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To my loving husband, my unwavering pillar of strength, and my greatest supporter—David.

Thank you for standing by me through every challenge, every late-night writing session, and every dream I dared to chase.  You are my best friend, my partner, and my inspiration.  This book, and so much more, is for you.
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In every tale of fire and shadow, there lies a spark—a moment when the ordinary meets the extraordinary, and a life is forever changed.  Bloodlines of Fire is a story of identity, power, and the quest to uncover the truth.  It is a journey through the shattered pieces of a past obscured by lies, and the forging of a future shaped by the raw, untamed strength of one individual destined to reshape the world.

This is not merely a story about dragons or kingdoms, war or loyalty—it is a story about what it means to stand at the crossroads of who we were made to be and who we choose to become.  It is about embracing the gifts we fear and confronting the darkness within us, even when it threatens to consume everything we hold dear.

Alaric’s journey is one of transformation, but not just in the physical sense.  It is the transformation of a weapon into a man, of chains into wings, and of fear into purpose.  It reminds us that while power can define us, it is our choices that truly shape us.

As you step into this world of gilded kingdoms and unrelenting shadows, of fire-scorched skies and the echoes of ancient bloodlines, remember this: even in the face of overwhelming odds, a single spark can ignite an inferno.

Let Alaric’s story inspire you to seek the truth within yourself, to embrace the power you hold, and to face whatever storms may come with courage.  For like Alaric, we are all searching for who we are meant to be.

— Andi C
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The Spark of the Dragon
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I’ve never known a life outside the barracks.  The clang of steel, the barked orders, the suffocating stench of sweat and mud—they’re as familiar to me as my own heartbeat.  From the moment I could walk, I was thrown into the relentless grind of training.  Every bruise, every scar was a lesson, a mark of the life that had been carved out for me.

There was no choice in the matter.  The day I was born, my fate had been sealed.  The son of a soldier and a war widow, I was a debt repaid to the kingdom, a piece on the chessboard before I even knew what it meant to play.  They called it an honor—to serve, to bleed, to fight for the crown—but some days, it felt more like a curse.

The barracks were a world unto themselves, an ecosystem where strength ruled and weakness was exploited.  There was no room for softness, no room for hesitation.  The older recruits called it "shaping steel." You were either forged into something sharp and with strength or discarded like a broken blade.

I still remember the first time I held a sword.  It was too big for me, its weight awkward in my small hands.  My instructor, a grizzled veteran named Garran, laughed when I struggled to lift it.  “The sword doesn’t adjust to you,” he growled.  “You adjust to the sword.” Then he knocked me flat on my back with the flat of his blade.

It didn’t take long to learn the rules of survival: always keep your guard up, never show pain, and trust no one completely.  The barracks were a crucible, and we were the ore, heated and hammered until every impurity was burned away.  Some broke under the pressure, their spirits crumbling into dust.  Others grew harder, colder, until their eyes reflected nothing but the dull gleam of their weapons.

For a long time, I thought that was all there was.  Wake up, train, eat, fight, sleep, repeat.  Dreams were a luxury I couldn’t afford, and hope was a distant concept I didn’t dare entertain.  What was the point? The kingdom needed soldiers, not dreamers.

But somewhere deep down, a small, rebellious spark refused to be extinguished.  It whispered to me in the dead of night, when the barracks were silent, and the world outside felt impossibly far away.  What if there was more? What if the clang of steel and the barked orders weren’t the entirety of existence?

That spark kept me going, even when Commander Dren’s blade left bruises on my ribs or when the other recruits jeered at my mistakes.  It pushed me to stand back up every time I was knocked down, to swing harder, move faster, think smarter.  It reminded me that while the barracks might define my present, they didn’t have to define my future.

Still, the barracks had a way of worming their way into your soul.  Even when I dared to imagine life beyond the walls, I couldn’t picture it without the constant rhythm of training or the ever-present weight of a sword at my side.  The barracks were a prison, yes, but they were also a home.  A brutal, unforgiving home that taught me how to survive when the rest of the world wouldn’t bother to teach me anything at all.

Now, as I stand at the edge of something greater—something unknown—I carry the barracks with me.  The scars on my skin, the lessons drilled into my bones, the memories of nights spent staring at the ceiling and wondering if this was all I’d ever be.  They’ve shaped me, but they don’t own me.

The clang of steel still echoes in my ears, but now, it’s a reminder.  Not of the life I was given, but of the life I’m determined to forge for myself.

The commander once told me that I was found abandoned at the edge of the forest, a crying infant wrapped in a bloodstained cloth.  He spoke of it often, his voice always tinged with a peculiar mix of disdain and pride.  “You were weak,” he’d say, his piercing eyes boring into me.  “But we made you strong.  We gave you purpose.”

