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Prologue — The Last Flame

The sky burned red over the valley of Halvek.

Once-green hills lay charred and broken, their slopes gouged with trenches where the empire’s war machines had crawled like iron beasts. The air reeked of ash and blood, thick enough to choke even the crows circling above. Beneath that poisoned sky, two armies clashed—one of men, one of legend.

The last dragon fought alone.

Its wings beat thunder from the heavens, vast enough to shadow the battlefield. Each exhale was fire, molten and pure, that rolled across the ranks of soldiers like a storm of suns. But for every hundred the dragon consumed in flame, a thousand more pressed forward, armored in steel and blind devotion to their Emperor.

At the beast’s heart was not fury, but sorrow. The dragon’s kin were gone, their bones already ground into the empire’s ashstone engines, their voices silenced. Now it carried in its belly the weight of a single secret: an unhatched egg, the final ember of its dying kind.

“Bring it down!” roared the generals, their voices swallowed by the screams. Great ballistae creaked. The war machines shrieked as coils of dragonbone powder ignited, hurling spears etched with runes of killing.

The first struck the dragon’s wing, tearing through membrane. It fell like a star from heaven, crashing among the ranks of soldiers who scattered in terror. The second pierced its breast. A third lodged in its throat, choking the fire before it could roar.

The dragon’s body shuddered, great claws carving trenches in the earth. But its eyes—golden, endless, sorrowful—still blazed.

With the last of its strength, the dragon dragged itself from the slaughter, away from the armies chanting the Emperor’s name. It clawed a path to the broken cliffs that crowned the valley, each step shaking the ground. Soldiers dared not follow.

There, in the hollow of stone, it lowered itself. Beneath scales cracked and bleeding, it curled protectively around the egg. Its chest rose, fell.

A low rumble, not fire but song, vibrated through the rock: the ancient lullaby of dragonkind. A promise carried on the wind. The egg pulsed faintly with light, as if answering.

The dragon’s final breath came as a whisper of smoke, curling toward the sky like a prayer. Its body stilled.

The world thought it dead. The empire declared victory.

But deep beneath the carcass of the fallen titan, warm and hidden from human eyes, the last egg endured—an ember waiting for the day it would hatch.
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Chapter One — Ash and Oath
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The dawn broke gray over the camp.

Kaelen Duskbane rose with the others at the trumpet’s call, breath clouding in the chill air. The tents around him—rank upon rank of stained canvas—seeped smoke from dying fires. The ground was mud and trampled grass, marked with the boots of soldiers and the grooves of war machines. Beyond the walls of the encampment, the land stretched barren and scarred, fields once rich with barley now churned into wasteland.

Kaelen fastened his armor piece by piece: leather straps tightened, iron plates buckled over his shoulders, sword-belt drawn taut. Each movement was ritual. Not devotion, not pride—just the daily rhythm drilled into him since he swore the Oath at fifteen.

He touched the brand on his wrist, half out of habit, half in shame. The Emperor’s sigil, burned into his flesh when he pledged his life. The mark still prickled when he thought of disobedience, as if the iron remembered.

“Move, Duskbane!” Sergeant Aric barked, striding past with his usual scowl. “You want the Commander to see you dawdle? I’ll not scrape you off her boots when she’s done.”

Kaelen lowered his gaze. “Yes, sergeant.”

Aric’s footsteps faded, swallowed by the clamor of soldiers sharpening spears, hitching warhorses, muttering about the day’s march.

Kaelen checked his sword. The edge was clean, polished by habit, though the steel bore chips from last week’s skirmish. He studied the reflection in the blade: dark hair, storm-gray eyes, a face grown harder in the last four years of war. Nineteen, and he already felt older than his bones.

—-
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THE UNIT FORMED RANKS at the camp’s edge. Commander Veyra rode before them on a black destrier, armor shining like oil in the dawn. Her gaze swept over the soldiers—sharp, cold, appraising. She carried no sword at her hip, only the coiled whip of command.

“You are the Emperor’s hand,” she declared, voice cutting through the morning stillness. “His fire. His will. The rebels scatter like rats before us, but still they bite at our heels. Today, we march them into the grave.”

