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Kai Lin was going to meet her dragon. 
Chosen while she was still in the womb, she had long anticipated this moment, and also dreaded it. It should have been an exciting day, and although she was experiencing many emotions, elation was not one of them. She rubbed her sweaty palms on her gown.
“Don’t fidget,” Sho, her father, said softly.
“I can’t help it,” Kai replied.
“Leave the girl alone,” her mother intervened. “She has every right to be nervous. It’s an important day.”
“I’m aware, Ryoko, but we haven’t even entered the city yet.”
Kai looked out the window of the wagon and watched the landscape pass. Her mother was right, she was nervous. She was leaving behind everything she had ever known for a future of uncertainty and endless war. It didn’t make sense to her that both men and women were forced to be Chosen. Were it up to her, she would have taken a very different path, one less fraught with danger.
She hissed in a breath and grimaced as a lance of pain ran down the back of her skull. Clenching her jaw, she focused her attention on the swirling pattern sewn into her gown and waited for the agony to fade.
“Is it the headaches?” Ryoko asked.
Kai nodded slightly, afraid to make the pain worse.
Her mother looked at her father. “They’re becoming more frequent.”
“It has something to do with the ceremony,” Sho answered, though Kai could tell by his tone that he was merely offering a guess.
The headaches had been rare when she was younger, but as she grew, they plagued her more and more. Now that they were headed to Ikje for the ceremony, the flashes of pain were almost like clockwork. The agony faded, and Kai unclenched her jaw.
“It seems a sorry reward for being Chosen,” she said lamely.
Her parents exchanged looks, but neither one reprimanded her. Had they been in public, she knew they would have made a show of chastising her. Being Chosen was a great honor, and anyone who said otherwise was akin to a traitor.
The rest of the trip was uneventful other than Kai’s steady stream of gasps when the headaches overtook her. She’d never before desired to die, but now, it was tempting to wish for the relief it offered.
The walls of Ikje came into view, and Kai marveled at the number of people who had come to attend the ceremony. Commoners and nobles alike crowded at the gates, eager to gain entry.
“We’re here,” her father announced.
Despite her anxiousness, Kai was curious to see the other Chosen. Were they nobles like her, or commoners? Or was there a mix? She would soon find out. The wagon trundled through a gatehouse, and guards lined the cobbled street, keeping the inquisitive at bay. That was one thing she disliked about being Chosen. She wasn’t treated like everyone else. Instead, she had been kept in seclusion.
To say her childhood had been laborious was an understatement. She’d never been given dolls or other toys, had never played with another child. Upon asking about it, her parents only told her that being Chosen wasn’t just an honor, it was also a sacrifice. She never understood that answer then, but she understood it now.
The wagon came to a halt, and the door swung open to reveal a soldier in leather armor. The faceplate of his helmet was missing, and his brown eyes swept over the interior, coming to rest on her. He was thin but muscular and had a stoic demeanor.
“Chosen,” he greeted. “My name is Liu Wei, and I have been assigned as your personal guard. Please, follow me.”
Kai stood and looked at her mother for assurance. Ryoko smiled at her, though her eyes were full of tears that threatened to spill and run down her cheeks.
“Everything will be fine,” she said, rising to embrace her.
The words rang hollow in Kai’s ears, but she knew her mother meant well. The lifespan of most Chosen wasn’t very long, but that was to be expected when their job was to protect the kingdom from the incursion of the Drakka.
She’d had many nightmares of the terrible creatures, some so vivid she questioned if the dreams had truly been visions. The guard cleared his throat, and Kai lunged for her mother, embracing her tightly. She hugged her father next, and then she stepped out of the carriage and into an entirely new world.
Liu offered her a friendly smile and turned about, leading her across an expansive courtyard toward the castle. It towered above the city of Ikje like a sentinel, and flying overhead was a group of Sworn. Kai’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of the mighty dragons soaring across the sky. Those riding upon their backs were too small to be seen clearly, but she knew they were there because their armor glinted under the sun.
Kai walked as fast as her short legs could go, but Liu was outdistancing her. He glanced back at her and slowed his pace.
“Apologies,” he said. “I tend to walk fast.”
Kai smiled sheepishly, but she didn’t know why he was apologizing. Although she was born of a noble family, as one of the emperor’s men, he likely outranked her. They reached two massive doors and at Liu’s command, a host of guards scrambled to push them open.
Looking through the entrance, she saw a long hall with a vaulted ceiling. Globes of white light were spaced every six feet, and they hovered in the air of their own volition. Kai’s eyes widened. She had seen magic before, but this was something much grander. She looked over her shoulder, but her parents’ wagon was gone.
