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Two figures stand just outside the entrance to a large cave, peering into the entrance. The entrance could have been mistaken for some form of really big fox burrow if not for the abrupt change to rock once you enter. Their weapons are drawn, one holding a lute, the other holding a spellbook in one hand and a simple dagger in the other. The man holding the spellbook is a human. He shifts his off hand, tightening his grip on the dagger nervously. He chuckles nervously as he looks down the dark cave entrance, his partner shooting him a look. He nods his head, gesturing gently with his dagger.

        
His partner, a tiefling woman, merely rolls her eyes and takes the lead, lute at the ready. She keeps her eyes peeled for traps, but listening to the soft mutterings of her companion she trusts that he’ll point them out before she has to. The two of them slink their way through the dark cave, the woman leading the way strumming a small tune to summon a soft ball of light next to her. The light hangs in the air loosely, casting a cool glow across the walls of the cave.

        
The air in the cave is surprisingly dry, almost cozy, as the pair make their way deeper; the first hint that they are in the right place. Soon, the light from the outside world isn’t visible behind them as the winding cave passage obstructs their view of the exit. The woman leading the way looks over her shoulder tentatively at her partner, his eyes meet hers and she understands that he’s thinking the same thing she is. Where are the traps? Tightening her grip on her lute after the silent exchange, she continues at the same pace.

        
A sound in the near distance breaks the silence of the cave. Where before all the two of them could hear were their own quiet footsteps, voices can be heard nearby. The two of them approach and a familiar voice raises in volume, yelling at someone whose responses are much milder in comparison. The second voice is unfamiliar, but the first voice is very familiar to the two of them. Maybe more-so to the woman than the man.

        
The two pick up their pace, still taking care to watch their steps. The cave opens up into a large cavernous room that causes the two to slow their pace as they take in their surroundings. The ceiling of the room is higher than most houses, meaning they must be sufficiently underground at this point because the cave entrance was situated on the side of a hill smaller than this. Around the room there are several piles of treasures, silverware, jewelry, ornamental swords, and all manner of exquisite pieces of art organized and piled in a neat mess. The precious items seemed deceptively unguarded, but a quick glance back at her companion assured the woman that they were definitely protected magically.

        
Other than the precious piles dotted about the far corners of the room, there is a large amount of clear space in the center of the room. Scratch and burn marks litter the flooring all around the cave, the man can’t even tell whether the burn marks are magical in nature or just fire. In the middle of that clearing is the source of the two voices, two people. One of them is hanging in the air, caught in some form of magical netting.

        
The two immediately identify the netted person as their friend and the objective of their excursion, as well as the source of the yelling. The other woman is standing beside their netted friend very patiently being screamed at, replying in a calm tone whenever the other person lets them get a word in. The two of them can finally understand what the other two are saying and merely watch from the entrance of the cave patiently, weapons at the ready.

        
“GIVE IT BACK!” the netted person screams, struggling against their bindings to find a more comfortable position to be captive in. “I KNOW IT’S HERE!” Their voice is feminine and melodic, the voice of a singer. Not that they’re a singer of any sorts, but kenku’s have a tendency to use voices that aren’t their own. They struggle uselessly against the magical netting keeping them captive. They would be biting at the magical netting in a futile attempt to break out if they weren’t currently using their beak to scream at the other woman.

        
“Mhmm, quite.” The standing woman replies blithely. She’s starting to grow impatient with her little intruder. Little being the operative word at the moment, if her avian prisoner weren’t captive then they might have been the same height. “I’m still waiting for you to tell me exactly what it is you think I have.” She crosses her arms with a sigh, tapping her claws against the scaly exterior of her upper arm rhythmically.

        
The trapped being struggles against their bindings once more to get into a position where they can glare at their captor. “My instrument! My lyre! Jonsa!”

        
The woman holding her captive seems to consider this for a moment, nodding slowly as she thinks to herself. She doesn’t make any immediate comment and it seems like the screaming might start again, but she eventually responds. “You named your lyre?”

        
The feathers on the back of the trapped Kenku’s neck raise as they respond. “So! What if I did. Jonsa is important to me. Important enough that I had to get her engraved!” The Kenku manages to slip an accusatory claw out to point at her captor, “which is how I know you stole it!”

        
The second woman just quirks an eyebrow at that, deigning to diplomatically ignore the rude gesture. “What makes you think I stole it?”

        
“Because it’s here! In your hoard! The 
      hoard
       that is probably full of other stuff you’ve stolen!”

        
The woman scoffs, but she doesn’t respond. Instead, she notices the two new intruders at the entrance to the cavern. The moment that she meets their eyes is intense. The pair of newcomers are rooted to the spot, not through any magical means, but by sheer presence alone. It’s then that the two of them realize that this isn’t just any random woman that just happens to be inside this cave, it’s the owner of this cave. Looking into the smaller woman's golden eyes, the pupils shaped like slits, they both come to the same conclusion.

        
This woman is the Scourge of the Valley, the Copper Dragon.

        
The Copper Dragon looks away from the two of them and back at her suddenly silent captive. The Kenku in the net is, in turn, struggling with the netting to get a better look at whoever just arrived. Once they notice who it is, though, they chirp happily, attempting to wave at the two of them. The Dragon woman pinches the bridge of her nose, silently wondering if she could just kill them all and get back to her relaxing. She wouldn’t, of course, but she thinks about it. Turning back to the two new intruders she curls her claw inward a couple times, gesturing for the two of them to come closer.

        
The Tiefling woman looks at her partner and he nods, no traps in the way yet. Tentatively, the two of them step closer, weapons at the ready. The woman considers what to say as they inch closer, but once they get sufficiently close the Dragon woman speaks up instead.

        
“Is this one yours?” she casually points a claw at the bird person she has caught in a net.

        
The Tiefling woman steps forward a step, drawing the Dragons attention and nodding as she does so. “Yes, they are ‘ours’.” She 
      shoots the Kenku
       a stern look that they can’t help but flinch a little at. “I don’t know why you have Kriket trapped, but I don’t suppose you’d be willing to let them out?”

