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Whispers of Flame
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The wind that swept through the village of Elder hollow carried more than the scent of pine and snow. It carried stories—old ones, sharp as broken glass and just as dangerous to touch.
They said the mountains of Dracor weren’t just cursed. They were alive.
“Never stray beyond the ash trees,” Grandmother used to warn, her gnarled fingers tightening around a carved bone talisman. “That’s where the wind changes. That’s where he hears you.”
But Liara had never been the sort to listen.
She stood now at the edge of the village, boots pressed into half-frozen mud, eyes on the jagged peaks rising in the distance like the spines of some ancient beast. Somewhere up there, buried in snow and shadow, was the truth. And Liara was tired of being told to be afraid of it.
Behind her, elder hollow stirred with quiet misery. The king’s soldiers had come at dawn, red banners snapping, armored boots sinking into frostbitten earth. They left with grain, coin, and three boys—one of them Tomas.
Tomas. Her little brother, not yet seventeen, with ink-stained fingers and a crooked grin. He’d tried to hide in the hayloft. They dragged him out anyway.
Liara had watched it all from behind the woodpile, her fists clenched, rage coiling in her chest like smoke looking for a spark.
The village had done what it always did: bowed heads, downcast eyes. What else could they do? King Tersius ruled with an iron crown and a steel hand. No one defied him. Not without consequence.
But Liara wasn’t everyone.
That night, she returned home alone. Their small cottage felt colder than usual. The fire burned low, and the silence pressed in on her like a weight. She sat at the wooden table, where Tomas had scrawled bad poetry and drawn dragons in the margins of old scrap parchment.
She pulled his old satchel onto the table and began digging through it, needing something—anything—that felt like him.
And that was when she found it.
A faded leather-bound book tucked between his worn gloves. She opened it carefully. The pages smelled of smoke and lavender.
Her grandmother’s handwriting looped across the yellowed parchment, delicate and purposeful. Spells. Riddles. Notes about the old gods. And in the center of the book, folded neatly, was the map.
Liara’s breath caught in her throat.
It was rough, drawn by hand, but unmistakable. The mountains of Dracor sprawled across the page like the back of a sleeping beast.

Rivers curled like veins. Symbols she didn’t recognize marked hidden trails and ruined towers. And in the heart of it all, a single word written in bold crimson ink: Kealan.
Her fingers trembled as she traced it.
Kealan. The dragon prince. The cursed one.
Could Tomas have found this? Believed it? Maybe he’d planned to go, to seek the dragon himself. He was always chasing stories, dreaming of a better world. Of heroes. Of justice.
A creak on the wind made her glance toward the window. Snow flurried softly against the glass, and beyond it, the mountains loomed. Silent. Waiting.
Liara pressed the map to her chest.
“I’ll bring you back,” she whispered. “I’ll bring you home.”

––––––––
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Kealan - The Dragon's Wake
––––––––
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KEALAN DREAMT IN FIRE.
Not the kind that burned wood and flesh—but ancient fire, magic fire, the kind that lived in blood and bone. In his dreams, he could still feel his hands. Human hands. He could still taste rain, hear music, speak without shaking the earth.
But when he woke, it was always the same.
The cave walls curved around him like a broken rib cage, dark and vast. Wind howled through the peaks of Dracor, and his breath fogged the cold air in flickers of heat and smoke. His claws—twice the length of a man’s sword—dug grooves into the stone as he stretched, aching from too many restless nights.
He hadn’t seen the sun in weeks.
Hadn’t felt like a man in years
Kealan moved carefully. Even in slumber, the curse pulsed in him—a slow, coiling presence wrapped around his soul like a second spine. It twisted thoughts. It stole language. Some days he couldn’t remember what his mother’s face looked like. Some days, he wanted to forget.
But he never forgot the moment the curse took hold.
He remembered his father’s eyes—cold, unblinking—as the sorcerer spoke the words. He remembered trying to scream, to plead, to say this isn’t my crime. But it hadn’t mattered. Tersius had ordered silence, and silence he received.
