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There are stories that are born as a whisper in memory and, little by little, become a roar impossible to ignore. The Dragon and the Mystic Dog was born this way: as a persistent image, a fire lit in the darkness. It was not only about battles and distant kingdoms, but about something deeper—the improbable union of two different forces, bound by the same oath. The dragon, guardian of the sky and fire. The mystic dog, sentinel of the earth and the heart. Different in essence, yet equal in purpose.

This story grew with every word written, as if the characters themselves wished to tell me what was unfolding. They led me to mountains shrouded in mist, to cities that breathe like living beings, and to shadows so ancient they had forgotten their own origin. On this journey, I discovered that magic is not found only in spells or epic battles, but in loyalty that survives fear and in hope that endures even when all seems lost.

As you open these pages, you will not only enter a world of fantasy. You will enter a pact. You will witness a journey that will test courage, friendship, and faith in what we cannot see, yet can feel.

And perhaps you will discover that in your own life there is also a dragon and a mystic dog waiting to awaken.

This is only the beginning.
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And among them, an unexpected figure.

They say there was a time when light and shadow walked together, and the world knew neither fear nor war. A time before ambition shattered the balance, and before the flames of the sky and the darkness of the abysses declared themselves eternal enemies.

Not all remember it. History has turned into a whisper, into a forgotten song that the elders scarcely dare to tell beside the fire. Yet deep within the mountains, beneath the roots of ancient forests, the truth remains alive, waiting to be awakened.

On that final dawn of the Ancient Age, the sky was burning.

It was not the gentle red of the rising sun, but a primordial fire, impossible to contain, devouring the clouds and painting the vault of heaven in the colors of war.

At the summit of the oldest mountain in the world, two colossal dragons faced one another.

One, with scales black as obsidian, breathed shadow and cold; its gaze was that of a bottomless abyss.

The other, cloaked in liquid gold, radiated a heat capable of melting stone and restoring life to what had withered.

Their roars were not mere sounds: they were earthquakes. Their wings cast shadows that seemed to swallow light itself, while flashes of pure fire pierced the air like spears.

A dog white as snow, its coat shining with an impossible radiance, ran across the bare rock. Its eyes—two blue embers—burned with a power that belonged to no creature of this world.

“Now!” shouted a human voice, rough, torn by exhaustion and pain.

A young man, covered in blood, dust, and ash, advanced with steady steps. His hands gripped a sword forged of intertwined light and shadow, and each step he took made the mountain tremble, as if it answered to his will.

The golden dragon unleashed a blast of flame that lit the entire world. In that instant, the mystic dog leapt, carrying in its mouth a fragment of black crystal that throbbed like a living heart. The young man raised the sword, and time seemed to stop.

For a single second, there was no wind, no sound, no breath.

And then, light and shadow collided.

A blinding flash covered the land, followed by a roar that echoed through every corner of the world.

When the light faded, the golden dragon was kneeling, exhausted; the mystic dog, wounded and panting; and the young man... had vanished. Only the echo of his voice remained, uttering an oath in a language no one remembered anymore: that as long as a spark of hope survived, balance would be born again.

Centuries passed. The world forgot.

But the mountain did not.

Beneath its stone, in the deepest reaches of its heart, the ancient forces continued to pulse. And now, as the shadow begins to awaken once more and the flames are lit again, the echo of that oath travels once more upon the wind.

Soon, the story of the Dragon and the Mystic Dog will be written again.

And this time, it will decide the fate of all that exists.

Far from those mountains that guarded secrets, a young man walked, unaware that his destiny was woven with threads of fire and shadow. Every step he took drew him closer to the place where the echo of the ancient oath was calling him, though he could not yet hear it.

At dawn, Aeloria seemed made of bells and light. The towers of the castle gathered the newborn sun and poured it in sheets over the slate rooftops; the banners—dragons embroidered in crimson thread—fluttered with a dignity that allowed no haste. From the High Square rose the warm scent of bread and spices, and with it the murmur of a city holding its breath. The guards formed in the training yard, spears gleaming like spines of ice, and the squires’ apprentices, nervous, hurried with buckles and clasps, polishing one last time what was already clean.
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The Interrupted Ceremony
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Aiden watched that world from his window, high above the gardens. A veiled sun, almost white, traced a rim of fire along his golden cloak folded atop the chest. Perhaps because of the light, or because of the bells’ voices, the mirror gave back something that did not wholly belong to him: the face that looked at him there, despite steady eyes and a resolute jaw, held something of a child on the verge of taking a leap longer than his feet could reach.

He drew a deep breath, counting as his mother had taught him when he was little and ran until he lost his breath: in like a river, out like the wind. Memory brought him her laughter, brief as a spark, and the scent of lavender from her hands on his forehead when fever overtook him. He closed his eyes for an instant: the laughter faded; the cloak was still there.

“My prince,” said a voice from the doorway, “they are waiting.”

He turned. In the threshold stood Ser Dorian, his master-at-arms: a broad-shouldered man with an old scar cutting across his brow, the only one who had had the courage to strike him in training even the day after his mother’s death. Dorian held the ceremonial sword, wrapped in cream-colored cloth. It was not a weapon for war—too richly worked—but its weight, Aiden knew, had another kind of edge.

“Before everyone speaks in your name, remember this,” Dorian said, stepping closer. “The sword obeys the hand, but the hand obeys the heart. Otherwise, it’s just an expensive piece of metal.”