A cheer rose from the soldiers. Kaelen added his voice, though his throat felt hollow.

The column moved.

—-
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THEY MARCHED THROUGH the valley where the earth itself seemed wounded. Blackened trees jutted like broken spears. Rusted frames of old war machines lay half-buried in ash, their bone-fuel spent to powder. Every mile bore scars of conquest.

Kaelen’s boots struck the ground in time with the others, but his thoughts strayed. He remembered stories whispered when he was a child—before the empire taught him to forget. Tales of dragons that soared above the clouds, proud and terrible, not beasts but guardians of the world. He remembered his mother’s voice—soft, before the war took her—saying, They were not monsters. They were kings of the sky.

The empire had burned those stories with the villages. Now only ash remained.

—-
[image: ]


BY NOON, THEY REACHED the ruins.

The old battlefield stretched wide, littered with shattered stone and rusted steel. Towers lay toppled, walls cracked like brittle bones. The place smelled of old smoke, though decades had passed since the battle.

“Search the ruins,” Veyra ordered. “Rebels have been sighted. Leave no hole unturned.”

The soldiers spread. Kaelen picked his way through broken archways and crumbling halls, his boots crunching on rubble. Birds scattered from the shadows, startled by his passage.

Then he heard it.

A sound, faint but distinct: a heartbeat. Slow, steady, echoing in his chest though it was not his own.

Kaelen froze. The ruins lay empty, silent but for the wind. Yet the pulse thrummed through the stone, pulling him deeper.

He followed. Down broken steps, into a hollow carved beneath the battlefield. The air grew warmer, tinged with the scent of smoke and earth.

There, half-buried beneath fallen masonry, he saw it.

A shell, larger than a man’s chest, gleaming faintly in the dim light. Scales etched its surface, dark as obsidian, veined with a glow like smoldering embers.

An egg.

Kaelen’s breath caught. His hand trembled as he reached toward it, heat prickling against his palm. The heartbeat grew louder, matching the rhythm of his own.

The stories were true.

Dragons were not gone.

And in that instant—before the egg stirred, before the empire’s shadow fell across him—Kaelen knew nothing in his life would ever be the same.
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Chapter Two — The Hidden Ember
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The egg was heavier than Kaelen expected.

It radiated warmth, not searing but steady, like holding a coal just before it cools. He wrapped it in his cloak, pressing it against his chest as though that might muffle the strange rhythm pulsing from within. A heartbeat, steady and alive, echoing against his own ribs.

Every step back up through the hollow made his knees tremble. The ruin’s stairway was jagged with stone, slick with moss, and each scrape of his boots rang too loud. His ears strained for the voices of soldiers above. The Commander’s troops scoured the ruins like carrion crows; if they saw what he carried—

“Duskbane!”

Kaelen nearly stumbled. He turned quickly, clutching the bundle tighter. Sergeant Aric loomed at the top of the steps, hands on his belt, scarred face sour as ever.

“You deaf?” Aric barked. “I’ve been calling for you.”

Kaelen drew a steady breath. “Found nothing down here, sergeant.”

Aric’s eyes narrowed. He stepped closer, gaze flicking to the cloak in Kaelen’s arms. “Nothing? Hells, you look like you’re carrying half a corpse.”

Kaelen forced a laugh, though it felt brittle in his throat. “Just stones. Clearing a path.”

For a moment, the sergeant lingered, suspicion twisting his mouth. Then he spat to the side and grunted. “Commander wants thorough work, not excuses. Keep at it.”

“Yes, sergeant.”

Aric left, boots crunching over rubble. Kaelen waited until the sound faded before he moved again, deeper into the ruins. His pulse hammered harder than any march drum.

—-
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AT THE BASE OF A BROKEN tower, where the walls leaned inward like the ribs of a carcass, Kaelen lowered the bundle onto the ground. His hands trembled as he unwrapped the cloak.

The egg glowed faintly in the half-light, scales ridged and dark, veined with a fire that flickered beneath the surface. The pulse was louder now, insistent.

