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The Kingdom Stirs

The capital of Aeloria glittered beneath the setting sun, its marble towers catching the last gold of daylight. But beneath the beauty, a tremor of unease rippled through the city — a whisper carried on the wind, a shiver in the stone.

Inside the royal palace, the council chamber buzzed with anxious voices. Nobles in embroidered silks clustered in tight groups, their whispers sharp as knives. The stained-glass windows rattled softly, though no storm touched the sky.

King Aldric stood at the head of the chamber, his hands gripping the edge of the long oak table. His crown — a circlet of gold shaped like rising flames — sat slightly askew, as if he had run a hand through his hair too many times.

A messenger knelt before him, still panting from his ride.

“Speak,” the king commanded, his voice steady but strained.

The messenger swallowed. “Your Majesty... the mountains shook. A light rose from the cliffs — bright as dawn, but wrong. The villagers say it was shaped like... wings.”

A hush fell over the chamber.

“Wings?” murmured Lady Seraphine, her jeweled fingers tightening around her fan. “Surely not—”

“Impossible,” snapped Lord Halden. “The dragons are gone. Extinct.”

“Extinct things do not shake mountains,” the messenger whispered.

The nobles erupted into argument — fear, disbelief, excitement, all tangled together.

King Aldric raised a hand. Silence fell.

“Where exactly was this light seen?”

“Near Elderglen, Your Majesty. The villagers are frightened. Some say it was an omen.”

The king’s jaw tightened. “And what do you say?”

The messenger hesitated. “I... I say it was alive.”

A ripple of dread swept through the room.

At that moment, the chamber doors opened, and Maelion entered.

The wizard moved with quiet grace, his silver hair tied back, his robes embroidered with ancient runes that shimmered faintly in the torchlight. His expression was calm — too calm.

“Maelion,” the king said sharply. “You felt it, didn’t you?”

Maelion bowed. “I did.”

“Then tell us what it was.”

The wizard’s eyes flicked to the nobles, then back to the king. “Something ancient has awakened.”

Gasps. A dropped goblet. A noblewoman clutching her pearls.

The king stepped closer. “A dragon?”

Maelion did not answer immediately. He chose his words with care.

“The magic that stirred is older than any living memory. Older than this kingdom. It is... possible that a dragon’s essence has returned to the world.”

Lord Halden slammed his fist on the table. “This is madness! Dragons were wiped out centuries ago!”

Maelion’s gaze sharpened. “Magic does not obey extinction.”

The king paced, his cloak swirling behind him. “If a dragon lives, the balance of the realm shifts. The hunters will demand action. The people will panic.”

“Fear,” Maelion said softly, “is more dangerous than any dragon.”

A sudden rumble shook the chamber — deep, resonant, like the growl of a sleeping giant. The stained-glass windows trembled. Dust drifted from the rafters.

The nobles froze.

“That,” Maelion whispered, “was no storm.”

The king straightened, his voice cold and decisive. “Send word to the Hunter’s Order. If a dragon has awakened, we will not be caught unprepared.”

Maelion’s heart clenched.

He bowed, but inside, dread coiled like a serpent.

The hunters would not seek balance.

They would seek blood.

And Amaya — brave, gentle Amaya — was now bound to the very creature the world feared most.
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Shadows on the Wind

The mountains did not feel like home anymore.

Amaya stood at the edge of the ledge outside the cavern, arms wrapped around herself as the wind clawed at her cloak. The air had changed. It wasn’t just cold — it was sharp, metallic, as if the sky had been scraped raw.

Behind her, the soft scrape of scales on stone announced Tharion’s approach.

“You’re shivering,” he rumbled.

“I’m thinking,” she said.

“Humans often do both at once,” he replied.

She glanced back at him. “Is that your way of saying I’m bad at hiding it?”

His silver eyes glinted. “You are... transparent.”

She huffed a breath that might have been a laugh on a better day. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

Tharion stepped beside her, his massive form blocking some of the wind. “The world is restless. The stone remembers something it has not felt in an age.”

“Is it the same... presence we felt before?” Amaya asked. “The one that made the pendant burn?”

“Yes,” Tharion said. “But closer now. Stronger.”

Amaya’s hand drifted to the pendant at her throat. The heartstone pulsed faintly beneath her fingers, warm against her skin.

“Why does it react to it?” she whispered. “To... whatever that is.”

“Because it is not whatever,” Tharion said. “It is who.”

She swallowed. “The corrupted dragon.”

Tharion’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

A tremor rolled through the mountain beneath their feet — subtle, but enough to make small stones skitter down the slope.

Amaya’s breath hitched. “That wasn’t just in my head, right?”

“No,” Tharion said. “The earth feels its movement.”

She stared out at the jagged horizon. “You said before that dragons don’t just... corrupt. That something twisted it.”

“I did,” Tharion said.

“Then if it’s moving, if it’s awake... does that mean whoever twisted it is still out there too?”

Tharion didn’t answer immediately.

“The corruption lingers,” he said at last. “Even when its source is gone. But I do not believe this was an accident. Not then. Not now.”

The wind shifted, carrying with it a faint, acrid scent — smoke, but wrong. Not the clean, sharp tang of dragonfire. Something harsher. Chemical. Sick.

Amaya wrinkled her nose. “What is that?”

Tharion’s scales bristled. “Poisoned flame.”

She turned to him. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” he said quietly, “that the corrupted one has begun to burn again.”

The pendant flared hot against her skin.

Amaya hissed, clutching it. “It hurts—”

Tharion lowered his head, his snout hovering just above her hand. “Breathe. Do not fight it. Let it pass through you.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” she gritted out.

“On the contrary,” he said. “I have been burned by many things I could not fight.”

The pain peaked — a sharp, searing spike — then ebbed, leaving behind a throbbing warmth.

Amaya sagged against the rock. “I hate that.”

“The heartstone is bound to you,” Tharion said. “It feels what you feel. You feel what it feels.”

“Great,” she muttered. “So now I get to feel a corrupted dragon’s mood swings.”

Tharion’s tail flicked in faint amusement. “You make light of it.”

“If I don’t, I’ll scream,” she said.

He studied her for a long moment. “You are afraid.”

“Of course I’m afraid,” she snapped, then winced. “Sorry. I just... I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I’m bonded to you. There’s a corrupted dragon out there that wants... something from me. The king has probably sent hunters. And I can’t even control a pendant.”

Tharion lowered himself until his head was level with her. “You are not supposed to do anything yet.”

She blinked. “That’s comforting.”

“You are supposed to learn,” he said. “The heartstone chose you. The bond chose you. But choice is not the same as readiness.”

She looked down at the pendant. “Then teach me. Before that thing finds us.”

Tharion’s gaze drifted toward the distant ridges. “We will begin with listening.”

“Listening to what?” she asked.

“To the world,” he said. “And to the language beneath it.”

She frowned. “You mean the dragon tongue?”

“Yes,” Tharion said. “But not as you imagine it. It is not merely words. It is... resonance. Intention. Fire given shape.”

“That sounds... complicated,” she said.

“It is,” he agreed. “Which is why we start now.”

Another tremor rolled through the mountain — stronger this time.
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