to my sovereign, and to the safety of everyone in this world.” She cast the fox a warning look. “Even if some may find my story incredulous.”

A smile split his face like the cut of a blade. “Such vocality shows an admirable enthusiasm for one’s first time within the Senate. But as many here would advise: be cautious with your accusations.”

Her tail flicked. “Would you kindly explain that, Representative?” she replied, doing her best not to respond with bile, but not altogether succeeding.

The fox from Pthiris gave a withering gesture with his paw. “Representative, this reconstructed hall itself is a testament to the struggles we’ve endured against resonators and their volatile ilk, who, even before laying siege to Sinédrion, have perpetuated wars, if rumour is accurate, from time immemorial.” He turned to her. “If you will excuse my bluntness, your family’s reputation is a complicated one, further entangled in reports about your sovereign amidst this tumult. If you are carrying on your parents’ legacy, will that include the continual supply of resources to Draik insurgents within the Dhrakan lands, or is your idea of peace to sabotage a long-standing member of this Senate to replace with those indebted to your violent allyship?”

Faria balled her paws. Jed watched the two intently, but his inscrutability left her adrift in need of any kind of support. She knew he didn’t support underhanded tactics, but he was obsequious towards the procedure of the reformed Senate, and his public impartiality. That meant no matter the claim, as long as it was said by a member, it had to be played out before it could be rebutted.

That meant the burden of proof was on her.

“I’m aware my father was deeply concerned for Dhraka’s situation, given that we share a border. The siege we suffered at the hand of their last commander was devastating and we are still recovering from it. However, the Draik, long persecuted citizens who have as much right to survive in their own land as the late Fulkore Crawn’s soldiers, are also being torn apart by battle. We received appeals for aid, and we honoured them.” She glared at him fiercely. “I guarantee we’ve provided nothing more threatening than food and clothing. Unless you believe upholding survival of the endangered to be an act of militancy, I would beg your recharacterisation.”

He gave a dismissive snort, and a sneer on the side of his face turned away from the Senate Council. “It isn’t out of character to view the sovereign of Xayall as a disruption. Whims of fancy, circuitous debate, unruly accusations of corruption, and much more were common delays foisted on us by both your parents. Many of the Representatives here had hoped to see you taking a more domiciliary approach now that leadership has changed, but…” he flicked his claws absent-mindedly. “…it appears that will not be the case.”

Domiciliary? You want me to be the Senate’s housewife?

She took in another slow breath, although her ability to keep it stable was quickly waning. “I’ve no intention of unseating anyone honest. But I will not compromise on the safety of myself, my city, nor the world. I’ve already faced down threats to each, and my experience is not up for debate.”

“Ah yes,” he responded, with a sickeningly overperformed nod. “These tremors that shook us, the fabled Nazreal unearthed, your vehement request for emergency military aid. Quite an imaginative time. Are these now resolved, or will we yet again see them play into the public eye of the Senate with embarrassing theatrics?”

She opened her mouth to speak; he interjected. “The battles you insist on fighting are of your parent’s making. You would do well to put them behind you and approach the Senate with more dignity, to allow us to treat you in kind. Maybe then we can forge a greater tolerance for your requests.”

She could barely speak, but swallowed her disbelief quickly enough to raise her voice in reply. “We were laid siege to, three times within a year! Twice by Fulkore Crawn of Dhraka, and the next by Shadow’s Claw! We were even granted aid by Andarn—”

“Unauthorised.”

“—and we sent countless pieces of evidence of espionage to the Senate!”

He spread his arms in a demonstrative shrug. “And what do they prove?” His robes glinted with shining metallic embroidery, and around his neck hung a long pendant of plated metal linked together like maille. “That your beloved sovereign, allegedly a burning example of peace and humility, has been embroiled in conspiracy since before your life began.”

He leant forwards. “It would behove you to lay out an honest statement of your city before anyone may consider you trustworthy, and this includes what you uncovered in Nazreal, which is inexplicably automatically under your guardianship.”

