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  Prologue

  
  






The desert stretched endlessly beneath a moonless sky.

Black dunes rolled across the horizon like frozen waves, sculpted by centuries of relentless winds. No roads crossed this wasteland. No kingdoms claimed it. Even dragons avoided its skies.

The old stories called it the Black Expanse.

Most believed it was empty.

They were wrong.

Beneath thousands of feet of ancient sand, hidden from the world and forgotten by history, a temple slept.

It had slept for over a thousand years.

Long enough for empires to rise and crumble into dust.

Long enough for entire bloodlines to vanish.

Long enough for the truth to become legend.

The temple’s obsidian pillars stood in absolute darkness, untouched by time. Ancient runes covered every surface, their faded symbols carrying fragments of a language no living scholar could read. Once, they had blazed with enough power to imprison gods.

Now they flickered weakly.

Like candles burning their final moments.

A crack echoed through the silence.

The sound seemed impossibly loud.

Another followed.

Then another.

Silver chains wrapped around a massive stone sarcophagus at the center of the chamber began to tremble.

The first link shattered.

A pulse of blue light burst through the darkness.

The temple groaned.

Dust cascaded from the ceiling.

Ancient magic surged through the air like a waking storm.

For centuries, the prison had endured.

Tonight, it finally surrendered.

One by one, the chains snapped apart.

Their fragments struck the floor and dissolved into glowing ash.

The runes ignited.

The chamber filled with sapphire light.

Then, slowly, the lid of the sarcophagus began to move.

Stone scraped against stone.

A sound that had not been heard since before the Fracture.

Before the fall of the Dragon Courts.

Before history had been rewritten.

The lid slid aside.

For a moment, nothing happened.

The chamber remained perfectly still.

Then a pale hand appeared above the edge of the coffin.

Elegant fingers curled around the ancient stone.

A second hand followed.

And with a slow, deliberate grace, the woman within sat upright.

Her eyes opened.

Blue fire burned within them.

Not dragon fire.

Not shadow magic.

Something older.

Something the world had not seen in a thousand years.

For several long moments, she remained motionless, drawing her first breath after centuries of imprisonment.

Memory returned gradually.

Not as thoughts.

As wounds.

A golden sky.

Dragons soaring over crystal towers.

A young prince laughing beneath a rain of silver stars.

Promises whispered in secret gardens.

A war.

A betrayal.

A prison.

And endless darkness.

Pain tightened her chest.

Not physical pain.

The deeper kind.

The pain of remembering everything you had lost.

Slowly, she rose from the sarcophagus.

Her bare feet touched the stone floor.

The temple shuddered.

Power rolled outward in invisible waves.

Ancient runes flared brighter.

Far above, the desert winds changed direction.

The world itself seemed to recognize her return.

The woman lifted her gaze toward the ceiling, as though she could see beyond the mountain of sand above her.

Beyond the horizon.

Beyond distance itself.

Toward a city she had not seen in a thousand years.

Ashkar.

A single name escaped her lips.

Softly.

Almost reverently.

“Kaelen.”

The sound vanished into the darkness.

Yet hearing it reopened wounds time had never healed.

She remembered his smile.

His stubbornness.

The way he had challenged destiny itself rather than lose the woman he loved.

A thousand years had passed.

And still the memory hurt.

But it was not Kaelen who frightened her.

It was what his survival meant.

Because if the Last Dragon Lord had endured…

If the Flame-Bearer had awakened…

Then the balance that had held the world together was changing.

And other things would awaken too.

Older things.

Hungrier things.

The thought darkened her expression.

She crossed the chamber and placed her palm against an ancient obsidian pillar.

Immediately, blue light raced across the floor.

A map of the world appeared beneath her feet.

Kingdoms.

Mountains.

Seas.

And at the heart of it all, one location burned brighter than the rest.

Ashkar.

The beacon pulsed once.

Twice.

Then the light around it flickered.

As though something vast had noticed it.

For the first time since awakening, fear entered her eyes.

Not fear for herself.

Fear for them.

Because she recognized that presence.

She had felt it once before.

Long ago.

Before dragons ruled the skies.

Before the First Age.

Before the world learned what true darkness looked like.

Far beyond creation, something ancient had stirred.

And this time, there would be no prison strong enough to hold it.

Vaelira Drakhar closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, the blue fire within them blazed brighter than ever.

“The war was never over,” she whispered.

Then the First Queen stepped from her tomb and into the waiting darkness.

And somewhere beyond the stars, something awakened in answer.
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The Day the Sky Turned Blue

* * *

The sky changed at dawn.