        
The Dragon lady seems shocked for a second once she hears the woman's voice. It’s exactly the same as the voice that the Kenku was using, inflection and all. She cools her expression as she responds, “If you can keep them from rummaging through my collection anymore, then yes.” The Dragon lady waves her hand at the net holding the Kenku apparently named Kriket, dismissing the bindings. The pair rush forward to look over their friend, the man glancing at the Dragon woman furtively a couple of times. The woman makes no immediate moves towards them, though, allowing them to gather their wits for a moment before they all turn back to her.

        
The woman holding the lute relaxes a bit at the sight of seeing Kriket is fine, but she doesn’t drop her lute. She turns back to the Dragon Woman, the two women are sizing each other up. The woman is surprised to note that she is several inches taller than the Dragon woman, almost an entire foot taller. That’s not even counting the fact that the taller woman’s horns are longer than the Dragon womans too, mostly because the Dragon womans horns are a completely different shape than the Tiefling 
      womans
      . The tiefling chuckles lightly, her expression one of amusement. The Dragon bristles at the action, her face going red. She doesn’t say anything though, turning away indignantly and changing the topic.

        
“If that’s 
      all
      , you know where the door is.” She humphs, glaring at the group from the corner of her eye. Before anyone else can say anything though, Kriket speaks up.

        
“No! My instrument! I want it back you thief!” The dragon lady looks back to the group properly, her eyes locking with 
      Krikets
      . The kenku’s feathers bristle gently, but they don’t back down. Instead, they take a step forward in determination, meeting her steady gaze with a glare.

        
The woman with the lute steps between them, breaking their eye contact and causing the dragon to direct her stare upwards and into her eyes. “
      Did
       you take their instrument?” she asks, suspicion tinting her tone.

        
The Dragon rolls her eyes in response, “Of course not. I’m not a thief.”

        
“Then why is my instrument here?” Kriket asks accusingly.

        
“Because I liberated it from the 
      actual
       thief the other day.” The dragon snaps, the whole group wincing back a step at her tone. The Tiefling takes a breath before taking a step back towards the dragon, steeling her nerves.

        
“How do you know which instrument they’re talking about? You have, like, twenty instruments around this place at least.” The Tiefling woman asks.

        
“Because it’s not amongst my main collection. It’s in my private one.” she says. The Tiefling woman quirks an eyebrow, frowning gently and wondering if the Dragon woman will even be willing to part with an item from her personal collection. The Dragon’s scaly tail flicks behind her impatiently as her eyes wander the small party of adventurers in front of her. “Tiefling, what’s your name?” She asks.

        
The Tiefling woman considers the Dragon curiously, thinking for only a moment about giving a false name. Seeing no point to it, she answers truthfully. “Panacea. My name is Panacea.” The Dragon woman quirks an eyebrow, part disbelief and part curiosity. She doesn’t comment on the name though, instead turning around swiftly.

        
“Follow me, Panacea. Your friends should stay where they are.” The Dragon commands.

        
“Um, partners.” Panacea corrects. The dragon turns back around to look at the party, her eyes flicking up towards Panacea’s. “They’re my partners, we’re um, more than just friends.” She  explains, rubbing her neck gently. The Dragon turns back away from the group, stalking back towards the back of the cave.

        
“Right, your partners.” The Dragon grumbles, her unseen cheeks a shade of crimson in her humanoid form. She grumbles to herself quietly about lesser beings, Panacea following behind her at a respectable pace. Much to Panacea’s confusion, the Dragon woman leads her directly over to a rocky wall. With a wave of her hand, though, the wall melts away, revealing a small cave tunnel with a door at the end of it. The tiefling is guided down the hidden tunnel towards the door by the smaller Dragon.

        
Panacea notes that the door is a normal size, despite how big dragons normally are. The dragon produces a small key from what seems like nowhere, unlocking the door with a click. She opens the door outwards, heading in first. Panacea follows behind carefully, taking in the sights of the room.

        
The Dragon who was leading the way seems to have stopped guiding for a moment while Panacea looks around. Panacea, happy to be given time to look around, does so freely. The instrument momentarily forgotten, the Dragon woman wrings her claws nervously as Panacea takes in the room. This is the most precious part of her horde to her, something she’s only ever shown to a handful of people.

        
Panacea walks over to an object along the side of the room and picks it up, turning it over confusedly. “A bowl?” she asks, looking for something that could make the bowl special.

        
The Dragon woman lets out a suspiciously cute sound, something close to a squeak, and she rushes over to pull the bowl out of Panacea’s hands. She retrieves the bowl gently, placing it back down. She glares at Panacea, her glare cutting into the woman like daggers. “No touching.” She growls venomously.

        
Panacea takes another look around the room, keeping her hands to herself, careful not to draw the Dragon's ire. She had been expecting untold riches, magical items, the best art ever. Instead, it was all just… 
      stuff
      . After failing to find anything worth looking at, she turns to look at the Dragon. The fearsome Dragon who had threatened her life for touching a bowl seems to be looking at her expectantly. She considers her options before deciding on what to say.

        
“I don’t get it,” she exclaims, shrugging her shoulders.

        
The dragon's shoulders seem to slump at that, her tail stilling completely. A frown crosses her face. Panacea starts to think that maybe it wasn’t the answer she was hoping for. She doesn’t say anything, pushing past Panacea and towards a familiar instrument on a nearby shelf. “Here’s your partner's instrument.” She says coldly, folding her arms after Panacea takes the instrument.

        
Panacea turns to leave, but she hesitates. This 
      room full
       of stuff, clearly it means something to the Dragon. This is her self proclaimed private collection, hidden behind an illusory wall and a locked door. Panacea’s eyes scan all the items, none of them looking particularly spectacular. Panacea turns back around carefully, catching sight of the Dragon looking at a nearby object caringly. Finding a nearby space on a shelf, she sets the Lyre down briefly, walking up to the Dragon carefully.