Her heart hammered in her chest as panic started to overtake her, but she took a deep breath and reminded herself that she would see her parents again at the Ceremony of Oaths. Kai followed Liu inside, and the doors closed behind them. She gazed around the hall. The walls were bare of any decorations, which she found odd until she realized this area was part of the barracks.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“To your personal chambers.”
“I have my own room?”
“No. All of the Chosen have been assigned to the same room, but you will each have your own bed. I expect after the ceremony you’ll be transferred to Dangju for training.”
“I thought we were supposed to train here?”
“Normally you would,” Liu replied, turning to the right and leading her down a new hall. “We’ve received reports that a large force of Drakka have been seen in the area, and the general feels that it would be safest to have you train elsewhere in the event they attack the castle.”
Kai frowned. The Drakka had never attacked Ikje before. Between the emperor’s soldiers and the Sworn, it was too well protected. She hissed in a breath and leaned against the wall, closing her eyes against the pain of another headache.
“Are you all right?”
“I will be,” she whispered in reply. After the pain subsided, she opened her eyes to see Liu staring at her, his eyes full of concern. She pushed off the wall and stumbled, but Liu caught her. He placed a hand on her forehead. His touch was surprisingly gentle, and Kai felt a rush of warmth spread through her body.
“I get headaches,” she replied. “They can be rather crippling.”
“We’re almost there,” Liu said. “Just a little further.”
He supported her with his arm, and they made their way slowly down the hall, stopping at a wooden door on the right. Liu pushed it open and helped her inside. The room was spacious, with several beds lining the walls. Each bed had a trunk at its foot, and Kai assumed that was where she would store her belongings.
“You can take the last bed on the left there.”
Kai looked to where Liu pointed and saw a girl that looked to be her age lying on one of the beds. She wore a chainmail shirt and had her feet crossed, her dirty boots resting on the clean, white blanket that draped the bed.
“When is the ceremony?” Kai asked, looking at Liu. Despite her curiosity about the other Chosen, she didn’t really want to be left alone with them.
“In a few days. We’re awaiting the arrival of the dragons. Without them, there isn’t much we can do. Should I call for a physician?”
“No, I’m fine. The pain comes and goes. There is nothing that can be done for it. My parents have tried everything.”
“I see. I will leave you to rest, then.”
“Wait. What do we do until the dragons get here?”
“Whatever you like, so long as you remain inside the castle.”
“Are we prisoners?” Kai asked.
“Of course not. It is for your protection. If you’d like to go outside, I can arrange for an armed contingent to escort you around the grounds?”
Kai hesitated. The idea of being free to do whatever she wanted was foreign to her. Finally, she shook her head.
“No, thank you. I’ll stay indoors.”
“Excellent,” Liu said, and Kai had the feeling he was glad he wouldn’t have to organize a patrol for her. “Food and water will be provided every few hours. Unless you need anything, I shall take my leave.”
Although she had just met the man, she considered him a friend and was hesitant to dismiss him. She reminded herself that she had no friends, and that he was only a soldier tasked with keeping her safe.
“I do not need anything,” she said.
He smiled and bowed his head to her, then left the room. Kai stood in place awkwardly for a long moment, debating on whether to lay in her bed or wander around the castle. Pain clawed at the inside of her skull, and she decided lying in bed was the better option. She walked down the row of beds, glancing at the woman in the chainmail as she passed.
The woman cracked her eyes open and returned her stare, causing Kai to look away. She climbed onto her bed and laid down, surprised at how comfortable the mattress was.
“I’m Siran,” the woman said.
Kai lifted her head and looked over at her. She had her eyes closed again, but somehow it felt as though the woman was watching her.
“I’m Kai.”
“You look a little soft to be a Chosen. Are you a Chosen?”
“I am.”
Siran grunted. There was a long pause, and then she said, “The others were in here earlier, but they went to explore the castle. That’s commoners for you. Impressed with mundane things.”
“How many others are there?” Kai asked.
“Ten, I think. I didn’t really count them. The servants were whispering that we’re the smallest group of Chosen they’ve seen in years.”
Kai didn’t know if that was good or bad, and she didn’t ask. She fidgeted with the edge of her gown, running the material under her nails. It was a nervous habit.
“You’re too loud,” Siran said.
“I’m sorry.”
“It was a joke. Actually, you’re too quiet. Say something.”
“Aren’t you trying to sleep?”
“No. I’m listening to my dragon.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s thinking. When he thinks, I listen. It helps me learn about him.”
Kai was silent for a moment, debating on whether to speak her mind. Deciding she was tired of maintaining an illusion, she spoke up.
“What’s it like? Hearing your dragon, I mean?”