She felt her fur stand on end and an electric burn behind her ears. She was glad she didn’t have her staff with her.

Perhaps.

He continued, a growing gleam in his eyes. “There should be no secrets with such gravity, no discovery left unshared. Your father sought to enforce that with the Ancient Histories Decree, and it shall be adhered to under supervision of the Senate.”

She wavered, claws raking against the wooden frame she leant on. She glared at him, and felt the acid rise in her chest. “Nazreal is not yet stable. It must be assessed and studied in strict caution,” she rumbled. “It’s still a danger and must be protected with utmost urgency. Currently I, and Xayall, are its best guardians.”

The older fox pulled irritably at his large, starched sleeves. “Your sovereign’s history speaks otherwise.”

“And your infiltration by Shadow’s Claw proves you better, does it?” she spat, viciously. “We had no agents revealed within the lists of saboteurs. Something I cannot say for Pthiris.”

He remained impassive, but flexed his claws as she continued.

“What you lack in integrity, my city bears in the ruins of its walls. We survived, and despite everything we are stable and resolute.” She straightened again, finding renewed confidence. “I object to being singled out for our conflict at the hands of others when every other sovereign here has suffered in this same battle.” She pointed at Andarn and Tremaine. “Two sovereigns, set to war against each other by hidden agents, stand here unscrutinised, while Kyrryk and Dhraka are working to expel those same forces from within their own lands, for your sake as much as theirs, and get no recognition, or scorned for their support.” She turned back to the Senate. “These battles have waged for too long, seeded from the same greed and darkness.”

Pthiris leant towards her. “By whom, pray tell? If you have answers to all this, please provide them directly. Unless you’d like to accuse everyone in this chamber of contributing to your strife?”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“Would you explain, then, how Xayall is always at the centre of this mire, yet you still claim to be somehow innocent of any transgression or escalation of said conflicts?”

“They tried to murder me in my sleep! Senate Council, this is—”

“The Council will not be addressed directly in floor disagreements,” came a harsh voice from a puma at the end of the bench, glaring over her glasses. “This is very unbecoming of our meetings and frankly discourse like this should be left to private channels.”

Jed, in one of his first displays of reaction, gave her a quiet, if pointed, sideways glance, then looked back to Faria with a stern face.

“There is much we are still in the midst of recovering,” his voice boomed. “I will vouch for Xayall’s experience and warn against further argument over these circular accusations.”

The Pthiris fox gave a bow of his head. “Senate Council, my apologies.” He then turned to Faria with a sickening smugness that she wanted to tear at with her claws till she scraped clean the skull beneath it. “My remarks shall be found rescinded.”

Although you made sure everyone heard them first, didn’t you? Grizzled lump of mange, Faria fulminated internally.

He and Faria gave each other lingering rueful looks before sitting back down. She took her goblet, and within seconds an attendant with a water jug sauntered over to fill it. She thanked them silently, then listened to the next speaker on the rotation.

It would be a long day.


Chapter Two


It was late afternoon by the time the meeting finished. Representatives delivered their scheduled propositions, aired grievances, and gave one or two accolades to themselves or others. Faria had been relieved that the spat between her and Pthiris wasn’t the only one to get heated, with some fire coming from the lower floors directed at Tremaine and Andarn for encroaching on free lands, then again at Andarn for the amount of naval traffic they created in smaller ports above and below their lands through their prohibitively steep docking fees, alongside some other pithy back-and-forth between delegates and chiding by the Council. Arguing seemed to be an inherent means of getting things done, providing you could win over the right people with your honesty, lies, or overall theatre.

She still left before she could encounter the Pthirisian fox again, though she thought she caught him glancing her way as she turned to leave. She had no care to learn his name or engage in awkward, condescending asides, so once the final bows and formalities had been performed she left, while others went to their ‘private channels’ to network with each other directly. Within her was a growing sense that many of them were too long and too far removed from any kind of conversation that didn’t involve gold, wine, or political comfort.

She just wanted safety.