Now Kealan was a monster, bound by blood and mountain, alone but not forgotten. The villagers still whispered. He heard them sometimes, their voices carried on the wind. Tales of the dragon who cursed the sky with fire. The beast that guarded gold and secrets.
They never got the story right.
––––––––
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NO ONE REMEMBERED HE had a name.
Except once—just once—a girl’s voice had reached him. Faint. Daring. She had stood at the edge of the ash trees and shouted into the wind, “I don’t believe in monsters!”
He had turned toward her voice and roared.
Not to frighten her. To protect her. To keep her away.
He hadn’t heard her again since.
Kealan shifted, curling his massive form tighter into the rock. Snow blew past the mouth of the cave. The curse stirred in his blood—restless. Watching. Waiting.
Something was coming.
He didn’t know how, or when, or what shape it would take—but he felt it. Like the moment before a storm. The world was changing.
And somewhere, deep beneath his scales and sorrow, the man still trapped inside him dared to hope.
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The Ash Tree Line
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The path beyond elder hollow was barely a path at all—just a deer trail winding between roots and half-buried stones, choked with bramble and half-swallowed by snow. Liara’s boots were soaked through by midday, and the wind had grown teeth.
But she didn’t turn back.
She gripped the map tightly in one gloved hand, checking it again with every milestone. There was a fallen pine twisted like a bent finger. A split rock covered in red moss. All exactly where the markings said they’d be. The map was real. The legend was real.

Which meant the dragon was, too.
She reached the ash trees by sundown.
They stood like sentinels at the edge of the mountain’s base—tall, silver-barked, and dead silent. Even the birds didn’t sing here. The air was different, colder but thinner, like stepping through a veil into somewhere ancient.
Liara paused.
This was the line her grandmother had warned her about. The line no one crossed. The place where the wind changed and the dragon heard you.
She stepped forward anyway.
The moment her foot crossed the invisible threshold, the wind rose with a sudden, hollow howl. It swept through the trees, rustling no leaves—because there were no leaves. Not in this place. Not anymore.
She walked faster now, pressing on through the thickening snow. Her satchel thumped lightly against her hip, holding the book, the map, a flask of water, and half a loaf of bread. Barely enough for a real journey. But this wasn’t about rations.
This was about Tomas.
Each step reminded her of his laugh, the way he used to mimic their grandmother’s stories in a ridiculous voice, arms flailing like a mad wizard. He never stopped believing in those stories.
And now, Liara would make one real.
By moonlight, she found the first sign: claw marks.
They raked across a stone wall, gouged deep into the frozen rock like knife wounds. Her breath caught. Not a trick. Not a bear. The marks were too wide. Too precise. Something intelligent had made them.
She should have felt fear. Instead, a strange kind of calm settled over her.
He was here.
Somewhere above, curled in shadow, was the dragon prince.
Liara tightened her cloak, lit her lantern, and stepped into the narrowing path between boulders. She didn’t know what she would say if she found him. Or what he’d do if she did.
But her voice was steady as she whispered to the dark:
“I’m not afraid of monsters.”
The lantern flickered in the wind, casting long, jittering shadows across the snow. The light was weak, barely enough to keep the night at bay, but it gave Liara something to focus on—something to chase through the dark as she searched for shelter.
She found it just before the moon reached its peak: a shallow cave, half-collapsed and half-hidden behind a curtain of frost-draped ivy. It was little more than a hollow in the rock, but the overhang blocked the wind and the dry patch of dirt inside felt like a gift.
Liara knelt and set down her satchel. Her shoulders ached from the climb, and her legs trembled with exhaustion. It had been a long time since she’d walked this far—never this far into unknown land.
She pulled the book from her pack and turned to the page with the map. The path she’d followed had taken her closer to the heart of the mountains. Kealan’s name—still scrawled in crimson—seemed to pulse under her fingers.