        
Her approach doesn’t go unnoticed, causing the two womens eyes to meet. The Dragon merely glares at Panacea, but Panacea looks past that. One picks up many skills as a Bard, and exceptional social skills are one such skill that many have told Panacea she possesses. Taking a deep breath, she considers her next words carefully. It wouldn’t be helpful at all if she insults the Dragon’s private collection after all.

        
“That bottle. I recognize it.” Panacea says, nodding to the bottle the Dragon was looking at only moments ago. The Dragon blinks, her rage subsiding momentarily. She looks back at the bottle, and then at Panacea, and then the bottle again. Finally, she nods, looking Panacea in the eye and waiting for her to continue. “Nice Orchard, South Brinstershire. Lovely people that run the place. The La Claras, I think was their name?”

        
The Dragon looks at the bottle a little wistfully, nodding gently. “That’s the one.”

        
“You like their wine?”

        
“I guess you could say that, yes.” The Dragon sighs, her tail flicking gently behind her. “I used to date the woman that ran that Orchard.” Panacea blinks, understanding dawning on her. She looks at all of the nearby items, trifles, knick knacks, 
      sentimental
       items. Panacea gestures to a knife next to her and the Dragon nods, thinking. “A Chef I knew gave me that knife when he moved to a bigger city. He wanted to cook for royalty.”

        
“All of these items have stories like that?” Panacea asks, looking around at all the items.

        
The Dragon shakes her head, walking over to a worn Journal. She picks it up and 
      leafs
       through the pages with a surprising gentleness, her claws barely touching the parchment. “Not all of them. Some I’m just holding, or their stories are lost. I collect trivial objects, things that are of no importance to most people, but mean something to someone.”

        
“That’s why you kept 
      Kriket’s
       instrument back here?” Panacea asks, picking up the Lyre gently.

        
“Like I said, some I’m just holding.” She responds, folding her arms. “That Lyre is well cared for. I’d hope that it doesn’t end up back here again.” Panacea nods, taking a last look at the surrounding room. She looks down, furrowing her brow in thought.

        
“You’re actually really nice, aren’t you?” Panacea asks, a small smile on her face.

        
“Of course not. I’m the ‘Scourge of the Valley’, aren’t I?” The Dragon huffs, blowing a small smoke ring.

        
“Why do they call you that, though? You don’t seem like the type to steal or anything.”

        
The Dragon just shrugs. “Sometimes I do. Countries have laws and I guess I’m not the best at following them or anything. It’s not my fault that they can’t enforce their own laws.” Panacea stares at the Dragon for a long time and the Dragon just stares back. Panacea’s own tail flicks from behind her and she laughs. The Dragon blinks, cheeks going red as her own tail flicks behind her in agitation.

        
She grumbles, pushing Panacea out of her collection room. “Okay, you had your fun. Now get out of here before I eat you or something.” Panacea doesn’t resist being pushed, but she does look over her shoulder to catch the Dragon’s eye.

        
“Oh? I dunno, that sounds like it could be fun too.” Panacea says with a wink.

        
The Dragon attempts to sputter out a response, her cheeks somehow going more red. Eventually, she settles on a not very menacing growl, pushing harder against Panacea to get her out of the cave. Panacea realizes that the cave is starting to feel warmer than normal, and she takes that as her cue to get a move on before anything spontaneously combusts.

        
The two return to Panacea’s party, Panacea moving ahead to give Kriket their instrument back. Kriket makes some happy squawks at having their Lyre returned to them, packing the cherished instrument away carefully. The wizard of the party is looking from Panacea to the Dragon, who is making a point of not looking in the direction of the party at all.

        
The Dragon woman clears her throat to speak, still not looking to see if the party is even paying attention to her. “If that’s all, then please leave. There are things I wish to do.” Had the Dragon woman been looking at the group, she might have seen Panacea’s wink to her wizard partner. The wizard seems to look between Panacea and the Dragon several times before his eyes light up and he chuckles. The sound causes the Dragon to turn and affix him with a glare. He blushes at the stare, smiling sheepishly before clearing his throat.

        
“Um, thank you, Dragon woman? Is there anything you’d like to be called other than Dragon woman, though? Because I’ve been wanting to ask about your name for a while, but I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to ask? I mean, all the townspeople call you ‘the Scourge of the Valley’ which I don’t know if I buy the title? But I mean, I guess if that’s what you want to be called, it 
      is
       a really good title, I was kind of just hoping that maybe you have a real name too? Cause then you can have both a cool name 
      and
       a cool title and-” The wizard trails off after a moment, shrinking under the Dragon woman’s glare. After a moment, she sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose between her claws.

        
She straightens her posture, looking the group over one last time. She poses casually, 
      clawed
       hand on one hip, her tail flicking gently against the floor. “My name is 
      Ny’raxi
       
      Sassyrth
      ,” She unfurls large wings from her back, dropping onto her hands as she drops her semi-human form for the first time in front of the group. She grows to about five times her previous size, going from one of the smallest creatures to the largest in the room by far. From her new towering position over the party, she smiles a toothy grin, showing off her terrifying maw before continuing her introduction. “The Copper Scourge of the Valley.” She keeps her wings half splayed, adding to her imposing size. The three adventurers look at her in awe, but to her disappointment, none of them looks the least bit scared.

        
Panacea’s mouth opens in a silent impressed “wow”, nodding her head approvingly at the change. The Wizard for his part is looking thoroughly flustered, trying not to stare at her too much. Kriket is a little hard to read, on account of their beak and not very expressive facial features. If there was any confusion about 
      Kriket’s
       thoughts on her transformation though, it’s cleared when Kriket lets out a short whistle.

        

      
      Ny’raxi
       the Copper Dragon’s mouth opens as if to say something, anything, but no words come out. Her brain feels like it’s short circuiting somewhat as she takes in the various reactions. Eventually, she snaps her jaw closed, unable to form any words. Instead, she tries to put all the rage she can muster into a glare at the party. A sinking feeling in her chest tries to remind her that the heat filling her face currently isn’t a fiery rage, but she tries to ignore that thought too.