Aiden managed a half-smile.

“And if the heart isn’t sure?”

“Learn to listen to it before you listen to the bells,” the master replied, and offered him the weapon.

The hilt, of old gold, was tempered by the cloth. Aiden lifted the blade: the sunlight streaming through the window ran along it like water; for an instant he thought he saw, on the polished surface, something more than his face—a dark glint, like a shadow that did not belong to that light. He blinked. Nothing. Only his reflection and the rim of fire on his cloak.

He put on the cloak, fastened the brooch with the dragon of Aeloria, and followed Dorian. In the corridor, two pages waited with the banner. The stone beneath his boots returned the echo of other steps, ancient ones; he thought of all who had walked that same path with tight hearts, feigning composure. You are not the first, he told himself, but the comfort did not grow enough.

At the entrance to the Great Hall, his father awaited him. King Armand wore the simple crown reserved for solemn acts and the burnished plate armor—not for battle, but to remind all that strength is not an ornament. His hair was drawn back, and at his left temple a vein pulsed. Aiden saw on his face a hard pride, and beneath it a fatigue he knew well: that of one who holds at bay borders not always made of land.

“Son,” Armand said, and for an instant his voice broke with tenderness. “Today you are not given only a sword. You are given an account: lives, fields, winters, hunger and harvest. It is not an honor; it is a pact.”

Aiden inclined his head, not taking his eyes from his father’s.

“I know, Father.”

Armand set a hand on his shoulder, weighing more than armor.

“You don’t yet,” he replied, but he smiled. “You will.”

Together they crossed the threshold. The Great Hall, with its high vaults and blue tapestries bearing dragons embroidered in pearlescent thread, fell silent as if it had exhaled to let them enter. On both sides, nobles and dignitaries lifted their gaze. From the balconies, villagers and artisans—invited by exception—leaned forward: eyes wet with pride or envy, which mattered little to a sea. Aiden advanced toward the central platform, flanked by statues of ancient kings; the floor, a mosaic of glass and stone, depicted a dragon coiled around a sun.

At the base of the steps, Lord Galen—the royal counselor, his white beard carefully trimmed and the look of one who knows more than he says—waited with hands folded over his staff. As Aiden passed before him, he inclined his head just enough for only the prince to see.

“Ears open,” he murmured without moving his lips. “Today the bells do not ring alone.”

Aiden had no time to ask. They reached the top. The murmur of the hall withdrew like a tide, leaving the king to speak from a dry rock.

“Today,” Armand said, raising the ceremonial sword, “my son receives the symbol of our lineage. May the blood of dragons guide him, and the strength of our ancestors sustain him. Aeloria rises with him.”

The words, polished by years, filled the air. Aiden stepped forward to take the sword. He felt, as at the edge of a dream, the floor beneath his feet move ever so slightly, as if an immense creature had turned in its sleep beneath the mosaic. He looked down: the stone dragon seemed to be looking back at him. Nerves, he told himself, but the hair on his forearm bristled.

The king extended the weapon. Aiden raised his hand. Then it happened.

A wind that came from no window—for all were closed by protocol—swept across the hall, drawing the tapestries inward, as if something behind the walls had inhaled. The torches wavered. Candles along the side tables leaned; one went out with a hiss that sounded too clear, as if everyone had been waiting for that gesture to become real.

And then, the murmur—almost a giggle—of paws on marble.

From the shadows of the northern arch emerged a dog. It was no ordinary dog. It was large, tall to a man’s chest, with fur white that was not white—rather a muted light, like snow with the moon inside—and golden eyes so clear they looked like water in the sun. It walked with a dignity that asked no permission and a calm that knew no guilt. Each step seemed to remind the hall that it had been built to receive visitors older than kings.

It stopped at the foot of the platform and lifted its head. Its eyes met Aiden’s as two words meet that were already written to be together.

The voice came without sound, straight into his mind.

Aiden. Your blood holds a spark you did not learn at court. If you take that sword without listening to what I bring you, you will seal a door you must not close today.

Aiden blinked. The world went on. No one moved. Or so he thought, until he heard a stifled exclamation—Lady Murien’s, who had always made noise in the wrong silences.

King Armand lowered the sword by a finger. His eyes narrowed.

“What farce is this?” he said, with the dangerous calm he had learned on campaign. “Who...?”

The dog—if it was right to call it that—did not take its eyes off Aiden. It inclined its head, just barely, in an ancient gesture, alien to the palace. The voice returned, clear as water, without touching the air.

I do not come against you or against your father. I come for what is about to break. If you listen to me, you will save the lives of many who greet you today. If you do not, none will remember you as king.

Armand stepped forward, the sword held horizontal between the intruder and his son.

“Guards,” he said. “Remove the animal.”

No one moved. Not out of disobedience, but the word animal had fallen short in the king’s mouth. The two nearest guards exchanged a glance and, with the clumsiness of fear, lowered their spears a span. The dog did not look at them. It held its attention on Aiden like one laying a fine rope across an abyss.

“Father,” Aiden said, surprising himself at the sound of his own voice. “Wait.”

Below, Lord Galen raised a finger as if it weighed a great deal.

“Your Majesty,” he said, barely audible. “There are ancient texts that speak of a guardian who will present himself before the true heir...” He cleared his throat. “A sign.”

Armand did not answer him. His gaze did not leave the creature.

