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The wind howled across the mountain ridge, carrying with it the scent of smoke and the faint rumble of thunder. Kael pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders, his breath clouding in the chill night air. Below him, the valley of Dareth stretched in shadows, dotted with the flickering lights of the village he called home. He should have been asleep like the others. But sleep never came easily anymore—not since the dreams began.

Every night, the same vision haunted him. He stood in a chamber of fire and ash, a great shadow coiling around him, eyes like molten gold staring into his soul. And every night, a voice—deep and ancient—spoke words he could never quite remember upon waking. Only the feeling lingered—both terror and... belonging.

Kael rubbed his hands together, trying to shake the unease. Seventeen winters old, he had always been restless, never quite fitting into the simple life of farming and trade. His father said he was too impatient, too eager for dangers that didn’t exist. But I can’t ignore it, Kael thought. Something—or someone—is calling me.

A crack of lightning split the horizon, illuminating the jagged peaks. For an instant, Kael thought he saw movement against the sky. Enormous wings stretched wide, a silhouette blotting out the stars. His heart stumbled in his chest. A dragon.

No dragon had been seen in Dareth for over a hundred years. The old tales spoke of them as myths, guardians and destroyers both, who vanished when the last Dragon War ended. To see one now—it couldn’t be real.

The earth shuddered beneath his feet. A low, guttural roar rolled through the mountains, so powerful it rattled the stones and seemed to shake the marrow in his bones. Kael staggered, clutching the cliffside. His blood burned as though the roar itself had awoken something inside him.

Then he heard it—clearer than any dream, a voice within the fire of his mind.

The prophecy stirs. The time has come.

Kael gasped, clutching his head. The words seared into him, more real than the wind, more terrifying than the storm. He stumbled back, his knees nearly giving out. The vision of those molten eyes flashed again, unblinking, watching.

What does it mean? he wondered, panic tightening his chest. Am I the one?

When he finally dared to look at the sky, the silhouette was gone. The mountains were empty, the storm already fading into silence. Only the echo of the voice remained.

Kael stood trembling, staring into the darkness. Whatever had spoken to him was real. And deep down, he knew the truth that would change everything.

The dragons have returned.

And the prophecy was about him.

For a long moment, Kael remained frozen, the cold night pressing against his skin. His mind raced, memories and questions swirling like the storm clouds above. Why me? he thought. Why now?

He looked down toward the village, where lights twinkled like distant stars. People he knew—his family, friends—still slept peacefully, unaware of the storm gathering beyond the ridge.

If the dragons are real, he thought, then nothing will ever be the same again.

A sudden gust tore through the trees, whipping his cloak around him. Kael shivered, not from the cold, but from the weight of what lay ahead. He had always felt like an outsider in Dareth, too restless, too wild to settle. But now he understood why.

The prophecy was a chain, binding him to a fate he could neither deny nor escape.

Kael’s thoughts drifted back to the visions—fire and ash, molten eyes, the shadow coiling closer. It’s like a call, he realized. A summons.

The wind carried the scent of smoke again, stronger now. Somewhere beyond the valley, a fire burned. Was it the dragons? Or something worse?

His fingers clenched into fists. I can’t run from this.

The roar echoed once more, distant but unmistakable. Kael swallowed hard. I have to prepare. I have to be ready.

He turned away from the ridge, eyes fixed on the path leading down into the valley. Tomorrow, he would speak to the village elders. He had to tell them what he saw, what he heard. But would they believe him? Or would he be branded a madman, lost in nightmares?

The thought made his stomach twist. I don’t care. He whispered into the night. I know the truth.

Behind him, the storm was fading, but in his heart, a fire was just beginning to blaze.

This is only the beginning.
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The morning sun rose pale over Dareth, painting the valley in shades of gold and mist. From the thatched rooftops to the cobbled square, the village stirred awake, its people carrying baskets, sharpening tools, and lighting hearths. To anyone else, it was an ordinary day. But for Kael, nothing felt ordinary.

The roar still echoed in his bones. The words—The prophecy stirs. The time has come—had burned themselves into his mind like a brand. He hadn't slept at all after stumbling back down from the ridge. Every sound in the night—the creak of branches, the distant howl of wolves—made his heart leap, as if the sky might split open again.