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
2

Siran sat up and looked at her. “What do you mean? You don’t hear your dragon?” 
“I don’t think so. How would I know?”
“You would know, trust me. What do you hear? It should be a voice within your mind.”
Kai always had a buzzing sound in her ears, and she long suspected it was related to her headaches, though whether it was the cause or a side effect, she didn’t know.
“It’s hard to describe, but there’s a constant noise. Definitely no voice.”
Siran frowned. “That’s odd. I’m sure Master Satoshi will be able to help you.”
“The Master Satoshi?”
“Yes.”
Kai couldn’t believe it. Master Satoshi was a hero. He’d saved the emperor’s life—twice, and his list of accolades was long.
“Have you met him?”
“Not yet,” Siran replied.
“Do you think the legends about him are true?”
“I’m sure there is truth to them, but like many things, they’re probably exaggerated. I mean, they say he took out a dozen Drakka on his own. That’s impossible.”
Kai had heard that story before many times. Although she had never seen a Drakka in real life, she’d seen drawings of them. If they were anything like their illustrations, there was no way a single man could defeat an entire group of them.
“Anyway, where are you from?”
Kai hesitated before answering. She had been taught that it was unwise to reveal too much to strangers, but she decided since she’d be spending her foreseeable future with Siran and the other Chosen, it wouldn’t hurt to be friends with them.
“I’m from the south. Woncheok.”
“I’ve heard of it. Never been there, though. I’m from Posong.”
“Where is that?” Kai asked.
“A week’s journey southwest from Woncheok. There’s nothing worth seeing there. Just farmland mostly.”
“Are your parents farmers?”
Siran scoffed. “Hardly. My father is a Steward.”
“So is mine.”
“Thank the gods I’m not the only noble here. The others are all commoners.” Siran frowned. “I don’t know why they let them bond with dragons.”
“It isn’t up to us,” Kai replied. “Dragons choose their riders.”
Silence fell between them, and Kai closed her eyes. The constant buzzing sound was louder here, and the pain of another headache was coming. She tried to push it away, but it quickly overtook her.
“Are you all right?” Siran asked, noticing her discomfort.
“I will be,” Kai whispered through clenched teeth.
“Do you need some water or something? Should I call for your guard?”
“No.” Kai gasped in relief as the pain receded. “No, I’m fine. I get headaches sometimes.”
“You should see one of the physicians about that. They can give you something for the pain.”
“I’ve been to many of them before. Nothing helps.”
“You might be surprised. I’ll go with you if you want?”
Kai was caught off-guard by the woman’s kindness. “I… suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try.”
“Follow me.”
Siran led her out of the room and they traversed the hallways until they reached a large room with a high ceiling. The air was filled with the pungent scent of herbs and the low murmur of voices. Kai saw rows of beds, and some were occupied by patients in various states of health.
A gentle-faced physician sat at a wooden table, grinding dried leaves with a mortar and pestle. She looked up at Kai and smiled. 
“Can I help you?”
The woman had a visage that was shaped by the passage of many years, and her white robes rustled as her wrinkled hands continued grinding away. Kai hesitated, unsure of what to say.
“She has headaches,” Siran answered for her.
“Come, sit.” The woman motioned to a stool beside her.
“I’ll wait outside for you,” Siran said. “All of this,” she waved her around, “makes me uncomfortable.”
Before Kai could reply, Siran turned and exited into the hall. Inhaling a deep breath, Kai walked over to the table and sat beside the woman.
“Tell me of your pain,” the woman said.
“I get headaches, as she said. I’ve had them ever since I was young. They come on suddenly, and the pain is strong. Lately, they’ve gotten worse and more frequent, but every physician I’ve seen has been unable to help.”
The woman nodded, her hands still working the mortar and pestle, but her eyes were focused on Kai. “Where do you feel the pain? Is it behind your eyes?”
“No,” Kai answered. “It’s near the back of my head, almost at my neck.”
“I see. Lean closer. My eyes aren’t as sharp as they once were.”