        
Panacea clears her throat, “
      Ny’raxi
      ?” She says, rolling the name around her mouth. “Kinda a mouthful. Can I just call you Roxi?” she asks.

        
“You may...” Roxi growls, the rumbling of her voice in her chest reverberating through the 
      caves other
       occupants.

        
“Well, while we’re getting acquainted,” The wizard speaks up, dusting off his robes. “I’m Alex. Uh, just Alex. Well, technically it’s Alex Corville, but I don’t think you care about my full name. Actually, I think I might have the most boring name here. Should I maybe try out a different one?” Alex asks, turning to Panacea.

        
Panacea shrugs, “Sure, why not. We’ll workshop it.”

        
“Cool, Alex ‘name in progress’ Corville.” He says, holding out his hand for Roxi to shake. She looks at the hand dismissively, raising a scaly eyebrow at Alex. He chuckles after a second, pulling his hand back nervously. “I guess we should, uh, leave now, huh?” Roxi doesn’t say anything. There is a part of her that desperately wants them to stay around, but she silences that part viciously.

        
The three adventurers gather their gear, weapons stored safely away in their packs. Roxi blows out a small smoke ring as she watches the group leave. When the three of them reach the entrance, Panacea turns back around to wave her goodbye. Roxi turns her head as her cheeks glow a gentle shade of red, a familiar feeling of embarrassment swelling within her at the gesture. When Roxi next turns her head back to the exit, it’s devoid of adventurers. Roxi sighs deeply, retreating to another large wall to her cavern. She waves a claw and the wall falls away, another illusion.

        
It opens to a large expansion to the cavern, one she uses as a bedchamber of sorts. Roxi finally settles down to rest, lamenting the interruption to her day. Despite the disruption to her paltry plans for the day, she had to admit that the group was amusing. Besides, a group of cute creatures isn’t the worst interruption to have.

        
Did she just say cute? She meant annoying. “Yeah, they were annoying,” she chides herself mentally.

        
The three adventurers are mostly silent as they make their way out of the dragon's lair. Alex speaks up as they finally exit the tunnel and return to the daylight that shines down on the hillside.

        
“So… Was it just me, or was she kind of hot?” Alex asks his partners.

        
“I definitely thought she was kind of cute…” Panacea says thoughtfully.

        
“Both. Definitely both.” Kriket agrees.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 2
      
        

        

        
Three figures make their way down a long cave towards a familiar cavern. Their weapons are stored away, the group feeling comfortable with the situation they’re walking into. Outside observers would probably call the act foolish, wandering into a dragon’s lair unarmed. The group knew the risks though.

        
Or, rather, the lack thereof. This particular group had grown comfortable with these ‘confrontations’ with Roxi. The ‘Scourge of the Valley’ as the surrounding towns liked to refer to her. The group of adventurers knew her a little more personally than any of them, though. They clearly trust her enough to walk into her home and lair unarmed.

        
It has been several months since the group’s first meeting with the dragon, almost half a year. At first, the visits had been requested by the townspeople, every couple of weeks. Recently though, the requests mixed with personal visits to Roxi’s lair.

        
They all had their own reasons for visiting. Sometimes they come alone, sometimes as a party. Despite her prickly and often hostile nature, Roxi always makes sure that no harm comes to any of them. Not that Roxi’s lair is devoid of tricks and traps. Although no physical danger came to any of them. With Roxi’s large magical repertoire, she had taken to tricking them more often than not.

        
Where the tricks were originally designed to discourage the adventurers from making the trip to the cave, as the trips continued to come, Roxi found herself growing the tiniest bit fond of their company. The tricks went from harmless to playful, and Roxi was having a hard time not enjoying their visits sometimes.

        
The three adventuring partners, partners being the operative word, eventually make it into the large cavern that makes up the main portion of Roxi’s lair. Large organized piles of treasure still sit around the walls of the cavern, some of the piles having grown larger in the time since they’d first entered the lair. The cavern looks mysteriously empty as the three look around, no sign of the giant dragon whom the lair belongs to. Knowing the amount of false walls and hidden passages that branch off from this main cavern, the three continue onward. They pointedly ignore the large piles of treasure, not wanting to set off any of the magical or physical snares guarding them.

        
The Tiefling woman of the group, the bard named Panacea, wanders towards the farthest wall of the cave, pressing against it gently. The illusory wall is surprisingly solid, feeling almost like real rock. The realistic sensation always has a tendency to throw her off, but she takes a deep breath to steady her thoughts. Panacea walks forward, reminding herself every step of the way just how fake the wall really is. The solid wall gives way slowly, her hand breaking through the wall like it’s a thin membrane. From the outside, Kriket and the Wizard currently named ‘August’ watch her walk through the fake wall.

        
A shiver goes through August as he watches, disturbed at the sight. “It’s like the wall is a large slime.” August whispers to Kriket. 
      Kriket’s
       laugh is a deeper chuckle using a voice that’s exactly like August’s. In fact, it 
      is
       August's voice.

        
“Sorry, August. You’re the only one here that really has a problem with that.” Kriket punches his arm genially.

        
“Hey, it’s a texture thing! It’s just… weird.” August argues.

        
Panacea continues past the wall and down a wider cave tunnel, a tunnel wide enough for a dragon. Panacea pulls her Lute off her back, strumming a short and magical tune. A small ball of light floats into the air next to her, lighting up the tunnel enough that she can see where she’s going. Eventually, Panacea makes it into another Cavernous area, this one much smaller than the previous one. Several piles of wool and fabrics line the floor on one side of the cave, Roxi’s makeshift bedding.

        
Panacea looks around in confusion, realizing that Roxi isn’t here. Normally when any of the three come, Roxi is either in the main cavern or in her bedchamber. Panacea carefully jogs her way back to the main cavern, walking straight out of the illusory wall without having to mentally push against it this time.