And then, the cracks appeared.

“Not here,” Kaelen whispered. His voice caught in the dust-thick air. “Not now.”

But the egg split regardless, with a sound like stone tearing. Light poured from the fissures—molten, raw, beautiful. The shell gave way, fragment by fragment, until something small and fragile spilled into the world.

A creature, slick with birth, no larger than a hunting dog. Its scales shimmered gray like cooled ash, edged with red veins that glowed faintly. Tiny horns curled from its brow. Its wings, wet and folded, clung to its sides.

The hatchling lifted its head. Eyes opened—golden, fierce, ancient.

Kaelen’s breath caught.

The dragon blinked at him, unsteady, as if weighing whether he was friend or foe. Then it let out a soft sound—half chirp, half growl—and stumbled forward on uncertain claws.

“No,” Kaelen muttered, backing away. His oath brand prickled on his wrist, as though it too sensed the creature. “You’re not real. You can’t be—”

The dragon pressed its head against his hand.

Heat surged through his skin, up his arm, into his chest. Not burning, but binding. His breath hitched. A presence flickered in his mind—not words, not language, but feeling: hunger, fear, trust.

Kaelen swallowed hard. His whole life, he’d been told dragons were monsters, erased from the world for humanity’s survival. Yet here was no monster. Here was a child.

The hatchling nudged him again, letting out a faint puff of smoke that curled against his armor.

“I...” Kaelen’s voice shook. “I should tell the Commander. I should...”

But his hand stayed. He brushed his fingers against the hatchling’s scales, warm and slick. The creature closed its eyes, leaning into the touch with a rumble deep in its throat.

Something in Kaelen broke then, as though a wall he hadn’t known he carried had crumbled. His whole life, he had sworn obedience, silence, duty. And yet here, in the shadows of a ruined tower, he found himself whispering not an oath, but a vow:

“I’ll protect you.”

The dragon gave a faint chirrup, curling close to him. Its heartbeat steadied against his palm.

Above, a horn sounded—the sharp, echoing call of discovery. Shouts followed, soldiers converging on the ruins.

Kaelen’s stomach tightened. He swept the hatchling into his cloak once more, clutching it to his chest.

If they saw, they would kill it. They would grind its bones into fuel, as they had done to all the others. And they would hang him as a traitor.

Yet as the warmth of the hatchling seeped through him, Kaelen felt a strength that no brand could command.

The ember had awakened.
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Chapter Three — Ash and Smoke
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Kaelen moved quickly through the ruins, the bundle pressed tight against his chest. Every horn-blast from above made his heart lurch; every shout echoed too close.

The hatchling stirred in the folds of his cloak, a faint rumble vibrating through its tiny chest. Smoke leaked from the fabric in wisps.

“Quiet,” Kaelen whispered urgently. “For both our sakes.”

The hatchling tilted its head, golden eyes blinking up at him. It let out a small sound—half chirp, half growl—that seemed more question than protest. Heat prickled through Kaelen’s arms where the cloak wrapped them both, as though the creature’s very presence rejected concealment.

Bootsteps scraped against stone nearby.

Kaelen froze, crouching low against a broken wall. Through a gap in the masonry he saw two soldiers moving through the rubble—helmets glinting, spears in hand.

“Rebels were seen here,” one muttered. “Veyra wants every stone overturned.”

The other snorted. “If the Ashborn dogs were hiding in these ruins, they’re bones by now.”

“Still, orders are orders.”

They drew nearer.

Kaelen’s grip tightened on the bundle. The hatchling wriggled against him, restless. Its body was hotter now, the warmth growing to an alarming heat. Kaelen felt its hunger, sharp and insistent, gnawing in the back of his mind.

“Not now,” he begged in a whisper.

The hatchling gave a low hiss, smoke curling from beneath the cloak.

The soldiers stopped.

“You smell that?” one asked, nose wrinkling.

“Smoke,” the other replied. His eyes darted across the rubble. “Could be a rebel fire. Search.”