The doors had already been opened; she thanked the attendants as she breezed past, lamenting for them the interminable period they would have to wait for the remaining delegates to leave their chamber of public martyrdom. She descended the stairs, swiftly turning left to head towards her next meeting. The wide, curved corridors were already dense with traffic and the hum of conversation drifting into the high ceilings and wooden reliefs above. A trio of polar bears marched by in meticulous filigree armour of blue and grey, extremely elegant and powerful, and honestly she would much rather have stared at them in silence for six hours instead. She bowed as they passed. She wasn’t sure if they acknowledged her, but she wanted to do them the courtesy nonetheless.

Not far behind them were two familiar, comforting faces. One was a soldier in blue armour with a slim-yet-flowing white sleeveless jacket, her caracal ears flicking intently with the noise and bustle of the crowd, and the other was an ocelot, whose right sleeve was tied at the elbow with trailing ribbons of red, signifying his lost arm. She rushed towards them; the ocelot flinched briefly before realising who it was, and he reflexively shot out his left paw for her to shake. Instead she embraced him with a hug.

“You probably shouldn’t be doing that,” he said warmly, although he hugged her back.

She pulled away and scoffed. “I don’t care, Bayer. This place is too stuffy, and they do it upstairs all the time. It’s only who they deem ‘inappropriate’ to touch that makes it taboo. I’m not playing that game.”

Raede gave Faria an affirmative nod, and shook her paw with all the strength one would expect from a deadly, but friendly, mercenary.

“I’m really glad you could make it,” Faria sighed. “It’s good to see friends.”

Bayer tilted his head quizzically. “Kier isn’t with you?”

She rubbed her paws over her ears and gave an embattled groan. “It’s a long story.” She looked around. “Although I’d hoped he’d be finished by now. He may already be there.”

Bayer glanced round as more folks filed through the hallway and their conversations became louder. His tail stiffened and flicked sharply from one side to another. Raede looked equally uncomfortable.

Faria gestured ahead. “Let’s get moving. I’m not one for crowds right now.”

They meandered along the tide of pedestrians, skirting by the massive stone pillars that surrounded the exterior corridor of the Senate dome. On the outer circle were smaller meeting rooms, while the larger room, kitchens, and a gallery of artwork and discoveries lay towards the centre, with the address hall at the heart of it all. The clerk offices and private quarters for certain Council members and permanent building staff were on the upper floors, and a new archive had been established under the ground floor with only one, guarded, entrance. This was probably where Kier had needed to go, Faria surmised.

Eventually they came to a meeting room along the outer rim, above which was a classical-style, tasteful oil painting of a snow leopard washing themselves with an ewer of water. The plaque on the door read ‘Ewer Chamber’.

Bayer flicked the latch with a deft claw and gestured for her to enter. “After ‘ewer’, Your Majesty.”

“If I weren’t so tired I’d throw another ice ball at you,” she muttered affectionately, to which he smiled in reply.

Two figures within the room stood to attention as the door clicked open. The first was Kier, who looked about as surprised to see Faria as she was to see him; the second was a slender dragon of pearly-white scales and purple horns, with a long neck and a small fur collar. She wore a series of chains sewn into a dyed-purple leather vest, held at her waist with a maille belt. Hexagonal-maille bracers hugged her arms, and a bandolier, missing its knives, hung from one of her shoulders. Her dark blue eyes glinted in the lanternlight and seemed to flash with warning for a moment as they entered, as if expecting trouble.

After a moment of recognition, the dragon stepped towards Faria. She moved with fluidity like water over stones, graceful and powerful, and reached out a claw. Faria responded in kind, taking it in a firm and friendly shake. The dragon was about as tall as Osiris – once more the fox became aware that she was the smallest creature in the room.

At least those gathered here were friendly.

“I’m so sorry I missed your speech,” Faria said, bowing deeply. “I had some… complications.”

“As have we all, I imagine,” the dragon sighed. “I’m Riemu. My partner would have been here also but she had to take command at home.”