“Speak, if you can,” he said, and the sword showed a thread of patience. “What do you want of Aeloria?”

The answer was not for him. It was for Aiden, and inward.

I am no messenger of palace or council, the voice said. My name is Koran. I am bound to an oath older than your banner. The balance that guards your people has been cracked. Fingers that believe they have a right over what breathes have pried it open. If you take that sword and sit today, you will close the door on which your path depends. If you follow me, you will learn why you have burned inside since childhood when you look at the sky. There is no path without cost.

Aiden’s heart hammered in his chest. He felt a familiar heat—the same as in training, when the air seemed to have an edge; the same as on nights when he woke with the sense that something was calling his name from beyond the walls. Dorian, three steps back, must have seen the minute movement in Aiden’s jaw, for he shifted his weight, ready for any order.

“Father,” Aiden said. “Let me... listen.”

Surprise rippled through the benches like a gust. Armand looked at him as he never had before: not as his son, but as a man about to choose a path that might place him opposite.

“Aiden,” he said, and the bell of his voice lost its metal. “You do not know what you ask.”

The world tightened on a string. The silence, the held murmur, the candles, the dust dancing. Aiden lowered his eyes to the sword his father offered, and the reflection returned to him, for a single heartbeat, not his face but something else: a smooth mask beneath, and behind the mask, something smiling without lips.

The skin on his forearms prickled again. He lifted his gaze.

“I know,” he said. “But if I do not go now, I will never know which door I closed.”

Armand clenched his teeth. It was a very small gesture. He lowered the sword a span. It was not permission. It was a truce.

“One more word,” he said, “and I order the guards to—”

He did not finish. One of the blue tapestries, the one nearest the northern arch, billowed inward as if someone behind it had exhaled forcefully. A black thread, as thick as a finger, ran along the edge, like spilled ink that had found a vein. It stopped. Nothing.

Armand saw the shadow; Galen did too. Others mistook it for a trick of the light. Koran inclined his head in that direction, and for a second his fur bristled, like an animal that has just been named.

They are watching us, Koran said inside Aiden.

Who? Aiden thought, without moving his lips.

Those who lost themselves. Do not give them your name.

Aiden lowered the sword—not as a renunciation, but as the gesture of setting it down on the floor of a room on fire, to free his hands.

“Father,” he said. “I will return. I promise. But now I must go with him.”

For a heartbeat, Armand seemed someone else: the armor did not weigh on him, nor the staff of command he was not holding, nor the hall that in silence begged for a sign. He was only a father, certain of a loss. Then he was king again.

“You will have an escort,” he said. “And a map. And no more than that.”

“No,” said Koran—and this time the voice did touch the air. It was not a bark nor a murmur: it was a word. Several of those present brought a hand to their chest. “He will come with me. Alone.”

Hands tightened on spear shafts. Dorian stepped forward; Armand raised a hand to stop him.

“If anything happens to him, there will be no hiding place where shadow will protect you from me,” he said to the dog. Then, to his son, “Take this.”

He removed the seal from his finger— a gold ring with the dragon’s head— and offered it. Aiden took it. The metal, cold at first, seemed to warm at his touch, as if it remembered another hand.

“And this,” said another voice, farther back.

Lord Galen approached, drawing from his sleeve a small medallion of old silver, unadorned. It bore only a circle with a notch carved into it. Aiden looked at it.

“It is a memory that does not wish to be looked at,” Galen said. “When your chest burns for no reason, hold it.”

Dorian set his palm on Aiden’s shoulder; he said nothing, but the pressure was a vow.

They went down together. Koran walked at Aiden’s side as if no one else existed in the hall. On the steps, a girl from the artisans’ balconies—her hair in two braids pulled so tight they looked painful—brought her fingers to her lips and, without knowing it, made an ancient gesture of protection. Aiden held her gaze for a second and nodded. The girl returned an awkward, brave wink.

When they crossed the northern arch, the tapestry with the black thread billowed again. This time Aiden saw it clearly: the thread hung suspended for an instant, as if listening. Then it vanished, as though someone had sucked a wine stain from a tablecloth through a straw.

In the training yard, the air tasted of iron and clover. Horses snorted, indifferent to ceremonies. A falcon cried from the falconry tower and took flight in an arc that cut across the sun. Aiden caught a waterskin tossed his way, drank, and the cold on his tongue felt like a miracle. Koran scented the wind, nostrils flared, as if the breeze carried not only smells, but letters.

North, he said without speaking. To the mountains. To Kaldor.

“Right now?” Aiden asked, his pulse still uneven.

Now.

The castle’s main gate—two oak leaves bound with iron bands—began to open with the beautiful groan of things made to last. Beyond, the cobbled street flowed down toward the city like a tamed river. People stepped aside. Some bowed. A man with hands blackened by soot danced two steps; a woman crossed herself with her thumb to her forehead. There were those who murmured “blessing,” and those who murmured “madness.”

“What am I supposed to tell the people?” Aiden asked softly.

“Nothing,” Koran replied. “Breathe. People smell fear more than words.”

They crossed the gate. The city opened and closed at once, like an eye taking in too much light. The smells—bread, sweat, leather, apples—tightened into a single taut cord. For once, Aiden felt he was walking without the ground belonging to him. The banner of Aeloria hung still, without wind, and that small stillness weighed on him more than many orders.