Kaelen’s chest constricted. He crouched lower, pressing his back against the ruined wall, as if stone alone could shield him from discovery. The hatchling’s heat grew unbearable, its small claws pricking through the fabric.

Then—before Kaelen could stop it—the creature let out a muffled cry, shrill and sharp.

The soldiers spun.

“There! In the tower!”

Kaelen’s blood turned cold. He sprang to his feet, clutching the bundle, and bolted deeper into the ruins. Shouts rose behind him. Boots thundered in pursuit.

The hatchling squirmed against him, wriggling free of the cloak. Its tiny head burst out, eyes blazing, smoke streaming from its nostrils.

“No!” Kaelen hissed. “Stay hidden!”

But the creature opened its jaws and released a sputtering cough of fire. A spray of sparks burst outward, scorching the stone around them.

The pursuing soldiers cried out.

“Dragonfire!”

Kaelen’s heart lurched. The word echoed across the ruins, sure to reach Commander Veyra’s ears.

He ducked into a narrow passage, stone scraping his shoulders, and pressed himself against the wall. The hatchling clung to him, trembling with exhaustion after its small display of fire. Kaelen stroked its warm scales, breath ragged.

“Fool,” he whispered, though his voice shook with more fear than anger. “You’ll doom us both.”

The hatchling let out a weak chirrup, pressing its head against his chest. Its heat softened, heartbeat slowing.

Kaelen exhaled. His pulse still thundered, but beneath it came a terrible realization.

The empire would never allow this creature to live.

And now, at least two soldiers had seen enough to suspect the truth.

From outside the passage, Commander Veyra’s voice rang clear, cold as steel:

“Search every stone. If rebels are here, we burn them out. If something else lurks...” She paused, her tone darkening. “I want it brought to me.”

Kaelen pressed his forehead to the wall, closing his eyes. The brand on his wrist burned, a reminder of his oath.

Obey. Serve. Silence.

But the warmth of the hatchling in his arms told a different truth.

He had broken the oath already.

And there was no turning back.
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Chapter Four — Shadows and Allegiance
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Kaelen pressed himself into the narrow passage, the hatchling trembling against his chest. Smoke still curled from its nostrils, faint enough to fade into the ruins’ gray shadows—but the memory of fire would linger in the minds of those who had seen.

Above, soldiers shouted, boots clattering on stone, voices sharp and angry. Kaelen’s pulse throbbed in time with the hatchling’s heartbeat. He had to move—had to escape—before Veyra herself arrived.

Then he heard it: a soft footfall, light and deliberate, coming from a side corridor. Not the boots of soldiers, heavy and clumsy, but something else... someone watching, silent.

Kaelen froze. The hatchling chirped quietly, sensing the presence. Its small claws dug into his armor.

From the shadows, a figure emerged.

She was slender, cloaked in muted grays, hood shadowing her face. A faint glint of steel at her hip caught the dim light. She moved like a predator, silent and careful, yet her gaze was not hostile.

“You’re carrying it,” she said softly, voice like wind through dry leaves. “The ember... it lives.”

Kaelen’s stomach dropped. “Who—”

“Don’t speak.” She stepped closer, hands raised in a gesture of calm. “I’m not Veyra’s. I don’t want it dead.”

Kaelen’s chest tightened. His grip on the hatchling instinctively tightened. “Then... why are you here?”

“Because I’m trying to save it,” she said. Her voice carried urgency, fear, and determination all at once. “And because if they see you with it, you’re finished. Both of you.”

Kaelen studied her. Something in her eyes—a spark of defiance, a glimmer of truth—made him hesitate. She wasn’t a soldier. She wasn’t the empire.

“I’m Liora,” she whispered. “I... I’ve been watching the ruins. Waiting for it to hatch.”

Kaelen swallowed hard. “You... knew it would?”

“Dragons don’t die so easily,” she said. “And the empire can’t erase what they don’t understand. But they’ll try.” She gestured to the hatchling. “It’s alive. That makes you a target, Kaelen Duskbane.”

He flinched at the sound of his own name. How did she know?

Liora’s eyes softened. “I’ve seen you in the ranks. You’re not like the others. You question things. I can help you hide it... if you’ll trust me.”