“I understand,” Faria responded politely, looking up at scales that gleamed more finely than polished Senate marble. “It’s an honour to finally meet you.” She turned and gestured between her and Bayer, who bowed and offered his paw.

“Bayer Kanjita, of Kyrryk,” he said softly, but formally. “We’re in somewhat the same situation as you, so you have our solidarity and support.”

Riemu nodded back. “An honour to me for both of your company,” she replied, shaking his paw. “I appreciate you finding time for us.”

Faria let out a nervous laugh. “Believe me, it’s necessary. I’d be meeting with you before any others if I could help it.” She looked sideways, the fur on her neck bristling at the lingering ire of Pthiris’ needling words. “Or instead of.”

Raede let the door drift shut behind them. She gave it an inward tug to make sure it was firmly sealed, then leant against it, instinctively moving her paw to the knife she kept hidden under her breastplate.

The dragon took her seat back at the table, and Faria pulled out a chair opposite her while Bayer sat at the remaining free side between them both. Kier sat alongside Faria, with all of the notes and papers diligently (if somewhat hurriedly) sprawled out on the table between them. He suddenly stood back up again and rearranged them, so some were facing Riemu, some Bayer, and the rest were facing Faria.

“Sorry, I didn’t have time to get this more organised for you all. I only arrived just before you did.”

Faria raised a gentle paw. “Don’t rush, we aren’t officiants. At least, not in the same way the over-starched old brats upstairs are.”

Faria paused and panicked for a second, realising it might be unprofessional to reveal herself as such a disaffected new world leader so quickly to a potential ally.

“I mean, um…”

The dragon shook her head and waved a claw in reassurance. Her eyes, although shining deeply with an almost ethereal reflection of the light around them, bore a look of shared disapproval. “I appreciate the candour, honestly. It’s very like your mother. Most folk don’t even want to talk with us.”

Faria smiled, feeling bolstered by the comparison to Kaya. “That’s certainly something I’ve encountered. Today was…” she rubbed a paw over her muzzle to massage some of the tension from it. “…somewhat belittling. It feels like they’re out to get you before you even arrive.”

The dragon seemed to empathise, and thumbed a claw at a small metal funnel located by the fireplace, which had a tube that led into the ceiling – a service call apparatus. The aperture of the brass cone had been stuffed with a cloak.

“I’m used to taking precautions for similar reasons,” she replied. “If attendants can be called, we can be heard. It’s conspicuous enough walking in as a dragon given folks’ vehemence towards Dhraka.” She flicked her claws with a palpable air of disgust. “When those who don’t know anything you’ve been through blame you for the malice of a dictator, or view you as another henchman to do their bidding, you find yourself with very few friends.”

Faria nodded, a chill running down her tail as she realised the danger Riemu was in from all sides, much like she herself had been when Shadow’s Claw had infiltrated Xayall. “I can feel myself being painted in similar colours,” she muttered.

Bayer traced his claws over the texture of the leather upholstery on the edges of the table. “To most of the Senate, progress can only be tied to money or power, by threat or by promise. Even at war, most of them won’t see a blade except at the side of their personal guards.”

Kier glanced at each of them, and to Raede, who stood diligently by the door but listened to every word. “I daresay we’ve seen more battles than any of them put together,” he said bitterly. “Aside from Jed.”

“Small recompense.” Raede scoffed.

Faria’s head swam with thoughts of what they’d each survived, and how tiring everything was. She looked back to Riemu and opened her paws over the table. “I’m trying to be diplomatic,” she said, with plaintive ire. Her voice took on a rueful tone. “But it seems many are using me as the gap in the armour to stick their knives into Xayall.”

Riemu gathered her claws in front of her. “We’ve faced similar things. It wasn’t until Crawn’s control slipped and their command structure broke down that we were able to make substantial gains on our own land. I’m sorry that it had to be at the expense of your city, and family.”

“They’ve been at your throats for far longer,” Faria replied, with a sombre reverence. “It’s only fair we fight together so neither of us have that fate in future.”