At the bend of the tanners’ street, three men in dark cloaks pushed off the wall at the same time. Their hoods were low, and between the second and the third, a glint of cold metal showed. Koran did not change pace; his eyes spoke before any words.

“My prince,” said the one in the center, lifting his chin just a little. “By order of the Council of Gates. No one leaves the castle without an escort. For your safety.”

Aiden measured the distance. Dorian was not there; for the first time in years, there was no master’s shadow at his back.

“My escort,” he said, “is at my side.”

The men exchanged a practiced glance. The one on the right let an emblem show, stitched in thread: a scale. Aiden remembered the door of a trial he had not yet lived, the word sacrifice, as if it were a thread connecting places of the future.

“We will not stand in the way if Counselor Galen endorses it in writing,” said the one on the left, with a courtesy that asked for no reply.

Koran bared his teeth. It was not exactly a gesture. The light around his head curved a millimeter, as if the air had remembered it could also be water.

“Step aside,” he said—and this time he spoke for ears. The voice was low and clear. All three stepped back at once, as if an invisible tug had loosened their knees.

“Don’t worry,” Aiden said as he passed them. “I’ll be back.”

The man with the scale inclined his head. In his eyes, for an instant, something hard.

“That,” he said, “is what we hope.”

The wall fell behind them. In the high fields, the grass was combed all in the same direction: north. The road, a ribbon between wheatfields and holm oaks, gained elevation with a patience the prince was not sure he possessed. With each stretch, the air grew cleaner; it smelled of freshly turned earth, broken sap, resin. His waist ached by the second kilometer, and he hid it. Koran did not tire. Or did not show it.

“Who are you really?” Aiden asked when there were finally no ears behind them.

“Koran.”

“I know that already.”

“You’re more direct when walls aren’t listening,” Koran said, and if a dog could smile, this would have been his version. “I am a guardian. Not of a kingdom, but of a boundary. I cannot enter where vanity chooses; I must not peer where despair chooses. I walk where someone necessary is still willing to listen.”

“And why me?”

Koran scented the wind, as if the question had smell, weight, direction.

“Because since you learned to tie your boots, there has been a part of you that looks toward a place no class ever taught you. Because when you’re angry you don’t want to break things but promises. Because you hear bells and can tell beaten metal from joyful metal. And because your blood burns with a fire that is not only yours.”

“Dragons?”

“Words,” Koran said. “You’ll see later.”

They walked a while in silence. The road narrowed as it passed between two rises; the hum of insects swelled as if they had entered a dome. In the distance, the serrated profiles of the Mountains of Kaldor were already visible, snow like clenched teeth in the sun. Aiden felt a tug in his chest, the same cord that, as a child, sometimes drove him to climb the highest tower just to stare at the northern line until his eyes hurt.

“Is what they say true?” he asked. “That there is a prophecy?”

“There are warnings,” Koran replied. “And there are laborers who turn them into bricks to build excuses. If it helps you: long ago, someone promised they would not let the world tip to one side alone. That promise still waits to be fulfilled.”

“Whose promise, was it?”

Koran did not answer at once. He stopped. Scented. The wind had changed; it carried a smell hard to name, like damp stone kept in a chest too long. The dog went rigid.

“Do not say your name,” he whispered. “If you hear it in the voices of others, do not answer.”

Aiden did not ask why. The light shifted a shade, as if a cloud had covered the sun; there was no cloud. The shadow of a kestrel crossed the road with a whistle of cut air. At the edge of the field, beside an old ash, something moved: it was neither animal nor person. It was a low, thin silhouette that unraveled when Aiden looked straight at it, as if it had been made of ordered smoke.

“You saw it,” Koran said.

“Yes.”

“Do not feed what has not eaten today.”

They went on. The walls of Aeloria were now a low line against the horizon, and the sun had gained strength without turning cruel. Aiden felt the fatigue in his shoulders, the small but constant weight of the silver medallion beneath his shirt. He took it between his fingers, recalling what Galen had said: a memory that does not wish to be looked at. The metal was cold, but not the kind that bites; well-cold, deep-well cold. It seemed—only for a heartbeat—to vibrate with the passage of his blood.

“What is that?” Koran asked, without looking.

“A... hook,” Aiden said, not knowing why he named it so.

“Use it when your fire wants to speak before you do.”

“My fire?”

Koran lifted his head. The north was no longer a line; it was a wall. Between two peaks, a band of thin clouds looked like a taut thread on which to hang doubts. Aiden thought of his father, of Dorian, of the girl with the braids. He thought of the faceless mask he had believed he saw in the sword, of the black thread in the tapestry. He thought of his own name and of the order not to pronounce it if the voice that called it was not of flesh.

“Will I return?” he asked, and his voice was younger.

“If you walk in order to return, you will return,” Koran said. “If you walk to flee, you will be lost.”

Silence settled between them again—not uncomfortable, but wide, like a road that can hold unanswered questions. When the sun brushed the first heights, a cold breeze came down from Kaldor like a greeting. Aiden stopped to drink and, lifting his eyes, saw something in the sky he did not know was truly there: for an instant, the clouds arranged themselves like the hollow, translucent skull of a dragon; then they fell apart into perfectly innocent shreds.

“You’ll get used to the world answering you,” Koran said, as if he had seen the same thing. “It won’t always tell you what you want to hear.”