“I’m coming,” she whispered to the name. “Just... not tonight.”
Liara tucked the book beneath her cloak and leaned back against the cold wall. The stars shimmered outside the cave’s entrance, pale and distant. Somewhere, far above, a shape passed across the moon—a shadow, too large for any bird, flying fast and silent across the sky.
She missed it. Her eyes were already drifting shut.
The cold woke her once, near dawn. The wind had died, and the world had gone utterly still.
Snowflakes drifted slowly through the air, settling around the cave mouth like a curtain. In the hush, she thought she heard breathing.
Not hers.
––––––––
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DEEP. RHYTHMIC. ANCIENT.
Liara sat up, heart pounding—but the sound was gone. The wind returned, rustling the ivy, and her rational mind told her it had been a trick. A dream. Or maybe the mountains themselves, exhaling in the cold.
Still, her hand found the bone talisman around her neck. She closed her fingers around it and didn’t sleep again.
By daybreak, she was already moving.
The mountains loomed larger now, the trail narrowing into jagged ridges and steep climbs. Her breath misted in the morning air, and snow crunched beneath her boots. With every step, the silence grew deeper—so deep it pressed against her thoughts like a presence.
She didn’t know if it was the mountain.
Or if something was watching her.
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Kealan - A Name in the Wind
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Kealan woke to the sound of her voice.
Not clearly. Not words. Just presence. Like a ripple through still water, something small but undeniable had passed into the circle of his awareness. The mountain knew it. The wind carried it. And the curse—his curse—ached with it.
He stirred in the dark, scales grinding stone, wings curled tight against the frozen floor of the cavern. His body moved slowly, like stone remembering how to be fire. A deep rumble echoed from his chest, not quite a growl.
She was closer.
He didn’t know her name. Didn’t need to.
The curse responded before thought. It was tied to the old magic, bound by blood and prophecy and the betrayal of a crown. Anyone who crossed the threshold of the ash trees became part of its reckoning. Most who tried were hunters. Treasure-seekers. Fools.
This one was different.
He’d felt it in the way the wind carried her warmth. She was not afraid—not truly. Not yet. And it was her, he was certain now. The girl who had once shouted into the trees, daring the legend to hear her.
And he had heard.
I’m not afraid of monsters, she’d said.
He had laughed then, a sound that shattered birds from trees and cracked ice from stone. But it wasn’t mockery. It was grief. The kind that dug deep and made a home inside the hollow parts of him.
He rose now, slowly, the great length of his serpentine body unfolding from the shadows.

Horns scraped the ceiling. Sparks rolled off his scales where they met the ground. His breath steamed like molten gold in the frigid air.
Something old was shifting. Not just inside him, but in the mountain itself.
The curse pulsed harder when she drew near. It didn’t want her. It feared her. Because it knew what he hadn’t dared believe:
She was part of the prophecy.
And if that was true... then the time for sleeping was over.
He moved toward the cave mouth. His eyes—slitted and silver, glowing faintly—swept across the snowy peaks. Somewhere, not far, a small figure trudged upward. Brave. Foolish. Determined.
She had come looking for a dragon.
But what she would find... was a prince lost to fire.
Kealan - Before the Flame
The throne room of Dracor was colder than the mountain winds outside.
Kealan stood just below the dais, the firelight from the braziers catching in the gold thread of his tunic. His fists were clenched behind his back, jaw set as his father paced above him. The crown atop King Tersius's head gleamed like a blade.
“You defied me, again,” the king said, voice like ice breaking. “You were told not to interfere.”
Kealan didn’t answer. He didn’t trust his voice to stay steady.
Tersius stepped closer. “You think mercy makes you noble? It makes you weak. The people do not need a prince who soothes their wounds. They need one who commands fear.”
“They’re starving,” Kealan said finally, quiet but clear. “We burn their crops for tribute. We take their sons for wars they don’t understand. They don’t need to fear us, Father—they need to believe in us.”