At first, no one noticed.

The sun rose as it always did over Ashkar, spilling gold across the mountain peaks and awakening the city beneath its ancient stone arches. Merchants opened their stalls. Dragon riders prepared for patrol. Children chased one another through the streets as if the world had never stood on the edge of destruction.

For nearly a year, peace had returned.

A fragile peace.

A hard-earned peace.

The kind born from sacrifice.

The kind people protected with both hands because they knew exactly what it had cost.

Elira stood on a balcony overlooking the eastern cliffs when she first saw it.

A streak of blue.

High above the horizon.

Thin as a brushstroke.

Almost invisible.

She narrowed her eyes.

At first she assumed it was a cloud catching unusual light.

Then the streak spread.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

Like ink bleeding through water.

A strange unease settled in her chest.

The mark over her heart warmed beneath her tunic.

Not painfully.

Warningly.

The sensation instantly pulled her attention away from the sky.

Her hand moved to the familiar place over her heart.

The silver-and-gold symbol had been quiet for months.

Ever since the First Flame had been restored.

Ever since fate itself had nearly torn the world apart.

But now it pulsed.

Once.

Twice.

Alive.

Elira frowned.

“Not again.”

The words were barely a whisper.

The mountain wind carried them away.

Behind her, a familiar voice spoke.

“You always look worried before breakfast.”

She smiled before she even turned around.

Kaelen.

The sound of his voice still had that effect on her.

Still chased away shadows she didn’t realize she was carrying.

The Last Dragon Lord stepped onto the balcony.

Sunlight caught in his dark hair.

His golden eyes seemed brighter than the dawn itself.

A year ago, she would never have imagined seeing him like this.

Relaxed.

Happy.

Human.

The burdens that had haunted him for centuries had not vanished entirely.

Some wounds never truly disappeared.

But they no longer owned him.

And that alone felt miraculous.

Elira folded her arms.

“I wasn’t worried.”

Kaelen raised an eyebrow.

“You were staring dramatically into the distance.”

“I like dramatic staring.”

His lips twitched.

“Clearly.”

The smile that followed warmed her more than the morning sunlight.

For a moment, everything felt wonderfully ordinary.

Just the two of them.

No prophecies.

No ancient gods.

No wars.

Just peace.

Then the mark burned again.

Harder this time.

Elira inhaled sharply.

Kaelen’s expression changed instantly.

The teasing vanished.

Concern replaced it.

“What happened?”

She looked back toward the horizon.

The blue streak had grown larger.

Much larger.

A ribbon of sapphire light stretched across the sky now.

Far too vivid to be natural.

Far too deliberate.

Kaelen followed her gaze.

His expression hardened immediately.

“What is that?”

The question carried a weight she didn’t like.

Because Kaelen rarely sounded uncertain.

And when he did, it usually meant something terrible was coming.

The blue light continued spreading.

Across the entire eastern horizon.

Citizens below began noticing it.

Conversations stopped.

People pointed upward.

Whispers spread through the streets.

The sky was changing.

Not gradually.

Rapidly.

As though another world was bleeding into their own.

A horn suddenly sounded from the western watchtower.

Then another.

And another.

The alarms echoed through Ashkar.

Kaelen cursed softly.

That alone told Elira how serious the situation was.

Dragon riders launched from the upper towers.

Massive wings beat against the air.

The city shifted instantly from peace to readiness.

Old instincts awakening.

Old fears returning.

Kaelen moved toward the balcony rail.

His gaze fixed upon the growing blue light.

For several long seconds, he said nothing.

Then his face darkened.

“No.”

Elira looked at him.

“What?”

The Dragon Lord’s eyes narrowed.

“I’ve seen this before.”

Fear crawled down her spine.

“When?”

His answer came quietly.

“Just before the First Age ended.”

The words hit harder than any scream.

Before she could respond, the sky exploded.

A pulse of blue energy swept across the heavens.

Clouds vanished.

The air itself seemed to ripple.

Every dragon in Ashkar cried out simultaneously.

The sound echoed across the mountains.

Not anger.

Not aggression.

Fear.

Pure fear.

The city fell silent.

Everyone stared upward.

The impossible color now covered half the sky.

Beautiful.

Terrifying.

Wrong.

Then something moved within it.

A shadow.

Massive.

Ancient.

Too large to be a dragon.

Too large to be anything.

The shape appeared for only a moment before vanishing again.

But it was enough.

Enough to send a chill through every living soul who witnessed it.

Elira felt her heartbeat quicken.

“What was that?”