They reached the edge of the Forest of Kaldor as afternoon began. The trees—tall, with bark like twisted ropes—did not lean over the road, but the road grew narrower as it entered. The smell changed: damp earth, old leaves, an almost fermented sweetness. A whisper that was not wind came out to meet them, familiar as a poorly learned greeting.

“We are not alone,” Aiden said.

“We never are,” Koran replied. “But sometimes it is convenient for the others to believe we are.”

Aiden took the first step beneath the branches. The light turned green, filtered, with dust dancing like ground wood. A dozen steps in, the forest returned an echo that was not its own: a dull creak, the weight of something farther away, not on the ground, but inside it. Koran stopped, listened with his whole body, and moved on again, slow. Aiden did the same.

“I want to ask you a thousand things,” he whispered. “Who made the promise? Why does iron smell when I’m nervous? Why did I see... what I saw in the sword? Is the thread in the tapestry real?”

“Everything that leaves a mark is real,” Koran said. “Though sometimes the mark comes before the wound.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It’s how you keep walking.”

Aiden laughed, without humor.

“You’re unbearable.”

“Better unbearable than dispensable,” Koran said, and the joke—short as a fang—eased his back.

In a small clearing, where the light fell almost white, the dog stopped.

“Here,” he said. “Before the forest asks something of you, I will ask it.”

Aiden waited.

“Do not say your name,” Koran repeated. “Do not answer if they ask it from behind. And when fear tells you to stop, take one more step. I don’t want the brave; I want the steadfast.”

“And if I can’t?”

“You can.”

Behind them, very far away, a bell’s toll flew to the edge of the forest. It shattered among the trees like a crystal cup. Aiden did not know whether that bell was the end of his ceremony or the beginning of something else. He opened the hand in which he still clenched the medallion. He tucked it back against his chest, lethal and simple.

“Koran,” he said. “When will I begin to understand?”

“When it hurts you less to ask than not to ask.”

Someone—something—moved a branch before them without touching it. The air now smelled of wet stone and, beneath it, of cold smoke. Aiden turned for an instant toward the open light at the forest’s edge, the line of fields already a memory. The wind came down from the mountains as if touching his name without saying it.

The journey had begun, he thought, but did not say.

Koran took a step; Aiden followed.

A thread of shadow stretched between two roots and withdrew, shy and hungry. Above them, the leaves whispered something neither of them wished to translate. The first doubt settled on Aiden’s tongue like a small, cold bird; the first act of faith frightened it away.

They went on toward the north, where the Mountains of Kaldor rose like teeth in the mouth of a giant who had, at last, opened it to speak. And far behind them, in the Great Hall of Aeloria, someone—or something—touched the edge of a tapestry with the tip of a finger and smiled without lips.

The world, without a sound, shifted half a step. And the cord in Aiden’s chest, tighter than ever, accepted the weight.
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The Whispers of the Forest of Kaldor
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The forest received them like a mouth that knows how to close its tongue so as not to let a secret escape. With every step, the light filtered greener, denser; the air, colder and heavy with moisture, struck Aiden’s face carrying the scent of turned earth, old leaves, and resin. Behind them lay the hills and the human murmur of Aeloria; ahead, an almost imperceptible music: branches creaking without quite breaking, clipped trills, the low—almost mineral—hum of something that seemed to rise from beneath the ground.

Koran walked two steps ahead, unhurried, with the certainty of beings who never stumble over what they cannot see. His coat, a white that was not white but muted light, was streaked with mud along the paws. Aiden’s shoulders and waist ached; the silver medallion Galen had given him—a notched circle, cold as a deep well—rested against his sternum like a coin that remembered another hand.

“Breathe through your nose,” Koran said without turning. “The forest bites less if you let it in through the door.”

Aiden obeyed. The smell shifted at once: no longer only earth and resin, but something sweeter, like overripe fruit, and beneath it a metallic thread—iron—the same scent that rose on his tongue when, as a child, he cut himself with a poorly sheathed sword.

“It smells like iron,” he murmured.

“The forest remembers blood,” Koran replied. “Not always human.”

Aiden quickened his pace to come level with the guardian.

“Koran...” he said. “In the hall, before we left, I saw something in the sword. Like... a mask. And in the tapestry, a black thread. Tell me I didn’t imagine it.”

“You didn’t imagine it,” Koran said. “But do not name what longs to be called. Here, whoever names opens doors.”

“Not even one’s own name?”

“Especially that one.”

They walked on for a long while, the light shredding across the ground and the softened wood yielding under their boots like a sponge. Aiden wanted to speak of his father, of the king’s look when he let him go, of the vow he had felt in the pressure of Dorian’s hand, of the girl with the braids who had made a protective gesture without knowing it; but the forest, with its laden silence, imposed another order. This was no place for long memories. It was a place for listening.

At a bend, the path narrowed so much they had to pass one by one between two roots that looked like ribs. Beyond, the forest opened into a small clearing where the light fell almost white and the ground was covered by a carpet of leaves so thick that each step returned a different whisper, like pages brushed too quickly. At the center, a mound of moss-covered stones formed a small cairn, and atop it, as if set there by careful hands, lay three feathers: one gray, one black, one white.

“What is this?” Aiden asked, bending closer.

“A balance,” Koran said. “From another time.”

Aiden extended his hand, tempted to touch the white feather. Koran flicked an ear.

“Do not touch what does not call you by your history.”

“How would I know if it calls me by my history?”