Riemu laughed, a lyrical sound laced with age and memories of narrow escapes. “Sometimes I miss the simplicity of burying an axe in something to get people’s attention.”

“I could think of a target or two…” Faria returned with a wry grumble.

The dragon’s frills perked. “Oh?”

There was a brief pause as Faria tried to ascertain how serious Riemu was. Given the scars she could see on her neck and jawline, she didn’t want to make a prophetic joke. “I mean—”

The dragon watched her for a second, and then laughed. “We’re trying to break free of our reputation, I’m not serious.” Then her face immediately darkened and she leant in with a shadowy voice. “Unless you are.”

Faria’s eyes widened and her ears flicked straight back. Once more Riemu leant back with an even heartier laugh, and Bayer allowed himself a chuckle at her expense also. Faria’s cheek fur bristled; she pulled at her collar as she felt her face grow hot. She looked briefly to Raede, who shrugged as if to offer her own services in taking the joke to more significant levels of action.

“You’re too easy, Empress.” Riemu’s voice had a playful lilt when she was amused, that was both striking and somewhat intimidating.

Faria rubbed the back of her head with a nervous grimace of a grin, and gestured to the papers beside her. “Erm, maybe let’s do some official things before joking about unofficial things.”

Riemu gave a reluctant sigh. “Sure, give us some kind of progress in this disgusting world of bureaucracy.”

Kier laid out a roll of parchment for her and Bayer, all of them daubed with the formal scrawl of Senate intent declarations, border confirmations, and letters of support. Riemu scanned a claw down them and nodded, signed each one in turn, then slid them back to Kier, who passed them to Bayer for the same process. The ocelot had practised a signature with his remaining paw, but it was still slow and shaky. His countenance of equal frustration and concentration threatened to make his furrowed brow deep enough to plant seeds in, but all were patient, and within time the scrolls were dutifully signed, rolled, and sealed with Xayall’s wax stamp. It was a quietly tedious display of reluctant decorum, and none of them seemed to relax until all had been placed into the crisp document basket that Kier kept by his seat. After placing her quill back into its stand, Faria took in a halting breath, and then rested her paws on the table, letting her thoughts gather.

“How bad is it in Draik right now?” she asked eventually.

Riemu shrugged, and drew up a sleeve to show off a slowly-healing cut across her forearm. “Plenty of battles, but we’re holding out. With more resources or a sanction against Dhraka, we could do more, but we know they’re getting supplies from drops off the coast by unmarked ships. They’re very well equipped, whoever they are, and Dhraka’s artillery keeps growing to make aerial scouting almost impossible.”

Faria looked to Bayer, who didn’t appear optimistic, tapping a thoughtful claw at his chin. “There aren’t any remaining caches that we know of in Kyrryk, and haven’t had any signs of movement through our borders.”

Faria groaned and leant back in her chair. “I thought we could be done with this by now.”

Riemu gave her a blank stare. “These conflicts have been waged for millennia,” she said bluntly. “They aren’t going to be extinguished in a single battle.”

Faria rubbed her head with a sigh. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I don’t know how you’ve fought for so long.”

“Necessity,” Riemu replied flatly. In the light of the lanterns, Faria could see the contours of scars in her scales, chips in her horns, and a tired determination in her eyes. “We both know what it is like to lose something. Our determination to prevent recurrence is what sees this through, till it ends or we do.”

Faria placed her paws together and rested her hands on them, agreeing quietly. “Ideally, nothing would ‘end’ except the fight itself. But there are those who would gladly work with Dhraka again given the chance, and that’s a constant danger.”

“The end of Crawn has left his Senate network in disarray, but they’re just as eager to take up his reputation,” Riemu followed. “They only lack his influence. Lately Dhraka has galvanised under someone they call The Molten King, and it worries me that they’ve found their old fire again.”

Kier was holding a paw over one of his eyes, gently massaging the fur around it. “Sounds like a nasty creature. Any idea who they are?”