        
“She wasn’t there.” She informs the other two. August shifts the basket he’s carrying nervously, looking around the cave once more.

        
“Shoot. Do you think she’ll be back soon?” Kriket asks.

        
“I mean… it 
      is
       midday. It might be awhile before she gets back?” August offers.

        
Before Panacea can reply though, there’s a rustle from a nearby pile of treasures. Before either of the other two adventurers react, Kriket is already kneeling with their bow in hand and aimed directly at the shifting pile. The air is tense as the group watches the pile shift as a figure crawls out of it. The tension in the room dissipates as the figure turns to look at the three adventurers. The smaller woman is Roxi, in her more human form. Kriket lets out a sigh as they drop their aim, putting the arrow back in the quiver and hanging their bow back over their shoulder.

        
Roxi grumbles gently, rubbing her eyes as she blinks at the group blearily. “What’s with all the racket,” She growls, looking at the three adventurers and yawning.

        
“Oh, you 
      are
       here.” Panacea replies with a smile.

        
August and Kriket smile at Roxi, “Heya Rox,” They respond in unison.

        
Roxi can only blink in confusion at the display before shaking her head disappointedly. “Using his voice is one thing Kriket, but I find it deeply disturbing that you two can do that in unison.” Kriket just shrugs, tilting their head as if they were smirking. “What are you three doing in my lair this time? Is this another message from the mayor about ‘inappropriate public disturbances’.” Roxi uses her claws to emphasise the parentheses around her words.

        
Panacea crosses her arms, “Did you do something that would mean we might have to talk to you about that?” she asks.

        
Roxi cringes gently, looking away at one of the cave walls. She folds her arms and doesn’t look Panacea in the eye, “No comment. It probably wasn’t me, whatever it is.”

        
“Aww, Pana, don’t tease her like that.” August coos softly. Roxi snaps her head to him in a growl.

        
“Thorn, I can and will cause you bodily harm.” she threatens, flexing her claws.

        
“Actually, it’s August right now.” He chuckles.

        
“Honestly, thank god. Thorn was such an unfitting name,” August shrugs at her comment and she continues. “Anyways, August, whatever , my threat stands.”

        
“Duly noted.” He nods his head vigorously, hands up in surrender.

        
“To answer your previous question,” Panacea speaks up, grabbing Roxi’s attention. She steps over to August, picking up the basket he’d placed down on the ground. “We wanted to invite you to go for a picnic. Do you want to join us?”

        
Roxi looks between the three of them, surprised. The three of them had become comfortable in coming to visit her on their own time, but this is the first time that the three of them had invited her to anything together. She looks at the basket that Panacea is holding, her face scrunching up in thought.

        
The first thought that comes to mind is suspicion. Why would the three of them want to go on a picnic with her? In the months since their first meeting, all that she’s done to the three of them is mess with them endlessly.

        
“Is this a joke?” Roxi asks, studying the three of them.

        
Panacea shakes her head. “No joke.”

        
August chuckles, “Aren’t those more your thing?”

        
“Then why?” Roxi demands, looking between the three of them. Her tail flicks once nervously as she watches them.

        
Kriket looks at the other two nervously, “well…” they trail off. “I mean, we want to spend time with you?” Roxi stares at them hard, studying their face.

        
Eventually, she just scoffs. Panacea steps in front of Kriket, catching Roxi;s attention and causing Roxi to tilt her gaze up to look her in the face. “They’re not joking, Roxi. We just wanted to have lunch together. No strings attached.” 

        
Roxi averts her eyes, a small blush on her cheeks. Instead of trying to look Panacea in the eye, she meets August’s eyes. He responds with a thumbs up and a goofy smile. Roxi scoffs, turning her searching eyes back to Panacea’s face. All she offers is a kind smile.

        
Tentatively, Roxi considers it, the smallest of hopes winning out over her skepticism. Despite all the tricks over the months leading up to this, she 
      did
       want to go on a picnic with them.

        
“Fine. I’ll go.” She says, averting her eyes away from Panaceas slightly. What she can’t avoid is the pink tinge that fills her cheeks.

        
“Well, would you like to join us outside for the picnic? We were thinking about having it in the forest just outside your cave?” Panacea offers.

        
“Fine by me. I’ll follow you.” Roxi responds, her tail flicking excitedly behind her. Panacea takes note with a smirk, but she doesn’t comment. Instead, she hands the basket back to August, pulling her lute back out. As she leads the way out of the cavern and into the tunnel that leads back outside, she begins strumming once more. At first she just strums to summon a light to guide their way, but after the light appears she keeps gently stringing. Panacea opts not to sing, humming instead gently while she plays the lute softly.

        
Panacea looks over her shoulder at Roxi as she plays, giving the tinier Dragon woman a wink. Roxi blushes at the gesture, looking away and to her side. Instead of any solace from the adventurers though, her eyes meet 
      Kriket’s
      , who just chuckles at her reaction. Roxi stumbles back, tripping on her own tail in her surprise.

        
She braces herself for the fall, but instead of hitting the floor, she feels soft arms catch her by the armpits. Roxi tilts her head directly up, dread filling in her stomach. August’s face is looking down at her, mirth filling his eyes. “Whoa, I gotcha. Careful there.” Roxi extricates herself from his grip, her cheeks feel like they’re burning. Which is an impressive feeling for a dragon to feel. She mumbles her thanks to August, brushing herself off and storming ahead of the group. She felt humiliated by the display, even second guessing her decision to go on the picnic.

        
Was this their master plan? To take her out of her element and embarrass her? Payback for all of the tricks she’d pulled on them. Roxi takes a couple deep breaths once she’s ahead of the group. She’ll have to be very vigilant for any more surprise attacks now.

        
The rest of the journey out of the cave passes in comfortable silence. Comfortable for the adventurers at least, Roxi feels slightly guarded the entire rest of the journey, but nothing else particularly embarrassing happens.