He would recount the story in vivid detail, his voice cutting like a blade.  How he’d stumbled across the lifeless remains of a caravan torn apart by some nameless horror.  How he’d heard the faint, pitiful cries of a baby hidden beneath the wreckage.  How he’d almost left me there but decided that even the weakest things could be useful, given the right... conditioning.

This of course started to raise doubts in my head, I had always thought I was someone born from a war widow.  Try as I might I couldn’t recall her face, or details of this and now the Commander was drumming another story into me, I was conflicted and confused, I was being told different stories confusing me and second guessing myself.  This was making the commanders job a lot easier to manipulate me unknown to me.

At first, I clung to this other story.  I was getting nightmares and flashes that went in line with the Commanders story and it was the only thread I had connecting me to a past I couldn’t remember.  I pictured myself as a helpless child, plucked from the jaws of death and forged into something greater.  It was a comforting lie, one I told myself over and over again, especially on the nights when the weight of the commander’s expectations felt unbearable.  I wanted to believe this story; something wasn’t sitting right with me.

But there were still gaps in the story, cracks that widened the older I got.  If I was abandoned, who left me there? Why was I wrapped in bloodstained cloth? What had killed that caravan, and why was I the only survivor? And why did the commander seem so...  invested in me?

He was harsh with all the recruits, but with me, there was something more.  An edge to his training, an intensity that went beyond his usual cruelty.  He pushed me harder, demanded more, and punished me more severely when I failed.  I wasn’t just another soldier to him.  I was his project.

“You’re different,” he told me once, after a particularly brutal session left me gasping for air and clutching my ribs.  “You have potential.  But potential means nothing without discipline.”

Different.  The word stuck with me, lingering in the back of my mind like a splinter.  Different how? He never elaborated, and I was too afraid to ask.  Instead, I buried myself in the training, determined to prove myself worthy of whatever twisted expectations he had for me.

But no matter how hard I tried, there were moments I couldn’t explain.  Times when my strength seemed to surge beyond what should have been possible.  When my reflexes were too sharp, my instincts too precise.  And then there were the dreams — vivid, haunting visions of fire and scales, of wings slicing through the air, and a voice calling my name.  Not Kael, the name the commander had given me, but something else.  Something ancient and powerful.

I never spoke of the dreams, not to anyone.  To admit weakness was to invite punishment, and I’d learned early on that the barracks had no place for vulnerability.  So, I kept it to myself, a secret that gnawed at the edges of my mind.

As the years passed, the dreams became harder to ignore.  They weren’t just fleeting images or nonsensical fragments of my subconscious.  They felt tangible, almost real—less like fantasies and more like memories clawing their way to the surface.  Each time they came, they left me shaken, a hollow ache settling deep in my chest, as though I was chasing something I couldn’t quite grasp.

I’d wake in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat, my heart pounding as though I’d just run for miles.  The taste of ash lingered on my tongue, acrid and sharp, as if I’d been breathing in the aftermath of a fire.  My hands would tremble, and I’d find myself gripping the sheets, knuckles white, as if holding on to the waking world would keep the dreams at bay.

But they never truly left me.  Sometimes, in the quiet moments of the day, I’d hear it—the faint echo of that voice.  It wasn’t loud, just a whisper, distant yet insistent, calling to me from somewhere deep inside.  It was both comforting and unsettling, like a melody I should have known but couldn’t place.

The voice didn’t speak in words, not exactly.  It was more of a feeling, a pull toward something I couldn’t name.  It reminded me of standing on the edge of a cliff, the wind urging me forward even as fear rooted me in place.  And the dreams... they were vivid, more real than they had any right to be.

I saw flashes of fire—raging, un-contained, alive.  Shadows danced within it, their forms shifting and twisting, never fully revealing themselves.  There was always a sense of urgency, a desperate need to reach something—or someone—before it was too late.

Then there were the eyes.  Piercing, golden eyes that seemed to stare straight through me.  They didn’t belong to anyone I knew, but they felt familiar, like they had always been there, watching, waiting.  Every time I woke, those eyes were the last thing I saw, burning into my mind like a brand.

I tried to shake it off, to bury it beneath the routines of the day.  I trained harder, pushed myself further, hoping exhaustion would keep the dreams at bay.  But it didn’t matter.  They found me anyway, slipping into the cracks of my consciousness when I least expected it.

I didn’t tell anyone about them.  How could I? The barracks were no place for talk of dreams and voices.  They’d call me weak—or worse, mad.  So, I kept it to myself, the questions and doubts festering in silence.  Was this some kind of memory, buried so deep I couldn’t reach it? Or was it something else entirely?

The more I tried to ignore them, the stronger they became.  The dreams weren’t just haunting me—they were trying to tell me something.  I could feel it in my bones, in the fire that sometimes stirred within me when I trained.  It was as if a part of me had been hidden away, waiting for the right moment to emerge.