Tersius sneered. “Spare me your soft-hearted speeches. You were born to rule, not beg for their affection.”
Kealan raised his chin. “I would rather beg for their affection than inherit a kingdom of ash.”
Silence fell.
For a moment, he thought he saw something in his father’s eyes—a flicker of regret, maybe. Or sorrow. But it was gone in an instant, buried beneath a storm of fury.
“You are nothing without my crown,” the king hissed. “And I will not leave my legacy to a dreamer.”
He turned sharply. The court’s eyes never met Kealan’s. They looked past him, over him, like he was already fading.
Tersius raised a hand. “Bring him.”
The doors opened. A figure entered—tall, robed, face hidden beneath a deep hood. The air shifted, sharp and strange. Magic.
––––––––
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KEALAN’S HEART LURCHED. “What are you doing?”
The sorcerer stopped beside the king. His voice was dry parchment: “As you commanded, Your Majesty. The curse is prepared.”
Kealan stepped back. “No. Father, you can’t—”
“I must,” Tersius said coldly. “If you will not become the ruler this kingdom needs, I will make certain no one remembers the ruler you were.”
The sorcerer raised his hand.
Kealan turned to run—but the magic struck faster than lightning. Pain lanced through him, white-hot, and his scream echoed through the marble halls, shaking the torches in their sconces. Fire poured from his throat. Scales tore through skin. Bones snapped and reshaped. His body became something vast and monstrous.
His last memory, as a man, was of his father watching without flinching.
And then—
Darkness.
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Echoes of Ash
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The air changed again after midday.
It was subtle—barely more than a shift in pressure—but Liara felt it in her bones. The stillness thickened, like the mountain was holding its breath.
She followed the trail higher until she reached a ridge that overlooked a bowl-shaped valley half-buried in snow. Cracked marble columns jutted from the ground like broken fingers. A ruin, ancient and forgotten, wrapped in frost and silence.
She descended slowly, the crunch of her boots the only sound.
It had once been a courtyard.
Stone walls lay in shattered heaps. An enormous blackened circle scorched the ground at its center, wide as a wagon wheel. The stone around it was cracked—melted, almost—and the air here still smelled faintly of ash, though there hadn’t been fire in this place for years.
Liara’s breath caught in her throat.
This wasn’t just old. It felt... violated.
She approached the circle, kneeling to touch the edge of the scorched stone. Her fingers came away dusted in soot.
And then—
A whisper.
Not words. Not wind. A memory not her own.
She stumbled back as the vision struck.
For a heartbeat, she wasn’t Liara.
She was standing in a throne room of stone and gold.
––––––––
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THE FIRE ROARED. A young man stood defiantly before a crowned figure. He shouted, but the sound was muffled, distant.

The king raised a hand. The robed figure beside him moved.
Pain.
Kealan.
The name hit her like lightning. She knew it, suddenly—more than a name, a presence, a soul crushed beneath fire and fury.
The boy screamed as his body broke and shifted, the world drowning in flame. And then— Nothing.              
Liara gasped, the vision snapping away like a door slamming shut.
She stumbled back from the scorch mark, heart hammering, breath coming in sharp bursts. Her hands shook as she gripped the bone talisman at her neck. The image of the boy—no, the prince—burned behind her eyes.
Kealan had been cursed here.
And this place had remembered.
She looked back at the ruin, at the way the snow refused to settle in the center, as if the stone still smoldered. Whatever had happened here had left a scar on the mountain—and on him.
Her jaw tightened.
She’d come for her brother. She still would. But now she was chasing something bigger: the truth. The pain buried in stone. The prince lost to legend. The monster they warned her to fear.
And the soul still burning behind the fire.
She stood, brushed the ash from her palms, and kept walking.
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The Mountain Does Not Forget
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The cold here felt different—older.
It wasn’t just the wind anymore. The chill settled into her bones like memory, like something watching. Every step beyond the scorched ruins pressed heavier on her chest, not just from the thin air but from the weight of something unseen.