Kai tilted her head toward the woman. She set her pestle down and placed a gentle hand on Kai’s forehead. Kai felt a warm energy emanating from the physician’s touch, and it soothed the faint lingering pain.
“Not all pain is of the flesh,” she said cryptically.
“What do you mean?”
“There is a strange energy entwined within you.”
“Are you talking about my dragon?”
“No.” The woman offered no explanation. “Medicine may help you for a short time, but it will not solve your problems. You must seek the source of your pain from within and fix your ki. Only then will your headaches cease.”
Kai blinked and furrowed her brow. The woman may as well have spoken in another language for all the sense it made.
“What do I need to do?”
“I cannot give you all the answers. I merely point you in the direction. You must do the rest.”
The woman’s ambiguous words were not particularly helpful, but Kai smiled anyway. Pretending was something she had grown accustomed to.
“Thank you,” she said, rising from the stool.
“Take this. It will provide some relief, but only use it when the pain is unbearable. Consuming too much will dull your senses and cloud your mind.”
Kai accepted a small pouch filled with herbs before returning to the hall. Siran was there waiting for her.
“Did she help you?”
“I’m not sure. She gave me this.” Kai held up the pouch and Siran looked inside, wrinkling her nose.
“That stuff can be addicting. Try not to use it if you don’t have to.”
“That’s what she told me,” Kai replied.
As they walked down the corridor, the torchlight flickered against the stone walls. Kai clutched the pouch of herbs tightly, her mind replaying the physician’s words.
“She said something I don’t understand,” Kai said, her voice echoing in the empty hallway.
“What?”
“Something about fixing my ki. She wasn’t very clear.”
“Your ki links you to your dragon, among other things. I don’t know much beyond that. Maybe Master Satoshi will have more answers.”
Kai hoped someone, anyone, would have some answers to a few of her questions. Most pressing of all, why couldn’t she hear her dragon’s voice if she was Chosen?
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When they returned to their bedchamber, the other Chosen were there. A chorus of voices filled the air, all of them talking excitedly. 
“What did we miss?” Siran asked loudly.
“The Sworn have captured one of the Drakka. They’re securing it so we can study it safely.”
Kai looked at the one who had spoken. He looked to be about the same age as her, though he was taller by roughly a foot. He had dark hair that fell messily across his forehead, and his eyes were dark and hooded. She guessed by the deepness of his tan that he worked outside, probably in the rice fields. He met her gaze, then his eyes swept her up and down.
A chill ran down her spine at the intensity of his gaze, and Kai looked away. There was something about him that made her uneasy, though she couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was. He seemed normal enough.
“I’m Ichiro,” he said, introducing himself. “Nice to meet you, fellow Chosen.”
“I’m Kai.”
“Have you seen the castle grounds yet?”
“Briefly. I’ve only just arrived.”
“I could show you around if you’d like?”
Before Kai could respond, another of the Chosen joined them, a disarming smile parting his lips. “Don’t mind him. He’s just looking for an excuse to get out of training duty.”
Ichiro scowled. “Ignore Jiro. He’s always putting his nose where it doesn’t belong.”
Jiro rolled his eyes, but Kai could tell the exchange was playful. The similarity between them was apparent, and their names made it obvious they were brothers considering Ichiro meant first-born son.
As the banter between Ichiro and Jiro continued, Kai found herself relaxing in their company. The tension that had been coiled in her shoulders since she arrived at the fortress began to unwind, and she even managed a small smile at their sibling rivalry. She decided to push aside her reservations.
“Do you still want to show me the grounds?” Kai asked.
“Of course. Let’s go before Jiro convinces you that he gives better tours,” Ichiro joked, earning a playful shove from his brother.
Kai looked at Siran, who remained standing quietly at her side. “Do you want to come with us?”
She thought the girl would decline, and was surprised when Siran shrugged.
“Sure.”