But the more I felt that pull, the more I resisted.  I was afraid—not of the dreams themselves, but of what they might mean.  What if they weren’t dreams at all? What if the fire, the voice, the golden eyes... were real? And what if they were a part of me?

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.  But deep down, I knew I couldn’t run from it forever.  The dreams wouldn’t let me.  The voice wouldn’t let me.  And maybe, just maybe, a part of me didn’t want to run anymore.

Looking back, I wonder if the commander knew.  If he saw the signs and chose to keep me in the dark, to twist my ignorance into another tool for his arsenal.  If he saw me not as a person, but as a weapon waiting to be sharpened.

I used to think the barracks were my whole world.  But now, as I stand on the precipice of a truth far greater than anything I could have imagined, I realize they were just the beginning.  A cage designed to keep me small, to keep me blind to who I really am.

And now, that cage has been shattered.  There’s no going back.

“The enemy left you to die,” he said, his voice cold as stone.  “We saved you.  Remember that.”

And I did.  Or at least, I thought I did.  For seventeen years, that belief burned in me like a flame.  My loyalty to this kingdom was absolute.  My hatred for the neighboring realm, unwavering.  They were the ones who slaughtered my people, destroyed my home — or so I was told.  The commander raised me as his own, training me harder than anyone else.  I wasn’t like the other soldiers in our unit.

My body could do things theirs couldn’t.  I could feel it, a dormant power thrumming beneath my skin.  When I fought, I could make my arms harder than steel, my strikes faster than the eye could follow.  Once, during a training exercise, my rage boiled over, and scales—yes, scales—crept up my arm.  The commander had quickly dismissed the squad and locked me in his office.

“You must never let anyone see that again,” he warned, his tone sharper than any blade.  “It’ll make you a target.”

So, I buried it.  Like everything else.  My dreams of fire.  My fleeting memories of laughter and sunlight that didn’t belong to this place.  And my questions.  Dren moved quickly towards me, I didn't know what happened or what hit me, until today.

Kael’s head swam as the effects of the sedative slowly began to wear off, the last thoughts of being Dren's office after my scales appeared.  My limbs felt heavy, almost disconnected from my body, and the faint buzz of bright lighting above me pulsed in rhythm with runes that were placed around the room, I could feel the dull ache at the base of my skull.  

I blinked, my vision gradually sharpening to reveal the stark, sterile brightness of the chamber around me.

The room was unnervingly pristine, its walls an unbroken expanse of gleaming white.  The only furniture was the chair Kael was strapped to—a cold, structure of steel bolted to the floor—and a single table that held an array of ominous-looking instruments.  The hum of machinery filled the space, punctuated by the occasional beep from a monitor in the corner.  Kael’s heart raced as he struggled against the restraints that held his wrists and ankles in place, but they didn’t budge.

“Ah, you’re awake,” came the deep, measured voice of Commander Dren.  Kael’s stomach twisted as the man stepped into view, his imposing figure casting a long shadow across the chamber floor.  Dren’s black uniform was immaculate, every button and insignia gleaming under the harsh lights.  His piercing eyes locked onto Kael’s, their intensity sending a chill down his spine.

“I trust you’re finding the accommodations... adequate,” Dren said with a smirk, pacing slowly around the chair.  “We’ve gone to great lengths to ensure you’re comfortable.  After all, this is an important session for both of us.”

Kael gritted his teeth, his voice hoarse as he forced out a response.  “What... do you want, Dren?”

“What I’ve always wanted,” Dren replied smoothly.  “For you to see the truth.  For you to understand the real threat to our people.  You’ve been blinded by lies, Kael, but that ends today.”

I felt the I had let something slip, was it the scales that appeared or maybe someone heard me in the night when I was awakened by my nightmares, but it seemed like Dren didn’t want me to know anything, or worse remember something.

Dren gestured to one of the technicians who had been standing silently in the corner.  The man approached, pressing a few buttons on the control panel beside the chair.  A soft hum intensified, and arms came down from above me and stopped at my temples, black wisps of what looked like smoke slithered towards my head and I started to lose conscience and my world turned black.

I remember dreaming about scenes of destruction which played out in vivid detail: villages reduced to smoldering ruins, families torn apart by unseen enemies, and soldiers lying lifeless on battlefields.  Each image was accompanied by a voice, calm yet dripping with venomous intent.

“The neighboring kingdom,” the voice began, “has always sought to undermine us.  They’ve taken our land, slaughtered our people, and conspired to destroy everything we hold dear.  They are the enemy, Kael.  They always have been.”

Kael’s breath hitched as the images shifted.  Now, he saw scenes of people he recognized—friends, mentors, comrades—being cut down by faceless soldiers bearing the emblem of the rival kingdom.  He knew some of these people had died, but not like this.  His mind reeled, struggling to reconcile what he was seeing with what he believed to be true.