Liara climbed a steep incline, boots slipping on patches of frost. Her hands scraped stone. Her breath came in short, visible bursts. But she kept going.
And then, without warning, the mountain opened into a wide, flat ledge.
It took her breath in a different way.
The ledge overlooked a sharp drop into a mist-filled canyon below. Jagged peaks ringed the plateau like crooked teeth. At the very center stood a single stone archway—perfect, smooth, untouched by time or weather.
––––––––
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SNOW SURROUNDED IT, untouched. Yet beneath the arch, the ground was bare. The snow had melted in a precise, circular ring, the stone beneath it clean and dry. No footprints. No marks. No explanation.

Liara stepped forward slowly, drawn in despite herself.
The arch pulsed with a quiet hum as she approached. Symbols etched into the stone—foreign and beautiful—began to glow, faint gold like sunrise on water. The air turned warmer, then sharp with magic.
And then she heard it.
Not aloud. Not with her ears.
A voice inside her mind. Deep. Ancient. Steady as the mountain itself:
“To reach the cursed one, you must offer truth. The mountain does not forget. What will you leave behind?”
Liara stopped cold.
The air was still. The voice echoed, not with sound, but with meaning—something in her, pulling loose memories she had tried to bury.
She glanced down.
Beneath the arch, in the center of the stone circle, a shallow hollow had appeared in the rock—round and smooth, like a bowl carved by unseen hands. Symbols flared around it. One glowed brighter than the rest: a single rune she recognized from her grandmother’s book.
Memory.
She crouched slowly, staring into the hollow. Her fingers trembled.
“A memory,” she whispered. “A truth.”
Her hand went to her neck, and closed around the bone talisman she wore.
Tomas’s talisman.
She pulled it free.
The carved stag bone felt heavier now than it ever had—small, white, worn smooth by years around her brother’s neck. She’d taken it after he vanished, clutching it like a relic, proof he had been.
Liara stared at it, heart thudding.
The mountain wanted her truth. Not her strength. Not her cleverness. Her truth.
She sat back on her heels and let the silence press around her. The words came slowly.
“He believed in all of it,” she said. Her voice echoed faintly. “Dragons. Prophecies. Heroes. He’d run around the house shouting spells and calling himself Kealan the Brave.” A breathless smile touched her lips. It faded fast.
“I told him it was just a story.”
Her voice cracked.
“And when he disappeared, I told our parents he ran away. I told them he left because he didn’t want to be a burden. But that’s not what happened.”
Her fingers tightened around the talisman.
––––––––
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“I FOUND HIS JOURNAL. I found the map. He came here, chasing the truth... and I let them believe it was his fault.”
She placed the talisman gently into the stone hollow.
The moment it touched the surface, the entire arch flared with light.
“Truth accepted,” the voice said again—softer this time, like a memory being put to rest. “The path opens.”
The talisman vanished in a shimmer of light.
Liara gasped. She reached out—too late. It was gone.
But something else had changed.
The archway now shimmered with a faint silver-blue glow, and the mist beyond it curled inward, drawing itself aside like curtains on a stage.
Through it, she saw a winding path of stone and ice that led toward a distant cave mouth glowing faintly with golden light.
The lair.
She was close.
Liara rose slowly to her feet, her chest heavy but her resolve sharpened. The mountain had taken something from her, yes. But it had also given something back.
A direction. A confirmation. A sign that she was meant to be here.
She stepped through the arch.
And the mountain, for the first time, made no sound at all.
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Kealan - The Memory Burns
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Kealan surged awake with a snarl, the low rumble of his breath echoing through the endless black hollow of his lair. The ancient stone vibrated with his heartbeat. Fire crackled beneath his ribs, wild and restless.
Something had shifted.
He tasted it in the air—sharp, electric, alive. Like stormlight on snow. Like magic waking from sleep.
And underneath it all, he felt her.
Not just the girl.
Her truth.