“You would know.”

Aiden smiled without humor.

“You’re unbearable.”

“I’ve been told that by kings with better manners.”

They circled the cairn and returned to the path. The air changed. The hum of insects went out like a candle; in its place began a soft murmur, almost a laugh, that came from no throat. Aiden felt the hair on his forearms rise.

“Do you hear that?” he whispered.

“Yes,” Koran said. “Do not answer. Not yet.”

Aiden thought he understood. The murmur grew louder, but not stronger; it was like a whisper learning to become a word without quite succeeding. Between the branches, something moved: not an animal. A density darker than shadow, the outline of a slender figure that did not cross space so much as fold it around itself. At the edge of the path, where grass turned to puddle, a reflection returned a cloudless sky and, for a heartbeat, the image of Aeloria: the wall, the tower, the banner. Aiden stepped toward the puddle, and at once the reflection changed—not Aeloria, but the Great Hall, his father raising the sword, and behind him a hooded figure whispering in his ear.

“No,” Koran said sharply, and blocked his way with his body.

The puddle clouded, as if someone had blown across its surface.

“The forest knows your questions,” Koran murmured. “It will offer you answers too early if that pulls you off the right path.”

“Then it offers the truth that hurts most,” Aiden said, with a bitterness that surprised him.

“Half the truth,” Koran said. “The right half is worse than the lie.”

They went on. As the sun advanced, the forest grew older—not by the years of its trunks, but by the feeling of entering a hall where the chairs had been carved for backs that were not human. The bark bore marks: wavering lines, claws, symbols Aiden’s eye could not tell were letters or maps. When the wind blew, it did not move all the leaves; some stayed still, as if obeying another current, deeper.

At dusk they stopped beside a narrow stream that hurried between lichen-covered stones. Aiden drank, and the water tasted of crystal and ash, as if it had passed through fire before becoming water. Koran sniffed the bank, took three steps back, and with a leap crossed without getting wet.

“Don’t put your feet in,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because you don’t want to carry into the night the water of another day.”

“I don’t understand anything you say,” Aiden growled.

“That’s a beginning.”

They ate little: dry bread, a strip of smoked meat, an apple that was no longer crisp. Koran did not eat. He lay with his head raised, eyes open, breathing slowly. Aiden wanted to speak of his mother, of how she told him stories of dragons but always avoided the endings; he wanted to ask whether she had known something he did not; he wanted to ask about the ancient promise Koran mentioned with the casualness of one talking about the weather. Instead, he said:

“I’m afraid of losing you.”

Koran looked at him, and in his eyes, there was a gleam that reflected no light.

“Good,” he said. “Being afraid of losing is better than being afraid of taking. It will make you harder to corrupt.”

“Corrupt me?”

“All fires want more wood.”

They slept little and badly. The forest, when night falls, does not turn black; it turns dense. Darkness is not the absence of light, but the presence of something that breathes. Aiden dreamed of footsteps on marble, of a smooth mask floating behind a sword, of a black thread that wanted to tie itself to his finger like a kite string. He woke with a dry throat and the feeling that he had spoken his name aloud. Koran was watching him.

“You haven’t said it,” Koran said. “But it was stuck to your tongue. Let’s go.”

Breaking camp was easy: there was nothing to break but the silence. They walked for an hour without speaking. The path began to gain height, and with it the sound changed: less insect, more rock; less leaf, more root. Aiden stopped. There was a new whisper, more alive. Not wind; not water.

“Now,” Koran said. “Now answer, if they call you.”

“Who?”

“Those who keep the crossings here.”

From among the trunks—without stepping out—they appeared. Tall, very thin, skin black like oiled wood, elliptical eyes with a gleam that was not human. They moved without stirring the air, as if their feet were not feet but denser shadows. Aiden did not step back. His hand went to the hilt of his sword by instinct. Koran did not growl; he merely lowered his head a fraction, a slight gesture, older than courts and crowns.

“Do not fear, Prince Aiden of Aeloria,” said one, and his voice was the rasp of dry leaves and the low note of an old trunk when the wind asks it to groan. “This forest is no place for mortals, but we recognize the guardian.”

Aiden held the speaker’s gaze. He noticed it did not breathe as humans do. Its chest did not rise or fall. It was the air around it that changed when it shaped its voice.

“We come to cross,” Aiden said. “Not to take.”

“No one crosses without paying,” replied the one with the lightest eyes. “No one takes without giving.”

Koran stepped forward.

“The prince comes by a door the hand does not open,” he said. “A trial, not a toll.”

The Shadowed One inclined his head, and the motion pulled at the skin of his neck as if it were longer than it appeared.

“There will be a trial,” he said. “Courage... and will. As always.” His eyes returned to Aiden, and shone with another, more intimate gleam. “We saw you born without seeing you. We scented you before your father knew how to hold you. You carry fire and shadow. You carry name and silence. Do you know which weighs more?”

“No,” Aiden said. “But I’ve learned not to lie when I don’t know.”

The Shadowed One seemed to smile—or perhaps the forest did, on his behalf.

“Then listen,” he said. “You will be asked to hold the gaze of what your blood recognizes as greater. You will endure... or you will learn to kneel before yielding your neck. If you break, you remain here. If you pass, you will never be as you were.”

“No one ever is,” Aiden murmured.

“That is how forests endure,” the Shadowed One replied.