“Stop it,” Kael growled in his sleep, his voice was trembling with a mix of anger and desperation.  “This isn’t real.  You’re manipulating everything.”

Dren knew he was fighting it.

Dren straightened, clasping his hands behind his back.  “You’re not as immune to the truth as you think you are,” he said to the room.  “The more you resist, the more you’ll see how futile it is.  You can’t escape reality, Kael.  Accept it, and you’ll find peace.” Dren was hoping that Kael could hear his voice as he mattered these words.  He wanted to win.

The technician turned a dial, and Kael jerked up off the chair a bit, the restraints holding him in place, at this point in Kael's mind things became more vivid.  The voice grew louder, repeating phrases like “They are the enemy” and “Protect your people” with relentless persistence.  Kael’s head throbbed as the barrage continued, each image and word chipping away at his resolve.

But deep within him, a flicker of defiance remained, something was trying to fight back.  He focused on that spark, forcing himself to remember who he was and what he stood for.  The warmth of that memory pushed back against the cold logic of Dren’s words.

Dren’s eyes narrowed, and for the first time, a hint of frustration flickered across his composed facade.  Kael wasn’t breaking as easily as he had anticipated.  The commander stepped back into the shadows, his polished boots clicking ominously against the tiled floor.  From the dim corner of the room, he cast a cold glance at the technician hunched over the console.

“Increase the intensity,” Dren ordered, his voice sharp and uncompromising.

The technician hesitated for a fraction of a second—just enough to catch Dren’s attention.  The commander’s glare deepened, and the poor man scrambled to comply, his fingers flying over the controls.  The hum of the machinery grew louder, resonating through the chamber like a rising storm.  The images in Kael mind flared to life with a blinding brilliance, and the voice surged in volume, its repetition like a hammer pounding against Kael’s mind.

It was no use.  The images burned into his mind: homes engulfed in flames, the anguished cries of innocents, soldiers falling one by one under the banners of the enemy.  The voice was relentless now, overlapping and looping until it became a maddening cacophony.

"They are the enemy."

"Protect your people."

"Destroy them before they destroy you."

The words clawed at Kael’s sanity, threatening to drown out his own thoughts.  He gritted his teeth, every muscle in his body straining against the restraints.  Sweat dripped down his temples, and his chest heaved as he struggled to draw breath.  Deep inside, the fire of defiance still burned, but it flickered dangerously under the weight of the assault.

Dren stepped back into the light, his shadow stretching ominously across Kael.  He watched the young man with a calculating gaze, noting every tremor in his limbs, every bead of sweat on his brow.  The commander could sense the cracks forming, the barriers Kael had built beginning to splinter under the relentless pressure.

“You’re strong,” Dren admitted, his voice laced with a twisted sort of admiration.  “Stronger than most.  But strength alone won’t save you, Kael.  The truth is inevitable.  The lies you’ve clung to will crumble, and when they do, you’ll thank me for opening your eyes.”

The technician turned the dial even further, the machinery whining under the strain.  Sparks danced along the edges of the arms that were next to Kael’s temples as the system pushed to its limits.  Kael’s body trembled, every nerve alight with the intensity of the assault.  His mind blurred, the images blending into a chaotic whirl of light and sound.

Even through his unconscious state Kael murmured “You’ll never own me,” he whispered through gritted teeth, his voice barely audible over the cacophony.  “Never.”

Dren’s lips thinned; his frustration now evident.  He turned sharply on his heel, his coat flaring behind him as he strode toward the door.  “Let him stew,” he barked at the technician.  “But don’t let up.  We’ll break him eventually—piece by piece, if we have to.”

As the door hissed shut behind him, Kael sagged against the chair, his body spent but his spirit still trying to fight.  The fight wasn’t over—not by a long shot.  Deep within, he felt a flicker of something else, something stronger than defiance.  It wasn’t just a will to resist—it was a will to win.

This session continued late into the night, Dren returned to check on the progress a few times, the last time about 1 in the morning, he could see Kael had been taken to the edge, Dren ordered the session to be halted, and for Kael to be turned to his barracks, and put to bed and when he awakes to treat him as part of the troop's, reinforcing that the other kingdom is the enemy, and he needs to protect his family and friends here.

Two days later, Kael woke to find himself back in his bunk at the barracks.  The familiar creak of the cot beneath him and the faint, earthy smell of the barracks should have been comforting, but something about the scene felt off.  His body felt strangely heavy, like he was dragging himself out of a deep fog.  Blinking against the light streaming through the nearby window, he tried to recall how he’d ended up here—but his memories were a disjointed blur, fragments slipping through his fingers like grains of sand.

“Finally awake, are we?” a familiar voice cut through his haze.