Kaelen didn’t answer.

Because at that exact moment, another voice spoke.

A woman’s voice.

Familiar.

Powerful.

Ancient.

“Because it’s begun.”

Both of them turned.

Standing at the entrance to the balcony was a woman with silver-gold hair and eyes burning with blue fire.

The woman from the desert.

The woman from the stories.

The woman who should have remained buried beneath black sand.

Vaelira Drakhar.

The First Queen.

And judging by the fear in her eyes—

Whatever was coming was far worse than anything they had faced before.

“The Veil is breaking,” she said.

Silence gripped the balcony.

The wind.

The city.

Even the dragons seemed to pause.

Vaelira looked toward the blue sky.

And for the first time in over a thousand years—

The First Queen looked afraid.

“The Void has found us.”

And far above Ashkar, hidden within the sea of sapphire light, something enormous opened its eyes.
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A Warning from the Lost Queen

* * *

For a long moment, no one spoke.

The wind rushed across the balcony, carrying the distant sounds of Ashkar awakening beneath them, yet the city felt strangely quiet. As if the world itself had heard Vaelira’s words and was waiting for what came next.

The Void has found us.

Elira stared at the woman standing before her.

Vaelira looked exactly as she had in the visions—beautiful, regal, and impossibly ancient. Yet now that she stood in the flesh, there was something else beneath the elegance.

Exhaustion.

Not the exhaustion of a sleepless night.

The exhaustion of someone who had spent centuries carrying knowledge too terrible to share.

Kaelen was the first to recover.

His body had gone rigid the moment Vaelira appeared.

Not from fear.

From recognition.

The memories restored after the battle beneath Ashkar still haunted him. Memories of the First Age. Memories of a kingdom lost to time.

Memories of her.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly.

Vaelira’s blue eyes met his.

A thousand emotions flickered between them.

Old friendship.

Old grief.

Old wounds.

“Neither should the Void,” she replied.

The answer sent a chill through Elira.

Below them, alarm bells continued to ring throughout the city.

Dragon riders filled the skies.

Soldiers rushed toward the walls.

Everyone could feel that something had changed.

The peace of the past year had shattered.

And no one knew why.

Elira stepped forward.

“Tell us what’s happening.”

Vaelira studied her carefully.

For a brief moment, her expression softened.

Not because Elira was important.

Because she remembered her.

Not this life.

The first one.

The realization made Elira uncomfortable.

Ever since learning fragments of her soul’s history, she had struggled with one question.

Was she truly Elira?

Or was she simply an echo of someone who came before?

Vaelira seemed to understand the conflict.

“You are not her,” she said gently.

Elira blinked.

“What?”

A faint smile touched the queen’s lips.

“You were wondering if you are merely a shadow of your previous life.”

The accuracy of the statement startled her.

Vaelira’s smile faded.

“You are not.”

Relief spread through Elira before she could stop it.

“The soul remembers,” Vaelira continued, “but every life is its own story.”

Kaelen watched the exchange silently.

Something troubled him.

Something deeper than the approaching danger.

Vaelira noticed.

Of course she did.

“You blame yourself.”

His jaw tightened.

The First Queen sighed.

“Still.”

The single word carried centuries of familiarity.

Kaelen looked away.

“I broke the world.”

“No.”

His gaze snapped back to hers.

Vaelira stepped closer.

“The world was already breaking.”

The wind stirred her silver-gold hair.

“The Fracture was desperate.”

Her eyes softened.

“But it was never born from evil.”

Silence settled between them.

Elira suddenly understood.

For a thousand years Kaelen had carried guilt he didn’t fully understand.

Even after learning the truth, the burden remained.

Because he had chosen love over destiny.

And the consequences had reshaped history.

Vaelira reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder.

A simple gesture.

Yet Kaelen looked genuinely stunned.

“You were willing to sacrifice everything for the woman you loved.”

Her voice became quiet.

“That is not a sin.”

Emotion flashed across Kaelen’s face.

Gone almost instantly.

But Elira saw it.

So did Vaelira.

The queen slowly lowered her hand.

“There will be time for old ghosts later.”

Her expression hardened.

“If we survive.”

The words immediately pulled everyone’s attention back to the danger.

The blue light above Ashkar continued spreading.

It now covered nearly the entire eastern sky.

The sight felt wrong.

Beautiful.

But wrong.

Like staring into a dream that didn’t belong in the waking world.

“What exactly is the Void?” Elira asked.

For the first time since arriving, genuine fear crossed Vaelira’s face.

The sight unsettled everyone.

Because this was a woman who had survived the First Age.