Riemu took in a long breath, but largely shrugged. “A zealot, maybe someone hibernating within their volcano that reawoke, or returned from a campaign elsewhere, or perhaps just an upstart looking to further deepen the fanatical devotion to violence. Regardless, they’re competent. Crawn’s despots are devoted to power, so the right commander could prove a capable asset to an army as malicious as his. Meanwhile, the rest of us have been working hard to deradicalise them, with… mixed results.”

“How mixed?” Bayer asked.

“Well, some survived,” Riemu said bluntly, picking her claws. They stared blankly back at her, prompting a shrug. “Listen, we can’t compromise our safety. If they lash out in our spaces, there’s no mercy. Ignoring that would be a grave danger.”

Raede repositioned herself against the door. “I can warn you now: not everyone is salvageable. They must at least know where they’re not welcome anymore. Would be nice,” she said, in barbed tones, “if other sovereigns recognised what we go through for them.”

Faria sighed, stabbing the table’s leatherwork with her claw. “I know. It’s… tough. I’m on my way to Skyria after this, for personal reasons, but also to negotiate what more they can do.”

Riemu stood with a resolute grunt. “To get others to fight alongside you, you must be a fighter first. You must vouch for us, and yourselves, loudly, continually. That is how you force change in the face of those who resist it.” She fixed Faria in a firm glare. “You will be exhausted, at times hateful, but this is what you have to understand, Empress Faria.”

She flicked the tails of her tabard back to where they should rest either side of her tail, and whirled her cloak out of the communication horn. “We will maintain our positions and try to warn you of anything that may spill over to your lands, but otherwise will assume to remain on our own.”

Faria wrung her paws, her ears flattening slightly with guilt. Riemu dipped her head a little to try and catch her eye, the fire of her years of furious resistance softening a little as she addressed the fox. “Physical battles are more straightforward than political ones. But they both require strength. We know that you have it. Don’t give up.”

She moved to the door and took a deep breath.

“Are you alright?” Faria asked.

A cynical smile split her face. “I wasn’t granted access to the guarded entrance you use. I have to use the main doors. It’s… crowded there.”

“Can’t I take you with me through the back?” she asked.

Riemu sucked through her teeth, but Kier answered before she could respond.

“No. They won’t let them through. They’re being intensely stringent this time.”

Faria growled. Raede offered her paw. “Do you need an escort?”

The dragon let out a sharp sigh as she rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “The proud part of me wants to say no, but my partner was specific about making sure I was safe, and our allegiances explicit. I’m no good to you if the crowd that wants me dead succeeds.”

Faria stood immediately. “I’ll go that way too. I won’t have you walk alone.”

She looked to Kier, who had just finished packing the scrolls. He acknowledged her with a brief nod and retrieved a long leather bundle from behind a curtain. She worked her paw between the layers and loosened both ends. A faint flick of blue crystal caught the lanternlight at its tips.

Raede gave a cautioning smile. “Pushing the boundaries already, Faria,” she said softly.

Faria returned her a defiant sniff. “It’s a walking aid. They didn’t give me time to prepare anything else, and I need it.”

She marched to the door and gave Riemu an affirmative nod.

“Let’s go.”


Chapter Three


The Senate had largely dispersed, but conversations were still flowing around the chamber perimeters, quietened voices and hushed dealings drifting like an acoustic fog that vanished in the embellished void of the high, arched ceilings.

Kier split away to submit the freshly signed scrolls to the appropriate clerk upstairs, while the others marched purposefully to the entrance. He darted as quickly as he could without raising protest from the stuffed collars of the Senate members or the stern guards who patrolled key points around the area, although his primary focus was a swift return to the group.

For Faria, and probably moreso for Riemu, the intense guard presence made her feel far less at ease. Every encounter she’d previously had with soldiers was in combat; either in pursuit of her, or at her expense, save for the defenders of Xayall. Riemu was representing herself at great personal risk; her self-defense was a crime in her homeland and her presence a crime outside of it. She was a target for any side to boast over taking down.

The Senate could be capable of so much benefit. Faria knew this.

She also knew that they had not been so for a long time.
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