Kael turned his head and saw Arlen, one of his closest friends, sitting on a stool not far from him, arms crossed casually.  His sharp features and easy grin were as recognizable as ever, but there was a note of concern in his eyes.

“Glad to see you’ve rejoined us,” Arlen said with a wry smirk, though his tone betrayed a deeper worry.  “You passed out after some ‘training’ with Dren.  Scared the hell out of everyone when you didn’t wake up right away.”

“Dren?” Kael repeated, his voice hoarse as he forced himself upright.  The name struck him like a thunderclap, sending a ripple of unease through his chest.  He remembered... nothing.  Or at least, nothing clear.  Vague flashes of light, snippets of voices—none of it made any sense.

Arlen nodded, leaning forward.  “Yeah.  Guess he really pushed you this time.  I’ve seen him work recruits to the bone, but this was... different.”

Kael managed a weak laugh, though his mind was racing.  “Guess I overdid it.” He rubbed the back of his neck, the faint ache still lingering there sending warning signals he didn’t fully understand.

Arlen didn’t seem convinced.  “You were out cold for two days, Kael.  Two.  That’s not just exhaustion.” He lowered his voice.  “I’ve seen Dren push hard, but not like this.  What’s going on?”

Kael’s hands tightened into fists beneath the covers.  He couldn’t explain it—not to Arlen, not to anyone—not until he could piece together what was happening to him.  There was something deep inside him tugging, a quiet alarm that wouldn’t be silenced.

“I guess I’ve been training too hard lately,” Kael said, forcing a grin.  “Even I have limits, apparently.”

Arlen stared at him for a moment, his sharp eyes searching for cracks in Kael’s facade.  After a beat, he nodded, though the concern didn’t leave his expression.  “Just... take it easy, yeah? Whatever Dren’s putting you through, don’t let him break you.  You’re better than that.”

“Thanks, Arlen,” Kael said softly.

As his friend left the room, Kael lay back against the cot, staring at the ceiling.  His heart pounded in his chest, the silence of the room amplifying the storm brewing in his mind.

He knew Arlen was right.  Something wasn’t adding up.  The flashes of light, the phantom voices echoing in his head—they weren’t the result of mere exhaustion.  Dren had done something to him, something Kael couldn’t yet name.

His instincts screamed at him to keep quiet, to not let on that he suspected anything.  If Dren—or whoever else was behind this—thought they had succeeded, they might lower their guard.  And Kael needed that edge.

For now, he’d play the part.  The dutiful soldier.  The loyal recruit.  But beneath that mask, he was sharpening his resolve.  Whatever had been done to him, whatever truths were being buried, he would uncover them.

And when he did, he’d make sure Dren and his puppeteers regretted ever underestimating him.
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Shadows at the Stone Wall
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The smell of spiced meat and roasted coffee filled the air as I pushed open the heavy wooden door to our usual spot: The Ember Hearth.  A burst of warmth greeted me, washing over the chill that clung to my coat.  The bar was a haven for soldiers on leave, a sanctuary of sorts tucked away from the harsh realities of barracks life.  Warm wood tones adorned the walls, interrupted only by shields and weapons mounted as decor, each piece carrying the story of a forgotten battle.  Flickering candlelight cast dancing shadows across the low ceiling, giving the room an intimate, almost magical atmosphere.

The sound of boisterous laughter and clinking mugs enveloped me as I stepped further inside, the noise a soothing balm against the tension that had been building in my chest all day.  This place had always felt like a world apart from the grueling life outside its doors.  Here, the weight of commands, drills, and expectations seemed to momentarily lift.

I spotted my friends at our regular table in the far corner, partially hidden by the curve of the wall.  Elira, poised, sat with her back to the room, her sharp eyes scanning the space despite her relaxed posture.  Tane was in the middle of some animated story, his hands gesturing wildly as Marek shook his head, clearly unimpressed by whatever tall tale he was spinning.  A half-empty pitcher of ale and three battered mugs sat between them, the foam spilling over the edges onto the scarred wooden table.

Tane, the loud-mouthed brawler with a penchant for storytelling that often blurred the lines of truth and fiction.  His laughter could fill a room, but beneath the bravado was a man who’d seen too much of war.  Then there was Elira, sharp-eyed and sharper-tongued, the strategist who could out think anyone in the unit.  She had a quiet strength about her, a steadiness that had saved us more times than I could count.  And Marek, with his sly grin and a knack for getting us out of trouble.  He was the joker of our group, but there was always something guarded in his eyes, as if he carried a secret seeming like he was unable to share it.

As the banter continued, I found myself relaxing, the tension in my shoulders easing as I sipped the ale Marek poured for me.  It was bitter and slightly warm, but it felt good going down, grounding me in the moment.  This table, this camaraderie—it was one of the few things that felt real in a world where so much was shrouded in doubt and deceit.