        
The small group of four finds themselves arriving in a small clearing not far from Roxi’s lair. August takes charge at that moment, pulling a blanket off the basket and setting up all of the food for the picnic. Panacea continues softly strumming her instrument, and as the group settles down onto the blanket, Kriket pulls out their own instrument, the Lyre they named Jonsa. They strum their own instrument, adding their own deeper hums to the bright sounds their instrument makes.

        
Roxi couldn’t help but smile lightly at the sight of Jonsa. The tiny Lyre is tentatively the entire reason they’re all together like this right now. Panacea watches the tiny dragon woman sway to the sound of her and Kriket’s music. Panacea looks over at August who has just finished setting up the food for the picnic, he doesn’t say anything, not wanting to interrupt the moment.

        
August searches through the picnic basket for a carefully wrapped bottle of wine, a bottle bought for this occasion. Carefully, he tries to pull out a set of wine glasses, but the clinking of the glasses catches Roxi’s attention. Her eyes snap to August, looking him up and down with a judging glare. August shivers, holding back a blush at Roxi’s stare. Her eyes have always held an intimidating intensity to them, but not an unpleasant intensity. Slowly, her eyes drift from August and to the bottle lying beside him.

        
Roxi reaches out gently with her claws, her eyes transfixed on the bottle every second of the way. Her reaching is eager, but her touch is delicate as August lets her take the bottle without fuss.

        
They had all got it for her after all.

        
“
      The La
       Clara’s wine…?” Roxi’s voice is hushed as she asks the question. She doesn’t look up for an answer, the question was rhetorical.

        
Panacea’s voice speaks up nonetheless, “I was in the area recently performing and I thought you might like to try some again. Should be some good stuff.”

        
Roxi nods absentmindedly not looking up from the bottle, her mind struggling to process multiple feelings. Her grip tightens around the neck of the bottle as she stands up, casting her gaze downwards. The soft sounds of music stop as Panacea gets up beside the smaller dragon woman. Panacea doesn’t reach out to the woman to comfort her, as much as she wants to.

        
“Roxi…?” She asks tentatively.

        
“My name is 
      Ny’raxi
      .” The Dragon woman growls, not looking up at Panacea as she does so. She keeps her eyes fixed downward, glancing at the bottle as it hangs in her grip. Gently, almost reverently, she hands it back to August.

        
Panacea frowns at the name correction, she hadn’t corrected any of them on her name in a long time. The Tiefling woman gives a measured nod as she looks 
      Ny’raxi
       over, noting that her tail is completely still. Panacea pushes forward, “
      Ny’raxi
       then. Is everything okay?”

        
“This was a bad idea.” Ny’raxi mutters, turning around and looking back the way they came. “I’m going to go.”

        
“Roxi-” Panacea pauses as she sees the Dragon woman's tail straightening dangerously behind her. “
      Ny’raxi
      . I’m sorry about the wine, I didn’t think it would bring back bad memories. Can we talk about this? We don’t want you to be uncomfortable here.”

        
“No, there’s nothing to talk about.” 
      Ny’raxi
       scoffs, her tail swishing agitatedly behind her. Ny'raxi looks behind her carefully at the three adventurers and the three adventurers look back at her, their faces etched with worry. Conflict flashes across her visage for not the first time, but she 
      steels
       her gaze, opting instead to glare at the three before turning her eyes to the sky. Panacea sits back down as she turns away, gaze locked on the Dragon woman.

        

      
      Ny’raxi
       jumps powerfully into the air, wings unfurling impossibly from her back and catching the current as she beats them powerfully enough to carry her into the sky where she performs a full transformation back into her normal form. The three adventurers watch her fly away, a somber silence settling over them as they think over what just happened.

        
Panacea gets up, brushing herself off. Kriket and August look over at her warily. They get up themselves, looking to her for guidance. “Uh, Pan’s, you’re not going to do what I think you are, are you?” August asks, eyes searching Panaceas.

        
Panacea scoffs, patting both his and 
      Kriket’s
       head in turn. “Of course I am. Stay here, I’ll be back soon.”

        
Panacea shifts her instrument into her grip, playing a complex magical tune. Her body glows lightly and her steps carry her farther and faster. She glides nimbly through the forest, directly into the lair of her friend.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 3
      
        

        

        
Ny’raxi lets out a sigh as she touches down just outside of her cave. She transforms back to her human form, trudging slowly through the tunnel. She curses herself internally, snorting out a huff of smoke as she thinks to herself. 
      Why did she do that? They were just being nice, weren’t they?
      
        

        

      
      It doesn’t matter
      , she reminds herself with a snarl and a shake of her head. The thoughts don’t cease, though. They claw at her as strongly as ever. The deeper she gets in the tunnel, the less visible the light of the outside gets until eventually it blinks out behind her. Her thoughts writhe as she tries to wrestle them wordlessly.

        
She screams. She screams as loud as she can, but no one is around to hear.

        
Or, she 
      thought
       no one was around to hear.

        
“Roxi?” the gentle rumble of the voice behind her causes her to freeze. She doesn’t turn to look at the Tiefling. Her breath is caught in her throat as she stands there, mind running slowly.

        
“Why are 
      you
       here?” she sneers, unable to keep the venom out of her voice. In the darkness of the cave, Panacea flinches at her friend’s harsh tone. 
      Ny’raxi
       flinches too, shame welling in the pit of her stomach at letting that emotion slip through. She wasn’t mad at Panacea after all.

        
“I’m worried about you.” Panacea says, shuffling slowly towards the other woman. “
      We’re
       worried about you.”

        
“Worried? About me?” 
      Ny’raxi
       scoffs gently. She does it again, but doesn’t say anything more. Panacea watches the woman in the near darkness of the cave. 
      Ny’raxi’s
       form is difficult to see with only the dim glow of Panacea’s previous spell to illuminate her, but she isn’t moving.

        
“Is that so hard to fathom?”