Who had endured imprisonment for over a thousand years.

Who had faced dragons, kings, and gods.

If she was afraid—

The threat must be unimaginable.

“The Void is older than creation.”

The words fell heavily.

Kaelen frowned.

“Nothing is older than the First Flame.”

Vaelira looked toward the strange sky.

“That’s what the Dragon Courts believed.”

The queen’s voice grew distant.

As though she were remembering something she wished she could forget.

“Long before dragons existed, before the First Thrones, before the world took its current shape, there was only possibility.”

Elira listened carefully.

“The First Flame created life.”

Vaelira nodded.

“Yes.”

A pause.

“Then something answered.”

Cold crept through the air.

Not natural cold.

The kind born from fear.

“The Void was not created.”

The queen’s eyes darkened.

“It simply was.”

Far below, another alarm horn sounded.

This one louder.

Urgent.

Vaelira continued.

“It is the hunger beyond creation.”

The mark on Elira’s chest pulsed painfully.

“The emptiness that exists outside reality.”

Another pulse.

Stronger.

“It cannot create.”

Pain shot through Elira.

She pressed a hand against her chest.

Kaelen immediately moved toward her.

Concern flashed in his eyes.

But before he could speak, the mark erupted with silver light.

A vision struck.

She saw stars.

Millions of them.

Then darkness.

An endless darkness swallowing worlds.

Consuming light.

Consuming magic.

Consuming life itself.

Something vast moved within that darkness.

Something alive.

Something watching.

Then—

Blue eyes opened.

The vision shattered.

Elira gasped.

The balcony returned.

The city returned.

Reality returned.

But the terror remained.

Because whatever she had seen—

It had seen her too.

Vaelira’s expression immediately changed.

“What did you see?”

Elira struggled to answer.

“It knows we’re here.”

The queen closed her eyes.

As though those words confirmed her worst fears.

When she opened them again, her gaze shifted toward the sky.

Toward the growing sea of blue.

“We don’t have years.”

Silence.

“We don’t have months.”

Kaelen’s face darkened.

“How much time?”

Vaelira looked toward the horizon.

A distant rumble echoed across the mountains.

Not thunder.

Something far worse.

Her answer came quietly.

“Weeks.”

The word struck like a blade.

Weeks.

Not years.

Not generations.

Weeks.

The realization settled heavily over everyone.

War was coming.

Not against kingdoms.

Not against dragons.

Against something that existed beyond the laws of reality itself.

And for the first time since the First Flame had been restored—

The future looked uncertain again.

Vaelira stepped toward the balcony rail.

The wind whipped around her.

Ancient power flickered in her blue eyes.

“The Dragon Kingdoms must unite.”

She looked at Kaelen.

“The Shadow Court must return.”

Then her gaze settled upon Elira.

“And the Flame must awaken completely.”

The mark burned once more.

Not painfully this time.

Like a response.

Like a promise.

Or perhaps a warning.

Far above Ashkar, hidden beyond the blue sky, something moved.

Watching.

Waiting.

Smiling.

And somewhere beyond the edge of creation, the first pieces of an ancient game had already begun to move.
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The Dragon Who Should Not Exist

* * *

The storm arrived three days later.

Not a storm of rain.

Not a storm of wind.

A storm of silence.

The skies above Ashkar had remained unnaturally blue since Vaelira’s warning. Day after day, the strange sapphire light spread farther across the horizon, staining the heavens with a color that did not belong to the world.

No one slept well anymore.

Even the dragons had grown restless.

The great beasts that nested among Ashkar’s peaks had begun circling the mountains at night, their roars echoing through the darkness as if responding to a call only they could hear.

Something was coming.

Everyone felt it.

No one understood it.

Elira stood upon the western battlements watching the sunrise when the first dragon screamed.

The sound ripped through the morning air.

A cry of terror.

Not aggression.

Not warning.

Fear.

Pure, instinctive fear.

Every head in the city turned skyward.

Another dragon answered.

Then another.

Within moments the entire mountain range echoed with their distress.

Soldiers rushed to defensive positions.

Dragon riders launched into the sky.

Alarm bells rang throughout Ashkar.

The city had become a living machine of vigilance.

One built for war.

Kaelen appeared beside Elira almost instantly.

His golden eyes scanned the horizon.

“What do you see?”

She shook her head.

“Nothing.”

That was what frightened her.

The mountains stretched endlessly beneath the blue sky.

No armies.

No creatures.

No signs of attack.

Yet every instinct in her body screamed danger.

Then the wind died.

Completely.

The
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