I couldn’t shake the thoughts swirling in my mind about what had happened with Dren.  Passing out for two days wasn’t normal, even for the grueling training sessions he put me through.  There was a void in my memory, an unsettling gap I couldn’t fill, but my attention shifted as I glanced at the table around me—my friends, the ones I had come to rely on over the past few months.

It wasn’t so long ago that I met them.  In fact, I couldn’t even recall which area of the army they belonged to or their exact unit.  I never saw them much around the training grounds, which struck me as odd.  Yet, their uniforms matched mine, and they spoke of the army with a kind of reverence that felt genuine.

It had all started on a night when I was drowning in exhaustion after a particularly brutal day of training with Dren.  The barracks tavern had been crowded, every table taken except for the small one I’d claimed in the corner.  I was nursing a drink, my mind buzzing from the relentless drills, when they appeared.  Three of them—Elira, Tane, and Marek.  They seemed to know each other well, their camaraderie evident in the way they moved and spoke.

“Mind if we join you?” Elira had asked, her tone casual but her sharp eyes scanning me like she was sizing me up.

I’d shrugged, too tired to care, and gestured for them to sit.  “Suit yourself.”

From that night on, they became a fixture in my life.  We started talking, then drinking together, and eventually training alongside each other.  They were good people—or at least, they seemed to be.  They didn’t dwell on battles or missions the way other soldiers did.  In fact, they rarely shared much about their own lives at all, keeping the conversation light and general.

But as I watched them now, laughing and sharing stories, I couldn’t help but recall the little things that didn’t quite add up.  They were always scanning the room, their gazes sharp and alert, as if they were on constant watch.  Sometimes, the questions they asked me and others were oddly specific, probing in ways that felt like more than casual curiosity.

“Ever been stationed near the border?” Tane had asked me one night, his tone casual but his expression too focused.  Or Marek, asking about rumors he’d heard of deserters hiding out in nearby villages.  It was subtle, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized their questions always seemed to center around one thing: they were searching for something—or someone.

I’d pushed those thoughts aside at the time.  What did it matter? Their goals weren’t my concern.  My focus was on surviving Dren’s punishing training and learning to control the powers that burned within me.  Powers I wasn’t allowed to talk about outside of our unit.  Powers that set me apart—and isolated me—from the rest of the army.

Our unit was small, almost deliberately so.  We trained in near-complete isolation, our drills more intense and demanding than anything I’d seen from the standard regiments.  I didn’t question it at first; Dren had a way of making you believe everything he did was for your own good, no matter how harsh or unreasonable it seemed.

But now, with the weight of those missing two days pressing on my mind, I couldn’t help but wonder if my friends at this table—Elira, Tane, Marek—were part of something larger.  Something I wasn’t seeing.

As I looked at them now, laughing and sharing a loaf of bread like any other soldiers, a gnawing sense of unease crept in.  Their movements were too precise, their camaraderie too convenient.  I had gotten to know them over the last three months, or at least I thought I had.  But what was their goal? Why had they attached themselves to me so suddenly and so completely?

Elira caught me staring and smirked.  “What’s with the look, Kael? You’re not getting soft on us, are you?”

I forced a grin and shook my head.  “Just thinking how lucky I am to be stuck with you lot.”

They laughed, Marek tossing a piece of bread at me, but inside, my thoughts churned.  Something wasn’t right.  And until I figured out what it was, I’d have to play along.

Because if there was one thing Dren’s training had taught me, it was this: trust was a weapon as sharp as any blade.  And right now, I wasn’t sure whose hand was on the hilt.

The night passed in easy banter, the kind that comes from the shared camaraderie of people who’ve been through hell together.  Tankards clinked, laughter filled the air, and for a brief moment, the world outside The Ember Hearth felt like a distant memory.  The warm glow of the firelight painted the room in shades of amber and gold, casting flickering shadows across the wooden beams and worn stone floor.  Marek was midway through an exaggerated tale of his latest sparring victory, his hands mimicking sweeping sword strikes, when the door slammed open with a thunderous crash.

The sound cut through the atmosphere like a blade.  Conversations halted mid-sentence, and every pair of eyes turned toward the entrance.  The laughter died instantly, replaced by an oppressive silence.

A squad of soldiers stormed in, their presence like a dark storm cloud descending upon the room.  Their armor gleamed with the unmistakable crest of the neighboring kingdom—a silver hawk clutching a blade.  Their faces were stern, their postures rigid, and their weapons already drawn.  A chill raced down my spine as my mind caught up to the reality before me.  This wasn’t a mere patrol.  They were here with purpose.

For a heartbeat, the room was frozen in stunned silence, the air thick with tension.  Then chaos erupted.