The group set off through the labyrinthine corridors of the castle, passing bustling servants and nobles going about their business. Ichiro proved to be a knowledgeable guide, regaling Kai with tales of the fortress’s history and pointing out hidden nooks and crannies where one could escape for a moment of solitude. 
As they strolled through an open garden filled with fragrant blooming flowers, Kai noticed a figure standing at the edge of the garden, watching them with intense interest. The person was cloaked in shadow, their features obscured. Kai’s breath caught in her throat, sensing a strange familiarity emanating from the mysterious figure. Before she could react, the person turned and disappeared into the shadows, leaving Kai feeling a sense of unease prickling at her skin.
“Did you see that?” Kai whispered to Siran, who shook her head.
“See what?” Ichiro asked, glancing around.
“Nothing. Never mind.”
Ichiro continued the tour, but Kai couldn’t shake off the feeling of being watched. She noticed fleeting glimpses of movement in the corners of her vision and heard whispers carried by the wind that seemed to speak her name. Each time she turned to investigate, there was nothing there.
They reached a secluded part of the garden, and Ichiro stopped and turned to Kai, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “There’s a hidden passage here that leads to a lookout point with a stunning view of the valley. Care to see it?”
Kai hesitated. Despite knowing they weren’t supposed to venture outside the castle, she felt the allure of rebelliousness. She’d spent her entire life living under the rule of law… what was one transgression? Besides, once she was Sworn, she may not live long enough to enjoy another moment like this. She nodded.
Ichiro led the way, and they filed into a narrow passage concealed by overgrown vines and moss-covered stones. The air grew cooler as they descended underground, the faint sound of dripping water echoing around them. The path sloped upward, and they emerged on the other side of the wall.
The dense canopy above cast dappled shadows on the ground, and Kai’s unease heightened. The air seemed to grow heavier with each step they took. Ichiro continued guiding them, his steps sure and confident. The trees opened up to a clearing where a stone plateau overlooked the valley below. Ichiro walked to the edge of the plateau and gestured grandly towards the sprawling valley below. 
“Behold, the lands we will protect once we are Sworn,” he proclaimed.
As the rest of them stepped onto the plateau, a sudden gust of wind whipped through the clearing, causing the trees to sway and creak. Kai shivered, feeling a sense of foreboding creep over her. The view of the valley lay before them, and the sky was bathed in hues of orange and red by the setting sun. Kai stepped closer to the edge, her heart pounding in her chest as she took in the breathtaking scenery. 
In the distance, she noticed something peculiar on the horizon. A dark cloud was rapidly approaching, billowing and churning in an unnatural manner. Fear prickled at the back of her neck, and she turned to the others with wide eyes.
“What is that?” she asked.
Ichiro’s confident demeanor faltered for a moment as he followed Kai’s gaze to the ominous cloud. His expression turned grim, his jaw clenching.
“It looks like a storm,” he replied.
Jiro took a step back, his playfulness replaced with nervousness. “We should go back. Now.”
Ichiro nodded, not bothering to argue. They retreated back through the damp, dark tunnel and a sense of urgency hung in the air. Kai’s mind swirled with thoughts of the approaching storm. What kind of storm moved with such malevolence and speed? And why did it fill her with a primal fear she couldn’t shake?
Emerging back into the garden, they were met with an eerie stillness that contrasted sharply with the chaos looming on the horizon. The once vibrant colors of dusk had faded into a somber palette as dark clouds gathered overhead, blotting out the last remnants of sunlight. A peal from the bell tower broke the stillness, a deep resonant tone that reverberated throughout the castle grounds.
“Let’s get inside,” Siran said, her tone full of authority.
Ichiro and Jiro sprinted off. It was obvious they were used to taking orders. Kai glanced up as rain began to patter around them, and she hurried to catch up to Siran. They entered the main hall and Kai noticed a hush had fallen over the fortress. 