        
Ny’raxi doesn’t answer, shifting her head to look at Panacea. Her eyes land on the gently glowing Tiefling, her chest tightening at the sight of her. 
      Ny’raxi
       jerks her eyes away then, a growl rising in the back of her throat.

        
Panacea takes one step forward, appearing in front of 
      Ny’raxi
       in one fluid motion. “
      Is
       it?” she presses, staring the woman in the eye. 
      Ny’raxi
       narrows her eyes at the woman, meeting her gaze directly. She doesn’t answer the question.

        
The two women stare at each other for a long time, Panacea’s challenging glare turning soft. 
      Ny’raxi’s
       eyes don’t change in intensity once, glaring at the woman intensely through the silence.

        
“Why did you run away?” Panacea asks softly, taking a step towards 
      Ny’raxi
      .

        
Ny’raxi steps back a step, maintaining their distance carefully. Panacea doesn’t move anymore though, respectfully maintaining her distance. “I shouldn’t have gone. It was a mistake.”

        
“Why?”

        
“It just was.” 
      Ny’raxi
       exhales a small burst of flame from her mouth, her tail flicking behind her in agitation. Panacea nods, her eyes watching the tail as it moves. She purses her lips in thought as she thinks about what to say.

        
“I don’t want to press you on this Roxi, but it kinda sounds like you’re going through something.” Panacea says quietly, her voice barely a whisper. In the small tunnel, they can both hear her clearly.

        
“You should go back to your partners, Panacea. Go back to your picnic.” 
      Ny’raxi’s
       voice is strained as she speaks, emotion threatening to overtake her. Panacea shakes her head gently, looking up and into her friend’s eyes.

        
“They’ll be fine alone for a while. Besides, they’re worried about you too.”

        
“
      Why
      ?” 
      Ny’raxi
       
      asks
      , her voice strained.

        
“Because we 
      like
       you, Roxi. You’re our friend, and-” Panacea pauses, thinking over her words for a moment. She shakes her head gently and closes the distance between herself and the dragon with a single step. She places a placating hand on the woman's shoulder and continues, “You’re our friend, Roxi. Does there have to be more to it?”

        
Roxi let’s her shoulders drop, tension drifting away as she sighs. Smoke trails out of her mouth, the fiery emotions she’d been feeling extinguished. She doesn’t move and Panacea takes a much smaller step forward to embrace her in a hug. Roxi leans into the hug, but she doesn’t lift her arms up to embrace Panacea at all.

        
After a few seconds, Panacea pulls back slightly and looks at the small Dragon woman in her arms. “Roxi?” she asks softly.

        
“I’m sorry.” Roxi sighs, discomfort crawling through her at the word.

        
“It’s okay. You don’t have anything to be sorry about.”

        
Roxi turns her eyes to Panacea suddenly, her eyes sharp. “I do. I’ve been nothing but awful to you and your friends. Your 
      partners
      . And here you are, trying to cheer 
      me
       up.”
 
Panacea tilts her head in thought. “Sorry, I don’t think I follow.” she admits.

        
“The tricks? I’ve been messing with you three for the better part of the year.”

        
Panacea has a thoughtful look on her face as she thinks, casting her memory back. “The pranks?” Roxi nods her head solemnly, looking down and away. “I always just thought they were cute.”

        
Roxi balks at the comment, looking up at the taller woman. Her face would probably be turning a different color at the idea of her ‘pranks’ being ‘cute’, but she rubs her arm guiltily. “Cute? I’ve done nothing to bully you three in the hopes that you’d stop coming to my cave.”

        
Panacea quirks her brow at the thought, “Is that what they were supposed to convey?”

        
Roxi droops, nodding her head.

        
“If anything, they only made us come by more, you know. The duke doesn’t have anyone else he can send to talk to you after all.” she teases. The Tiefling woman grabs the smaller woman's chin gently, tilting her head up and asking seriously, "Do you really want us to stop coming by?"

        
"No." She responds quietly. "Maybe at first I did, but, definitely not now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well I can say for certain that we don't want to stop coming by. I'd definitely love to help with some of the pranks too. I still need to get back 
      at August
       for his spider prank last week…"
    

    
      
    

    
      The two remain where they are, neither wanting to break away from the tender moment. Eventually, Panacea speaks up again. “So, you don’t have to answer, but can I ask why you ran off?”

        
Roxi sighs, pulling away from the taller woman. “Because I’ve done
       this
       before,” Roxi gestures between the two of them, “I got scared at the prospect of doing it again. Sometimes it goes well, I guess. Most of the time it doesn’t. Most people are scared of me and I’m fine with that,” Roxi puffs out her chest, sharp and intense eyes turning towards Panacea, “I’m the Scourge of the Gods damned valley and I don’t 
      care
       what they think.”

        
She lets her chest deflate slowly, her eyes softening as she glances away. “But I care what 
      you
       think, and I 
      hate
       the idea of anyone having that power over me again. I live out in the wild to get away from people after all.”

        
“But… you’re not over people at all, are you?”

        
Roxi laughs bitterly, only shaking her head in response.

        
“Sorry, I was just… I don’t know. I was thinking about your collection.”

        
“Pathetic isn’t it? Big bad evil sentimental idiot.” Roxi’s tail flicks only once.

        
“I’m pretty sure that entire sentence was a lie.” Panacea presses, folding her arms. “I mean, for starters you’re barely taller than Kriket.”

        
“In 
      this
       form maybe.”

        
“I mean… I’ve 
      seen
       other dragons before you know, and-”

        
“Don’t finish that sentence if you value your tongue.” Roxi threatens. She stands on the tips of her claws, pointing an accusatory claw under Panaceas jaw and at her throat.

        
“I don’t believe you’d do anything like that.”

        
“What, am I not 
      evil
       enough for you?” Roxi sneers, pulling away from Panaceas throat and settling back on the full flats of her feet.

        
“Well, that too I guess. Mostly I was thinking that you wouldn’t do it because there are so many other good uses for it.” Panacea sticks her tongue out teasingly, “Like kissing.”