Tables overturned as patrons scrambled for cover, chairs screeched against the stone floor, and the once-warm atmosphere turned to pandemonium.  Tankards clattered to the ground, their contents spilling in wide arcs.  The soldiers moved with precision, their boots thundering as they fanned out, their sharp gazes scanning the crowd like predators seeking their prey.  They weren’t here to raid or pillage—they were here to extract.  To hunt.  But what?

My instincts screamed at me to move, to run, to fight, but for a brief moment, I was frozen.  Memories of harsh training, shouted commands, and the commander’s cold gaze flooded my mind, locking me in place.

One of the soldiers stepped forward, his eyes scanning the room before locking onto mine.  His expression changed—recognition flashed across his face, followed by grim determination.  He raised his sword and barked, “Target identified!”

“Kael” Elira’s voice cut through the cacophony, sharp and urgent.  She grabbed my arm, her fingers digging into my skin as she pulled me toward the shadows of the bar.  “They seem be looking for you.” She whispered.  She had seen them looking towards me and pointing as though they had found what they were looking for.

My heart pounded like a war drum as I glanced at my friends, why would they be looking for me, they don’t know about my powers or did they? Tane and Marek were already on their feet, their hands resting on the hilts of their weapons.  The determination in their eyes sent a pang through my chest—they didn’t know the full truth of who I was or why these soldiers were here, but they didn’t hesitate.  They were ready to fight.

Time slowed to a crawl.  Every sound seemed muffled except for the pounding of my heart.  My dragon powers stirred within me, a faint hum that quickly grew into a roar.  Heat surged through my veins, threatening to take over.  My vision sharpened, every detail in the room painfully clear—the flicker of firelight on steel, the sweat glistening on the soldiers’ brows, the fear etched on the faces of the patrons.

“Kael, now!” Elira’s voice jolted me back to reality.

With a deep, guttural roar, I gave in to the power surging within me.  My arms burned as scales erupted along my skin, and claws replaced my fingers.  The transformation was instantaneous, a wave of heat rippling outward as golden flames ignited along my hands.  Gasps and shouts filled the room as the soldiers hesitated, their confidence wavering.  They hadn’t expected this.

The first soldier lunged at me, his blade gleaming in the firelight.  I caught it mid-swing, the metal screeching against my claws.  With a twist of my wrist, I sent the sword flying across the room, embedding it into the far wall.  My other hand lashed out, striking his chest and sending him crashing into a table, splinters flying in every direction.

“Apprehend the target!” another soldier shouted, and the squad moved in unison, their formation tightening, trying to surround me.  Why was I their target I wondered, how did they know about my powers, I still couldn’t control them myself, how did they know.

With my arms transformed and fire surging from me in waves, I could feel the raw power radiating out, uncontrollable and untamed.  The heat of the flames didn’t burn me, but I could see the way they licked at the edges of my surroundings, scorching the earth and sending plumes of smoke curling into the air.

Elira, Tane, and Marek stood frozen a few paces away, their weapons slack in their hands.  Their faces mirrored the same expression—shock, disbelief, and something I couldn’t quite name.  Fear, maybe? I didn’t have time to figure it out.  My chest tightened as I realized they had seen everything.  There was no taking it back.

Their gazes bore down on me, and for a split second, I wanted to shrink away, to extinguish the fire, to hide what I had become.  But the flames wouldn’t obey me—they raged on, a reflection of the storm inside me.

I couldn’t stop to apologize or offer excuses.  They had seen what they had seen, and there was no undoing it.  The truth was laid bare, and now my friends would view me as nothing more than a monster, pure and simple.

But there was no time to dwell on that.  The fight wasn’t over, and if Elira was right—if they were after me—then I couldn’t let them succeed.  My mind raced, trying to focus on the immediate threat.  I had to get back to the commander, to the source of all of this.  Whatever had been done to me, whatever was awakening inside, it all led back to him.  Or so I thought at this time.

The battlefield was chaos the tavern worse for wear, but I forced myself to push forward, my flames cutting through the darkness like a beacon.  I fought with everything I had, the fire responding to my fury, driving back the attackers who had come for me.  Each swing of my transformed arms felt like a battle against myself as much as against the enemy.

When the last of them fell, the silence that followed was deafening.  My heart pounded in my chest, and the flames began to recede, leaving me standing there with the charred remains of the tavern around me some tables still standing, walls charred and swords littering the floor, and the odd rune powered rifle lay among everything.  I knew there would be another wave soon, they were determined to get me, so they won’t let up, I am sure of it.

I turned slowly, dreading what I would see.  Elira, Tane, and Marek hadn’t moved much, their eyes still fixed on me.  I braced myself for the accusations, the fear, the inevitable rejection.  My mind raced with what I would say to them.  Maybe I could downplay it.  Maybe I could keep the truth vague, just enough to explain without revealing too much.

I didn’t want them to get into trouble by knowing more than they should.  Whatever curse or gift this was, it was my burden to bear, not theirs.