It struck him like a spear to the chest. A memory not his own, yet it throbbed through his skull, forcing itself into his mind:
A child’s voice, full of wonder. A sister’s silence. A lie told to grieving parents. The weight of guilt. The ache of loss.
Kealan reared back, roaring as the memory carved through the curse like a blade. Fire tore from his throat, filling the cavern with molten light.

––––––––
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THE FLAMES STRUCK THE ceiling and splashed across ancient runes, searing them anew. The marks—the ones the sorcerer had branded into the stone—flared in protest.

They were weakening.
She’s getting closer.
He staggered, wings flaring wide to catch his balance. His talons tore into the stone floor, gouging deep marks that hissed with heat.
What had she given the mountain? What truth had cracked through his prison?
He closed his eyes—and saw her.
Not just her face, not just the determined set of her jaw as she climbed—but her memory. Her offering. The tremble in her voice as she admitted the lie. The guilt she carried, heavier than any pack on her back.
She had come not just to find her brother.
She had come to atone.
And something in her sorrow mirrored his own so perfectly it made him flinch.
For so long, Kealan had accepted the rage. Let it shape him. Let it feed him. Fire was easier than pain. Fire didn’t ask questions.
But now... now he remembered.
A boy kneeling in the snow, arms spread to stop the whip from striking a servant. A boy who smuggled bread to starving families in the lower city. A boy who looked at his father and whispered, You are not the king I wish to become.
A prince.
Not a monster.
Kealan shuddered. The memories came sharper now, unbidden and brutal.
His first shift. The curse’s scream in his veins. His father’s cold eyes watching as scales bloomed across his skin. The agony of wings tearing free. The sound of his own voice breaking—and becoming something else.
He had not spoken since.
Not once.
Until now, he hadn’t remembered how.
And yet—
When her truth reached him, he heard her like a whisper in his blood.
I told them he ran away.
The fire dimmed in his chest.
A different heat bloomed there. One he had forgotten.
Grief.
No one had made it this far before. Many had tried—knights with blades, scholars with spells, thieves seeking riches. The mountain had swallowed them all. But she had reached the threshold with nothing but memory.
And it had answered her.
The curse was unraveling. He could feel it tugging at its own threads. Not breaking, not yet—but shifting. Watching. Testing.
And Kealan, for the first time in a hundred years, was afraid.
Not of her.
But of what came next.
Because something in the way her voice had shaken—something in the way she saw him, without even knowing—made a part of him stir that he had buried long ago.
The boy. The prince. The man.
He curled tighter into the shadows of his lair, talons clenching. The runes continued to flicker like dying stars above him.
She was coming.
And this time...
He didn’t know if he wanted to stop her.
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The Guardian Below
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The silence here was ancient.
Liara moved slowly, one hand pressed to the cold rock wall as the narrow tunnel spiraled downward. Her torch crackled and popped, its light struggling against the heavy dark. It felt like the mountain was watching her. Not just aware, but waiting.
The air grew warmer the deeper she went—not the wild, scorched heat she expected near a dragon’s lair, but a humid, pulsing warmth, like breath held in still lungs.
The tunnel opened without warning.
She stepped out into a vast cavern so wide she couldn’t see the far end. Smooth stone stretched in all directions, the ceiling lost in shadow. Her torchlight flickered over runes etched into the ground—spirals, circles, sharp edges, all unfamiliar. All watching.
And then she saw it.
Mist.
It pooled in the center of the room, thick and unmoving. Within it, something stirred.
Her breath caught.
The shape was immense—easily the size of Kealan’s dragon form, but not solid. It looked like it had been made of smoke and regret, coiled like a sleeping beast. As her torchlight touched it, the mass began to rise.
She froze as two enormous pale eyes—blank and endless—opened within the fog.
They held no warmth. No malice either. Just judgment.
Then, a voice, deep and resonant, filled the air—not through her ears, but straight into her chest.
“You come seeking what is bound. What will you sacrifice to pass?”
Liara’s pulse thundered in
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