        
Roxi can only sputter in response, her tail swishing wildly from side to side. She takes a single step back, glad that it’s probably too dark to see the full extent of her blush. She takes a deep breath, exhaling a small cloud of smoke and stomping her foot down with a growl. “I am 
      plenty
       evil.” Roxi growls, pointedly not mentioning the second reason.

        
Panacea raises an eyebrow and puts her hands on her hip, looking down at the smaller woman. “Rox’ you steal from the rich. I mean, maybe you’re not exactly giving to the poor, but you’re hardly evil. Law breaking maybe. A bit of a public nuisance I guess? Not really 
      evil
      , though…”

        
“You’re incorrigible.”

        
“I’ve been told it’s one of my finer qualities,” Panacea bows cockily. “Well then, miss ‘totally a Villain’, can we get back to the picnic?”

        
“Fine, yes, whatever.” Roxi turns around, tail flicking animatedly behind her.

        
Panacea smiles, walking beside her. Her glow is finally starting to dissipate, the spell’s effects fading. Roxi grumbles to herself under her breath, still blushing.

        
“So…”

        
Roxi sighs, “What is it Panacea?”

        
“Long walk.” She says, looking away innocently. Roxi stares at her, nodding to herself slowly. Gears turn gently in her head as she tries to figure out what the bard could be thinking up.

        
“It is.” Roxi narrows her eyes at Panacea, her tone full of caution.

        
Panacea turns back with a catlike grin, a bounce in her step that wasn’t previously there. Roxi steps back a little at the intensity of the expression, her tail freezing it’s flicking. Panacea waggles her eyebrows suggestively, asking “Can I ride you?”

      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
        
“Lucky”

        
“Oh, come off it, August. I’m sure you’ll get your turn.” Panacea says between bites of her sandwich, leaning against Roxi gently.

        
Roxi pushes her off, swallowing her own bite of sandwich. “He most certainly will 
      not
      .” she fumes, blowing out a short stream of fire in Panacea’s direction. “I’m not a personal chauffeur.” she grumbles. She washes the sandwich down with a small swig of wine. A smile creeps its way onto her face despite the situation, this wine really is as good as she remembers.

        
“Like I said, lucky.” August sticks his tongue out at Panacea. Panacea rolls her eyes, shutting him up with a kiss. August melts a little under her touch, leaning against her as he continues to munch on his sandwich.

        
“Ugh, get a room.” Roxi grumbles, the smile not leaving her face.

        
“Only if you join us,” 
      Kriket
       chirps teasingly, their voice sounding like Panacea’s now.

        
Roxi tilts her head to look at the cheeky bird-person, swishing her wine glass dangerously. Her eyes flick up and down, sizing them up predatorily. “Don’t make suggestions you’re not prepared to uphold,” she warns. Kriket chuckles nervously, taking a swig from their own wine glass. Roxi doesn’t allow her eyes to drift back to Panacea yet, knowing that if she does, the tiefling woman is 
      more than willing
       to push the suggestion. Her tail swishes behind her lazily as she sips from the wine.

        
“By the way,” August is the one that saves her by speaking up, drawing the attention of everyone present, “I’m thinking that I’ve worn out the name August, right? Not sticking like I thought it might.”

        
“Moving onto September, are we?” Panacea says, poking his cheek.

        
“Please, he’s more original than that.” Roxi laughs, “he’s probably going to pick October.”

        
August just scratches the back of his head, his cheeks tinting red a bit. “Uh, actually…” Roxi redoubles her laughing, Panacea patting his hair while shaking her head in amusement.

        
“Whatever you say, ‘
      tober
      .” Panacea says, stressing the name as she says it.

        
“Well, if you’re gonna be mean about it, maybe I’ll go back to Thorn.” He grumps. Kriket sputters a bit, coughing from being halfway through a gulp of wine.

        
“Oh Goddesses, 
      please
       no.” they say between coughs. October cringes, nodding his head in agreement.

        
“I’ll admit, probably not the best name I’ve picked up. Maybe without the ‘same name as a famous assassin’ conflict it could have been.”

        
Roxi grabs the bottle of wine, refilling each of their glasses as she comes down from laughing. She’s still giggling a bit as she pours the wine, trying to be careful not to spill the wine at all. Lifting up her glass in the gesture of a toast, the other three adventurers take notice and similarly raise their glasses. Realizing she’s got each of their attention, she raises the glass a bit higher, “To your new name then, I guess. To October!”

        
The other three cheer in response, Panacea downing the entire glass exactly like Roxi does. October tries to, but only gets about half of it down, Kriket opting to just sip at it due to still recovering from choking on their last glass.

        
Roxi looks between the three adventurers, a warm comfort flowing through her as she sways gently, enjoying their presence. She looks beside her at the chuckling Panacea and their eyes meet. Panacea winks at Roxi, causing the smaller woman’s cheeks to flush red. Not because she’s embarrassed, it’s definitely only because of the alcohol. Roxi’s breath hitches gently as she stares into Panacea’s eyes, dread clawing at her gut.

        
She’s done with running away though.

        
Roxi leans forward and kisses Panacea, the Tiefling looking at her with surprise. She doesn’t pull away though, instead leaning into the kiss.

        
After a few seconds, Roxi pulls back, muttering under her breath and moving her hands animatedly. Panacea’s brow crinkles and she begins to frown gently at the display. “Roxi?” she asks nervously. A small glow pulses out from Roxi and she stops swaying. Turning back to Panacea, she smiles gently. Roxi leans back towards Panacea, looking and feeling much more sober than she did seconds ago.

        
“Now, let’s try that sober, yeah?” Her voice is brusque, but Panacea doesn’t respond. At least not verbally. Instead, Panacea pushes her over onto her back on the picnic blanket.

        
“Can I go next?” October asks, his tone joking, but his intentions serious. Roxi smiles at him, but her attention is pulled back by Panacea before she can respond.

        
The kiss was even better sober.
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