Now, as he trudged through the village, exhaustion clinging to his eyes, he forced himself to look normal. People already thought him strange. He couldn't let them know what he'd seen.

"Kael!" a voice called, sharp and familiar.

His father stood outside their forge, arms folded across his broad chest, a hammer dangling from his hand. Daric was a man built like the anvil he worked on—unyielding, scarred by years of fire and steel. His dark hair was streaked with grey, and his gaze was as heavy as molten iron.

"You're late," Daric growled.

Kael winced. "I—didn't sleep well."

"You never do." Daric thrust the hammer into his son's hand. "We have orders to fill. The merchants from Rythorne arrive by week's end, and we won't have coin for winter if we're idle."

Kael nodded, setting his jaw. He loved the forge's heat, the glow of metal as it bent beneath his hands. But today, the thought of hammers and steel felt like chains. Still, he obeyed. That was the way with Daric.

As sparks flew and iron rang, Kael's mind wandered. The rhythmic clang of hammer on steel should have drowned out his thoughts, yet the words from last night whispered louder.

The prophecy stirs. The time has come.

He nearly missed his swing when another voice broke through the clamor.

"Kael!"

This one was softer, melodic. He turned to see Elara leaning against the doorway, her arms folded. Her auburn hair caught the light, and her green eyes shone with mischief even in the shadow of the forge.

"You look like you've been chased by a wild boar," she teased.

Kael's lips twitched despite himself. Elara had been his closest friend since childhood, quick-witted where he was restless, daring where he was cautious. She was also the only one who seemed to see past his strange silences.

"Rough night," he admitted, lowering his voice.

Her brow furrowed. "Another dream?"

Kael hesitated, glancing at his father, who was too busy stoking the bellows to notice. Then he nodded.

"Worse than before," he whispered.

Elara's playful smile faded. She stepped closer, lowering her voice. "Kael, you can't keep this to yourself. If the elders knew—"

"They'd say I was cursed," he cut in bitterly. "Or mad. You know how they whisper already."

Elara opened her mouth, then closed it again. He was right. The people of Dareth were kind, but they clung to their superstitions as tightly as their bread. To speak of dragons was to stir old fears—of firestorms, of kingdoms burned to ash.

Daric's voice cracked through the tension. "Enough chatter! Kael, the blade won't shape itself."

Elara shot him an apologetic look before slipping back into the sunlit street. Kael forced himself to keep hammering, but his hands trembled with every strike.

That evening, after the forge closed, Kael wandered to the riverbank, where the water glittered under the setting sun. He needed quiet, space to breathe. Elara found him there, skipping stones across the current.

"You should tell me everything," she said gently.

Kael ran a hand through his dark hair, staring at the ripples. "It wasn't just a dream this time. I saw it—wings, huge, stretching across the sky. And I heard it. Not in my ears—in my mind."

Her eyes widened. "What did it say?"

He hesitated, then repeated the words, his voice almost reverent. "The prophecy stirs. The time has come."

Elara's stone slipped from her hand, plopping into the river. She stared at him, face pale.

"The prophecy," she whispered.

Kael frowned. "You know it?"

"Only stories. Old ones." Elara's gaze flickered nervously around them, as if afraid someone might overhear. "They say the dragons left because of a prophecy—that one day, when fire returns to the skies, a mortal would rise who carried their bond. Someone who could command them. Some call him a savior. Others... a destroyer."

Her words sent a chill through him. "And you think that's me?"

Elara bit her lip. "I think... you should be careful. If anyone hears of this, it won't matter what you are. They'll fear you."

Kael wanted to laugh, to dismiss it as madness. But the memory of those golden eyes wouldn't let him. "I felt it, Elara. Like fire inside me. Like it knew me."

She stepped closer, her voice fierce. "Then we'll find the truth. Together."

For a moment, Kael almost believed her.

That night, as he lay awake, the storm returned—not outside, but within. His dreams dragged him into fire and shadow. Again, the molten eyes stared down at him.

This time, the voice was clearer, its tone both commanding and sorrowful.

Kael of Dareth. Blood of the bond. You cannot run from what you are.

Kael gasped, reaching out. "Who are you? What do you want from me?"

The great shadow unfurled its wings, flames curling from its breath.