Kaelen hesitated. His oath burned on his wrist. His loyalty demanded obedience, silence, service to the empire. Yet the warmth of the hatchling against his chest made every word of that oath feel hollow.

“What... what do you want in return?” he asked cautiously.

“Nothing yet,” she replied. “Just survival. And for the ember to live.”

A long pause stretched between them. Footsteps echoed nearby—the soldiers, still searching. Kaelen glanced toward the sound, then back at Liora.

“Alright,” he said finally. “But it stays with me. Always.”

Liora nodded. “Agreed. Then follow me. There’s a place no soldier dares go, deep in the forest beyond the cliffs. You can hide it there, and rest. But you have to move now.”

Kaelen tucked the hatchling closer, feeling its heartbeat pulse against his own, faster and hotter than before. The ember was alive, yes—but alive in a world that would kill it for what it was.

He followed Liora through twisting corridors, over fallen stones, past shadows that seemed to reach for him. Every step took him farther from the ruins... and farther from the only life he had ever known.

Outside, the ruins gave way to the cliffs. The wind whipped against Kaelen’s armor, carrying the scent of salt and pine. Below, the forest stretched like a living ocean, dark and thick.

Liora motioned to a narrow path, overgrown and hidden. “This way,” she whispered. “And Kaelen... trust me. The empire hunts, but we can stay one step ahead.”

Kaelen swallowed. Every instinct screamed danger. Every heartbeat shouted loyalty to his oath.

But the ember pressed against him, small yet fierce, alive in his arms.

And for the first time, Kaelen realized that protecting it might cost him everything.

Everything.

Yet he could not let it die.

Not now. Not ever.
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Chapter Five — Flight Through Fire
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The forest pressed in around them, dense and shadowed, trees gnarled like the fingers of giants. Every step Kaelen took sank into damp earth, roots and undergrowth clawing at his boots. The hatchling squirmed in his arms, small claws digging into his armor, heat radiating against his chest.

“Quiet,” Kaelen hissed, pressing it closer. “You have to stay quiet.”

Liora led the way, light on her feet, eyes flicking constantly toward the ruins they had fled and into the dark green of the forest ahead. Kaelen followed, heart hammering in time with the hatchling’s pulse. Every branch seemed poised to betray them; every crack of a twig could signal death.

Then came the first shout.

“Stop them!”

Kaelen froze. From behind, soldiers surged into the forest, steel glinting, boots crashing over roots and moss. Panic surged through him. He gripped the hatchling tighter; it whimpered, wings quivering against his chest. Smoke hissed faintly from its nostrils.

“Hold on,” Kaelen whispered. “It’ll be alright.”

But the hatchling had other ideas. In a sudden flurry, it leapt from his arms. Its wings snapped open—small and untrained, trembling—but enough to lift it a few feet. Sparks hissed from its mouth, scattering leaves and dry brush. Kaelen lunged, catching it just before it fell.

“Not now! You can’t—” he gasped.

The soldiers’ shouts grew louder. One broke from the line, spear raised. Kaelen had no time to think. He swung his sword in a wide arc, striking a branch to crash it across the path. The soldier stumbled, giving Kaelen a fraction of a second to sprint.

“Run!” Liora shouted, darting ahead through a narrow corridor of trees.

Kaelen followed, clutching the hatchling. Its heat pressed against him like molten iron, heartbeat thundering in his chest. Sparks sprayed from its nostrils, startling the pursuing soldiers. One cursed, swinging a spear blindly at the flames.

Branches lashed at Kaelen’s face, roots tore at his boots. He stumbled, recovering only to dive over a mossy rock. Behind him, a soldier yelled, and the sound of pursuit closed in.

The hatchling chirped in alarm. Its wings beat again, this time more deliberate. A thin stream of fire spat from its mouth, small but startling, lighting up the forest floor. Smoke curled around Kaelen, masking their escape.

“Good... good,” Kaelen panted, heart racing. “That’s... that’s it.”