There was no warning. The shadows on the ground stretched like ink pushed by breath. A circle, a spiral, a funnel. Aiden felt the world fold toward its center. The light changed and lost its source; the air thickened, his skin vibrated. Beside him, Koran was a thread of presence, an anchor. Then—nothing.

When the light returned, it was not the same forest. It was older, or barer: taller trunks, more exposed roots, a lower sky. The air smelled of hot stone, though the sun did not strike. Aiden heard a sound that was not a sound, but the world’s memory: a roar.

The dragon was there, crouched at the edge of the clearing. Black—not the black of shadow, but of stone born from the volcano, of night learning to have a body. Its eyes were two embers lit not with fire, but with intent. It breathed with a rhythm that had nothing to do with air, and each exhalation moved the dust of the ground like a tiny tide.

Aiden felt his body answer on its own: feet planted, knees elastic, shoulders loose, hand to the hilt. The sword sang as it came free. At the same time, a voice crossed his mind, deep, without a single language and with all of them.

To name is not to possess. To look is not to understand. What do you fear, child of burning blood?

Aiden swallowed. The dragon’s scent was not tar or coal. It was different—metallic and sweet at once, like stone after lightning. The roar pushed him back a step, not from fear, but from pure physics. He raised the sword. The dragon lifted its head. A line of light ran along its scales, as if something beneath them wished to surface.

“What do you fear?” the voice insisted, and the ground trembled.

Aiden closed his eyes for a second. The images came on their own: his father with the sword raised high and the vein at his temple pulsing; Dorian gripping his shoulder and swallowing what he wanted to say; the girl with the braids winking at him without knowing why; Koran standing still with a wounded flank that did not yet exist; a smooth mask behind a sword; a black thread trying to bind itself to his finger. He opened his eyes.

“I fear being nothing more than a blade in another’s hand,” he said. “I fear losing Koran. I fear that the fire I carry does not belong to me. I fear opening a door my children will not be able to close.”

The dragon blinked. That blink—slow, heavy—generated a warm wind that smelled of something Aiden could not name and yet recognized: ash washed by rain.

Good. And what do you desire? the voice said.

Aiden lowered the sword by a finger. The dragon did not move. For the first time, Aiden felt fear make room for something else, older than fear. He set the blade low; his arm trembled and steadied.

“I desire not to be the center of my own world,” he said. “I desire to be a bridge. I desire to learn how to burn without laying waste.”

The dragon showed its teeth—not as a threat, but like one beginning to understand another’s mouth. It lowered its head until its muzzle was level with Aiden’s chest. The heat did not burn him. It was a heat that wished to enter, not to leave. The sword suddenly weighed as if a stone had been hung from the pommel. Aiden let it go. He left his hand empty.

“I do not come to take,” he said softly, aware that he had to say it. “I come to answer.”

The dragon inhaled. Aiden, driven by something greater than himself and yet something that had always been at his side, extended his hand—not in command, but in offering. The touch was neither scaly nor rough. It was like laying his palm on a river running beneath thin ice: contact with something moving, pressing from below. A current surged up his arm, freezing his bones and igniting his flesh in equal measure, and came to rest at the center of his chest.

There, like ink spilled and drawn in at the same time, a mark appeared. Not a drawing, not letters: a whirl of lines that from afar would look like a spiral of fire; up close, they were micro-scales shaped like runes. Aiden inhaled with a short sound. The dragon withdrew its muzzle.

Marked, said the voice, simply. Now you will be recognized by those who remember. And also, by those who hunt.

“What does that mean?” Aiden asked.

That the forest will open thresholds to you. And that some will be waiting for you at the foot of the stairs.

The dragon lifted its head, and for a moment the entire clearing curved with the motion. Then, as if it had decided that was enough, it closed its eyes. The light changed. The shadows returned to their places. The smell of stone struck by lightning thinned into resin. Aiden blinked. The dragon was gone. Koran was there, body steady, his gaze holding pride and concern in equal measure.

Around them, in the darkest lines of the forest, the Shadowed Ones watched. The same one who had spoken stepped forward.

“You held the gaze without believing that the blink was defeat,” he said. “You may continue. Do not mistake this mark for armor. It is a bell.”

“One my enemies can hear,” Aiden said.

“And your allies,” the Shadowed One replied. “Those who still listen.” He inclined his head toward Koran. “Guardian, you carry him in haste. Do not run so fast that the doors do not wait open.”

“The doors we need will open,” Koran said.

The Shadowed One looked back at Aiden, and his eyes changed ever so slightly, as if filled with a light coming from elsewhere.

“There are voices in your court,” he said. “A scent. Gardens. Hands cleaner than boots. Do not go hunting the one you still believe protects you. Not today.”

“Who?” Aiden asked, too quickly.

“If I told you a name,” the Shadowed One said, “you would not learn to believe in names. Walk. You will see.”

They withdrew as they had come—not entering the shadow but leaving it more alone. Aiden released the breath he did not know he had been holding.

“I don’t like it when they don’t tell me things,” he growled.

“They have told you,” Koran replied. “Just not what you wanted to hear.”

“Sometimes you sound like my father.”

“He hates me for that too.”

They resumed their march. The mark on Aiden’s chest burned with a heat that did not hurt. It was as if someone had placed a warmed stone upon his sternum; with each step it seemed to settle, to find a rhythm does not alien to his own heart.