But when I met their eyes, what I saw wasn’t fear or disgust—it was determination.

Elira was the first to move, stepping forward with her jaw set and her weapon ready.  “If they’re after you, then they’re going to have to get through us first,” she said, her voice steady and filled with conviction.

Tane grinned, though there was still a flicker of unease in his expression.  “You’ve saved our skins more times than I can count.  You really think we’d just stand by now?”

Marek, the quiet one, simply nodded, his grip tightening on his blade.

I blinked, stunned.  This wasn’t the reaction I had expected.  They had seen the fire, the transformation, the raw power that made me feel more beast than man—and yet they stood with me.  They were going to protect me.  But why?

“I don’t understand,” I said quietly, my voice hoarse.  “You saw... what I am.  Why aren’t you—”

“Running? Turning on you?” Elira interrupted; her tone sharp.  She stepped closer, and her piercing gaze locked onto mine.  “Kael, you’re our friend.  Whatever this is, it doesn’t change that.  You’re not a monster.  You’re just... you.  And if they’re coming for you, then they’re coming for all of us.”

Her words hit me harder than any blow ever had.  For so long, I had braced myself for rejection, for abandonment.  I had prepared to carry this burden alone.  But now, looking at them, I realized I wasn’t alone.

A lump formed in my throat, but I swallowed it down.  There was no time for sentimentality, not now.  I nodded, forcing myself to focus.  “Thank you,” I said simply, the words full of meaning.

They didn’t need to know everything—not yet.  But for the first time, I felt a glimmer of hope that maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t have to face this fight alone.

And as we regrouped and prepared for what came next, I knew one thing for certain: if they were going to stand with me, then I would do everything in my power to protect them, no matter the cost.

As a second wave of soldiers entered the tavern, Tane and Marek sprang into action.  Tane’s blade clashed against the soldiers’, his strikes precise and calculated, each movement honed by years of training.  Marek, with his sheer size and brute strength, slammed into one of the soldiers like a battering ram, knocking him off balance.  Elira stayed close, her daggers flashing as she defended my flank with lethal precision.

The bar transformed into a battlefield once again, they didn't want to give up, the once-cozy space now filled with the clash of steel, the roar of flames, and the shouts of combatants.  The air grew thick with smoke and the acrid scent of burning wood.  My dragon fire roared to life, scorching the floor and walls as I fought.  Each swing of my claws and burst of flame pushed the soldiers back, but they were relentless.  Their strikes were coordinated, their movements eerily synchronized.

“They’re not trying to kill you!” Elira shouted, ducking under a soldier’s swing.  “They want to take you alive!”

Her words ignited a fresh wave of fury.  I would not be taken.  Not again.  With a feral snarl, I unleashed a torrent of fire, forcing the soldiers to scatter.  The heat was unbearable, the air shimmering with it, but I didn’t stop.  My power surged unchecked, an unstoppable force that left a trail of destruction in its wake.

Finally, the soldiers began to retreat.  Their leader barked commands, and they backed out of the bar, dragging their wounded with them.  As the door slammed shut behind them, the room fell eerily silent.

The flames around me subsided, and I turned to my friends, my chest heaving with exertion.  Their faces were pale, their eyes wide with a mix of exhaustion, relief and surprise.

“What was that?” Tane’s voice broke the silence, trembling slightly.

Tane, just looked at me with an expression on his face of embarrassment and knowing as though he had stumbled across something.  Elira and Marek were looking at each other with similar expressions on their face.

Elira stepped forward, placing a hand on his arm.  Her gaze met mine, steady and filled with unspoken understanding.  “We need to leave,” she said, her voice firm.  “Now.”

“But I have to get back to the commander, now, he will know what’s happening.” My voice infused with frustration and confusion.

The fragile normalcy I had clung to was shattered completely, the weight of my true nature pressing down on me.  There was no going back.  Not now.

Elira was the first to speak as she turned to Malek who was standing close to her, her voice barely above a whisper.  “It’s him.” Her words swirled in the air and was ladened with meaning.  She looked at me as if seeing me for the first time, her usually sharp, analytical gaze softened by an undercurrent of disbelief.

Marek took a hesitant step forward, his hand still clutching his dagger, though it hung loosely by his side.  “Kael,” he began, his voice unsteady, “how...  how long have you been able to do this?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out.  What could I even say? That I didn’t fully understand it myself? That the power I wielded often felt like a curse rather than a gift?

The silence stretched between us, broken only by the distant crackle of flames from the battlefield.  Finally, I managed, “I— I didn’t mean for you to see this.” My voice sounded foreign to my own ears, thick with guilt and uncertainty.  “I will go back to the commander now, he might have answers.”

Elira’s eyes narrowed slightly, a flicker of something unreadable passing across her face.  “You can
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