The hatchling pressed against him, eyes wide, tiny claws clutching his armor. Kaelen felt awe and fear swirl inside him. Even this small, fledgling creature was dangerous, alive with power he barely understood. And yet utterly dependent on him.

Liora slowed at a rocky outcrop, scanning behind them. “They’ll be back,” she warned. “And next time, they’ll come prepared. You have to understand—they don’t just want to capture it. They’ll kill it. Or worse.”

Kaelen swallowed, gripping the hatchling tighter. “Let them try,” he said, voice fierce. “They won’t touch it. Not while I live.”

The ember chirped softly, nudging his chest. Its golden eyes met his, and Kaelen felt the weight of responsibility settle over him like armor heavier than steel. The forest around them quieted, smoke curling upward, leaves whispering in the wind.

But he knew the empire would not rest. And as he looked down at the hatchling, its tiny wings trembling in the filtered sunlight, he understood the truth:

They were fugitives now. The forest was only the beginning.

The world beyond would come for them—and they would have to be ready.
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Chapter Six — Sparks of Trust
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The forest was quiet now, the chaos of pursuit behind them. Kaelen found a small clearing, shielded by twisted pines and jagged rocks. Sunlight filtered through the canopy, dappled and golden, falling on mossy ground like scattered fire.

He set the hatchling down gently. Its tiny claws dug into the soft earth, tail flicking nervously. Smoke still hissed faintly from its nostrils, and Kaelen felt heat radiating from its body, warm enough to make him sweat.

“Alright,” he whispered. “We need to start... learning. You can’t just breathe fire everywhere.”

The hatchling blinked, tilting its head as if it understood every word. Kaelen swallowed hard, the weight of responsibility pressing on him. He had never cared for anything this small, this fragile... or this dangerous.

“First,” Kaelen continued, “you need to trust me. You have to listen.”

The hatchling squeaked, a soft puff of smoke curling upward. Kaelen held his hand out. Tentatively, it stepped toward him, nose brushing against his palm. Heat prickled his skin, a warning and a promise.

“Good,” he said. Relief made his voice shakier than he liked. “Good.”

—-
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OVER THE NEXT HOURS, Kaelen worked with the hatchling, coaxing it to focus. He started small: simple commands, gestures, eye contact. When the hatchling’s wings twitched, he encouraged it to flap, praising even the smallest effort. Sparks of fire danced along its nostrils, tiny bursts that burned leaves but never Kaelen.

“You’re learning fast,” he murmured. “Faster than I expected.”

The hatchling chirped, nuzzling his hand. Kaelen smiled for the first time in weeks, despite the danger lingering at the edge of the forest.

“You can’t stay hidden forever,” Liora’s voice reminded him from the shadows. She had followed them quietly, watching the bond form. “But while you can, you must teach it to survive.”

Kaelen nodded, glancing at her. “I know. I just... I didn’t expect it to feel like this. Like it’s... part of me.”

Liora’s gaze softened. “It is. Dragons choose their bond carefully. And you... have been chosen.”

Kaelen swallowed. The oath burned on his wrist, reminding him of loyalty, obedience, and duty. Yet here, in the quiet forest with the hatchling leaning against him, those old words felt hollow.

For the first time, Kaelen realized he had a new oath: one of protection. One that might cost him everything, but would never betray the life in his arms.

—-
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BY EVENING, THE HATCHLING was learning to follow simple gestures—flapping wings to jump, crouching on command, even small bursts of flame on cue. Kaelen rested against a rock, watching it move with tentative confidence.

“Tomorrow,” he said softly, “we try flight. Just a little. You’re ready.”

The hatchling chirped in agreement, curling close to his chest, smoke curling faintly into the cooling air. Kaelen stroked its scales, feeling warmth, trust, and a flicker of hope he hadn’t known in years.

But somewhere beyond the forest, he knew the empire would not forget. Soldiers would return. Veyra would not rest. And when they came, Kaelen would have to fight—not just to survive, but to keep the ember alive.

Tonight, however, the forest was theirs. And for the first time, Kaelen allowed himself to imagine a future beyond war, fire, and ash—one where the last dragon might live.
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