The forest changed again, almost without their noticing. The roots were more pronounced; the light more oblique; the air thicker. A different whisper began to run through the ground—not in the ear, but in the soles of the feet: a heartbeat. Aiden stopped.

“Do you feel it?” Koran asked, his voice low, like someone speaking in a temple.

“Yes. It’s... like the pulse of someone sleeping and about to wake.”

“The earth,” Koran said. “Here, the veins run close to the skin.”

They reached a clearing that was not a clearing: the sky was barely visible, yet the light was somehow more alive. At the center, nothing—only grass, moss, and earth that seemed to have breathed a second ago. Koran stopped at the edge and, without telling him what to do, looked at Aiden. The prince understood.

He knelt. He placed his hand on the ground. He did not feel the dampness of soil like a child playing at making paths of mud. He felt, beneath it, a current, a thread that passed from left to right, from deeper to shallower, from asleep to awake. He closed his eyes. The forest’s murmur stepped back a handspan, as if making room for him. Aiden lowered his other hand. He spoke no words. There was nothing to say. He inhaled, the way his mother had taught him not to drown in his own breath. He stayed like that, hands on the ground, chest burning with the mark, heart searching for the tempo of that other music.

The earth vibrated. Not a quake of stone, but a pulse. Beneath his fingers, a line grew warm. He opened his eyes. At the center of the clearing, the moss began to dry, drawing a circle. Inside the circle, runes he had never seen before ignited as if emerging from below—not drawn but revealed. The air shifted temperature all at once; a wind that came from nowhere shook the highest leaves, and the light contracted and dilated like a pupil.

“You have called,” Koran said, and his voice sounded strange, carrying an echo Aiden had never heard in it. “Now open.”

“How?” Aiden asked.

“With the only key you’ve earned today,” Koran said, pointing at his chest with his muzzle.

Aiden placed his hand over the mark. Heat climbed into his palm, and when he brought his hand toward the circle, the runes answered with a golden glow. The air along the ground began to shine—not like fire, but like sand suspended in water, moving to the rhythm of a breath. There was a soft click—like the first time a chest is opened—and suddenly the nothing at the center of the circle became something else: depth.

It was not a hole. It was a membrane of light. Through it one did not see darkness, but a strange valley: impossible mountains, crystal towers, a sky that was not quite the same sky. It was like looking at the world through a dream that, for once, did not lie.

Aiden swallowed. His stomach turned. He looked at Koran.

“And if...?” he began.

“If you stop now, you will learn to stop whenever the world asks you to make way,” Koran said. “And then it will no longer be you who decides.”

Aiden nodded. He did what he had done before the dragon: he lowered the sword. Not in renunciation, but in trust. He took a step. The membrane was cold, but not like river water—like the inside of a bell. The sound of the forest faded as he entered, and for a second, he thought he would lose his breath. The second passed. Air returned, clean and bright, with a taste he had never known before metal that does not cut, fruit that does not cloy.

He emerged on the other side.

The valley was immense, with vegetation unlike anything in Aeloria: trees whose leaves distilled a faint glow, flowers that seemed to breathe, rocks veined not with minerals but with lines of light held to a pattern Aiden did not know. In the sky, something moved high above—not clouds, not birds. Something that cast shadows that were not frightening. In the distance, atop a rise, stood a castle of translucent towers, as if carved from a single block of living crystal.

Koran came out behind him, shook his coat, and for the first time since Aiden had known him, lowered his head for a moment, as if the place had filled him with a scent too large to hold.

“Welcome to the Lost Kingdom of the Dragons,” he said, without grandiloquence. The words needed no adornment.

Aiden took a step and felt the ground vibrate, as if rivers of light ran beneath his feet. The mark on his chest warmed. Memories of classrooms, shields and maps, genealogies he had been made to memorize to exhaustion, turned to wet paper. This was something else. This was the promise he did not know he had heard. This was what his mother had not told him in her stories—perhaps because she had no words for it.

“What do I have to learn here?” he asked, his voice lower than usual, like someone speaking in a library not out of fear of punishment, but out of respect.

“Not to burn more,” Koran said. “To burn better.”

Aiden laughed, and the laugh came out like a cough. He forced himself to drink from his waterskin to remember that ordinary things still existed in the world. The taste of water gave him back some of his weight. He looked at the castle. Something—not fear, not impatience—pulled at his chest, toward it. To the left, a flock of creatures that were and were not birds cut the air with wings that left trails of light. Aiden raised his hand without realizing it, as if in greeting.

“Don’t be distracted,” Koran said, with a gentleness that struck Aiden as almost affection. “Here, beauty is also a trial.”

“I know,” Aiden said—and he did not know, but he said it.

The wind shifted and brought them a scent they had not yet encountered: a dry perfume, like freshly opened parchment, mixed with the heat of a forge. Koran lifted his muzzle, scented again and again, and his eyes sharpened.

“They’re watching us,” he said. “Not with hunger. With expectation.”

Aiden nodded. The sky above moved again. On the edge of a cloud, for an instant, Aiden thought he saw a silhouette watching him. It was not a dragon like the ones he had imagined as a child, with teeth meant to frighten. It was something else: a vast presence that did not need to bare its teeth to make the nape of his neck prickle.

He adjusted his grip on the sword. He felt the medallion against his sternum. He remembered the Shadowed One: “gardens... clean hands... not today.” He remembered his father and the promise. He remembered the dragon and
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