I am the last of the Firstbrood. The chains of prophecy bind us both. Your choice will shape the fate of this world.

The heat seared him, yet he could not look away. "What choice?"

But the vision shattered, pulling him awake. His chest heaved, sweat soaking his tunic. The forge's embers glowed faintly through the shutters, and outside, the valley lay silent. Yet Kael's heart knew the truth.

The dragon was real. The prophecy was real.

And whatever lay ahead, he was no longer just Kael, son of a blacksmith.

He was something far more dangerous.
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The following days passed in a blur of unease. Kael tried to bury himself in work at the forge, hoping the heat and rhythm of steel might silence the voice that haunted him. But it was no use. The fire seemed to speak to him now, every spark alive, every flicker whispering secrets only he could hear.

When he touched the iron, it glowed hotter than it should, as though the metal bent eagerly under his hand. Once, without meaning to, he struck the blade too hard and the sparks leapt higher than the bellows could have made, swirling into shapes like wings before dying away.

Daric scowled at him. "You're distracted. A smith who doesn't respect the fire burns himself—or worse."

Kael muttered an apology, but his father's words cut deeper than he knew. Because the truth was, Kael didn't just respect the fire. He feared it.

That evening, he left the forge early, telling Daric he was meeting Elara. Instead, he climbed back toward the ridge where he had first heard the voice. His heart pounded with each step, both from dread and an inexplicable pull that urged him forward.

The sky was streaked with violet when he reached the summit. He closed his eyes, breathing in the mountain air.

"I know you're there," he whispered. "Show yourself."

At first there was only silence. Then, a low rumble rolled through the earth, vibrating in his bones. Heat shimmered across the rocks, and Kael's breath caught as a vast shadow unfolded from the cliffside itself.

The dragon emerged slowly, as if rising from the mountain's heart. Its scales shimmered like molten bronze, every plate edged in firelight. Eyes the color of suns locked on him, ancient and unblinking.

Kael stumbled back, terror and awe warring inside him.

"You're real," he breathed.

The dragon's voice thundered directly into his mind, so powerful Kael's knees buckled.

At last, you do not run.

Kael swallowed hard. "What do you want from me?"

Not what I want. What is bound. By oath, by blood, by prophecy.

The words made Kael's skin crawl. "Prophecies are stories. Tales to scare children."

The dragon's wings unfurled, blotting out the sky. Do you feel like a child, Kael of Dareth? Does fire answer the touch of children?

Kael froze. The memory of the forge, of the sparks shaping wings, surged back. "That... that was you?"

It was you. The dragon's voice softened, if such a thing was possible for something so vast. I am Ashyrian, last of the Firstbrood. Long have I waited for the one bound to me. And now you stand before me.

Kael's heart hammered. "I don't want to be bound to anyone. I just want my life."

The dragon lowered its head, eyes burning like two great furnaces. Your life is not yours alone. The Prophecy speaks of fire and blood. Of choice. You may rise as savior—or fall as destroyer. The fate of this world will turn upon what you decide.

Kael staggered back, shaking his head. "No. That's not me. I'm no warrior, no king. I'm just—"

A branch snapped.

Kael spun, heart leaping. On the ridge's edge stood Elara, her eyes wide with shock as she stared at the enormous beast looming behind him.

"Kael..." she whispered, her voice trembling. "You—there's really a—"

Before she could finish, a new sound split the air—the sharp blast of a horn. It came from the valley below. Kael turned and saw torches moving in the distance, too many to be villagers.

Ashyrian's wings flared, stirring a storm of dust. They come. Hunters of shadow. They have followed the stirrings of prophecy. If they find you, they will kill you—and all you love.

Kael's stomach clenched. "Hunters?"

The dragon's eyes blazed. You must choose. Hide, and your people burn. Stand, and the fire within you awakens. The time has come.

Elara grabbed Kael's arm, her face pale but determined. "We have to warn the village!"

Kael's mind whirled. He wanted to deny it all, to run and pretend none of this was happening. But the horn's call echoed again, closer this time. And deep inside, the fire stirred, urging him forward.

He looked at Ashyrian, at Elara, at the torches drawing nearer. His hands shook, but his voice was steady.

"Then I'll stand."

The dragon's roar split the heavens, a sound of fire and fury that shook the mountains. The prophecy had begun.
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