The servants moved with a practiced silence, their footsteps barely audible as they went about their duties. The nobles mingled and conversed in hushed tones, their words carrying an air secrecy. A group of Sworn passed by, their tense expressions hinting at the weight of their responsibilities. 
“What’s happening?” Kai whispered.
“I don’t know… but we should probably be prepared for the worst.”
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The strange storm laid siege to Ikje for two full days. The howling wind and relentless rain battered the fortress, causing water to seep through cracks and leak into the library. Kai and the other Chosen were forced to help the servants, who scrambled madly to staunch the flow. They mopped the floor and moved valuable tomes to safer areas. 
The landscape outside the fortress fared worse. Ancient trees that had withstood all manner of ill weather burst into flames from lightning strikes, reduced to ruins in an instant. Rivers swelled and overflowed their banks, washing away shoots of grain that already struggled to grow.
When she wasn’t helping the servants, Kai spent her time looking out the window. The ominous darkness that shrouded Ikje seemed to seep into her very bones, filling her with a deep sense of foreboding. As the hours stretched into days, whispers began to circulate among the castle that a curse had befallen Ikje, that a vengeful spirit was unleashed for some unknown transgression. Kai tried to dismiss these rumors as mere superstition, but she couldn’t shake off the feeling of being watched, of unseen eyes following her every move.
On the morning of the third day, the storm abated. Kai awoke to someone pounding loudly on the door to their chamber. She sat up and looked around groggily. The other Chosen were slower to move. They were as exhausted as she was, and she didn’t blame them for not wanting to stir. The door swung open, and Liu strode into the room, followed by a dozen other guards.
“Rise and prepare yourselves,” Liu said. “Breakfast is ready in the dining hall, and once you have eaten, you will come to the dungeon to study the Drakka.”
Kai’s stomach turned at the thought of seeing one of the creatures in the flesh. The guards left, and the Chosen hurriedly dressed and made their way to the dining hall, where a simple meal of rice and bread awaited them. Kai ate in silence, her thoughts weighing heavily on her. She wondered how her parents had fared during the storm. No one had brought word that anything had happened to them, so she assumed they were well.
After their meal, Liu and the other guards led them to the dungeon. Torches flickered along the stone walls, and the air was musty and warm. The sound of dripping water echoed in the shadows, remnants from the storm.
The dungeon was a series of winding tunnels lined with prison cells. They continued onward until they reached a dead-end where a heavy iron door blocked the way ahead. Liu produced a set of keys and unlocked the door, then motioned for them to enter. Kai exchanged looks with the other Chosen before stepping across the threshold.
The room was well illuminated with spheres of white light that bobbed overhead. Several figures in blue robes trimmed in gold lined the walls, their complete focus on the hulking form in the center of the chamber. Chained to the stone floor was a creature unlike anything Kai had ever seen before.
It possessed a muscular frame with broad shoulders, and its skin was a green hue that glistened like wet clay. A mane of wild, jet-black hair cascaded down its back in tangled waves. The creature’s visage was a grotesque mask of fury and malice. Two long, curved horns protruded from its head, sharp and gleaming like polished ebony. Smaller horns arced back from its shoulders, and its nose was broad and flat, nostrils flaring with each exhalation, while a wide mouth revealed rows of sharp, yellowed fangs that seemed designed to rend flesh from bone.

























































OEBPS/cover.jpeg
PR WOl
Ry

i

g
&
E
V%
i

BOUND\BY BLOOB,BDOK 3






OEBPS/images/1fcd4fb4-dede-4bb3-85ec-27d6d4f40a82.jpeg
—
~— TATE AGAW
S / A\ Vi
T AN

( VoA

AEar

| LEGEND |
¥ CaprraL |

4 SHRINE |

® Criry






OEBPS/images/034fb542-956d-42de-903f-baa4ec3e44c7.png
G

o
AG
ONFIRE PRES
S






OEBPS/images/42372869-8e86-43d5-bfbe-5974b5cd5fea.png








