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PROLOGUE

The Night the Dragons Vanished
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For three thousand years, the dragons ruled.

Not as monsters.

Not as gods.

As kings and queens.

The world of Aetheris stretched across a vast continent divided into twelve kingdoms, each protected by an ancient dragon whose power shaped the land itself. The Sapphire Dragon ruled the endless oceans of Nerath. The Ember Dragon guarded the volcanic realm of Varkos. The Jade Dragon watched over the emerald forests of Sylvara.

Every kingdom flourished beneath the shadow of its dragon.

The dragons settled disputes.

They ended wars.

They brought rain during droughts and warmth during bitter winters.

To the people of Aetheris, dragons were not feared. They were loved.

And then they vanished.

It happened in a single night.

No battles.

No warnings.

No signs.

One moment twelve dragons sat upon their thrones inside the Celestial Citadel, and the next they were gone.

The Citadel stood upon Mount Eternis, the highest peak in the world. Twelve immense thrones carved from living crystal circled a platform of silver stone. Every year the dragons gathered there to discuss the future of the kingdoms.

On the Night of Stars, thousands witnessed the gathering.

They watched the dragons arrive.

The Sapphire Dragon descended from the clouds like a living ocean.

The Crimson Dragon came wrapped in fire.

The Ivory Dragon appeared in a storm of snow.

The Obsidian Dragon emerged from shadows darker than night.

Twelve dragons.

Twelve rulers.

Twelve guardians.

The meeting began as it always had.

Yet something was different.

An unease hung in the air.

Several witnesses later claimed the stars themselves looked wrong.

Others said they heard whispers on the wind.

A few swore the dragons appeared frightened.

No one knew why.

Inside the Citadel, the dragons spoke in a language no human understood.

Their voices shook mountains.

Hours passed.

Then the sky split open.

A black fracture appeared among the stars.

Not a cloud.

Not lightning.

A wound.

Darkness poured from it.

Witnesses screamed.

The dragons rose from their thrones.

For the first time in recorded history, people saw fear in their eyes.

The fracture widened.

The heavens trembled.

Then all twelve dragons unleashed their power.

Fire.

Ice.

Lightning.

Storms.

Ocean waves.

Living shadows.

The sky burned with magic.

The world shook beneath their fury.

And then—

Silence.

The fracture vanished.

The darkness disappeared.

The dragons were gone.

So were their crowns.

So were their voices.

Only the twelve empty thrones remained.

The world waited for their return.

Days became months.

Months became years.

Years became centuries.

But the dragons never came back.

Without them, everything changed.

Kingdoms that had once lived in peace began fighting over territory.

Ancient alliances collapsed.

Trade routes became battlefields.

Old grudges resurfaced.

New tyrants rose.

Entire dynasties fell.

People stopped believing the dragons would ever return.

The empty thrones became symbols of a forgotten age.

Stories replaced history.

Legends replaced truth.

Children grew up hearing tales about dragons as though they had never existed.

Yet hidden beneath the deepest levels of the Celestial Citadel, locked behind enchanted doors, a prophecy waited.

A prophecy written by the dragons themselves.

A warning.

A promise.

A countdown.

For thousands of years it remained untouched.

Until the day it awakened.

The Keeper of the Citadel was an old woman named Elyra.

At ninety-three years of age, she had spent most of her life protecting secrets no one cared about.

She lived alone among silent halls and abandoned chambers.

Visitors rarely came.

The world had forgotten the Citadel.

The dragons were history.

At least that was what everyone believed.

One winter night, Elyra was awakened by a thunderous sound.

The entire mountain trembled.

Dust rained from the ceiling.

Ancient bells rang throughout the fortress.

She hurried through dark corridors carrying a lantern.

Her heart pounded.

The bells had not rung in over five hundred years.

They were only meant to sound if one of the dragon relics awakened.

That was impossible.

The relics had been dormant for centuries.

Yet the bells continued.

Louder.

Faster.

Desperate.

Elyra reached the Hall of Prophecies.

The massive bronze doors stood open.

A cold wind swept through the chamber.

The old woman froze.

At the center of the room floated a sphere of golden light.

The Dragon Oracle.

Its surface blazed with symbols.

Ancient runes spun through the air like stars.

Elyra approached cautiously.

Then words appeared.

Not written.

Burned into reality itself.

She read them once.

Then again.

Her blood turned to ice.

Because the prophecy had changed.

The ancient text now read:

When darkness devours the stars and the heavens begin to break, the Twelve Thrones shall awaken.

Twelve heirs shall rise.

Twelve kingdoms shall burn.

Twelve dragons shall be born again.

Only those willing to surrender their humanity may stand against the Eternal Void.

Choose.

Become dragons.

Or watch the world die.

The final line appeared seconds later.

A line that had never existed before.

Elyra stared at it in horror.

Tears filled her eyes.

The letters glowed brighter than the sun.

The first heir has already awakened.

Far away, beyond mountains and oceans, beyond deserts and forests, a young thief opened his eyes in terror.

A burning mark had appeared upon his chest.

The shape of a dragon.

And across the world, eleven others would soon awaken.

Twelve strangers.

Twelve rivals.

Twelve destinies.

None of them knew that the greatest war in history had already begun.

And none of them understood the terrible truth.

The dragons had never abandoned the world.

They had been holding something back.

Something ancient.

Something hungry.

Something that was finally breaking free.

Far beyond the stars, in a darkness older than time itself, twelve enormous golden eyes slowly opened.

And the Void smiled.
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Chapter One: The Boy Who Stole Bread and Fate
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The city of Blackwater never slept.

Even at dawn, when the first pale rays of sunlight crawled across the crooked rooftops, the streets remained alive with noise.

Merchants shouted.

Wagons rattled over cobblestones.

Fishermen dragged their nets toward the harbor.

Children darted through crowds like shadows.

And thieves watched from every corner.

Kael Veylen was one of them.

Though if anyone had asked him, he would have called himself a survivor.

There was a difference.

At least that was what he told himself.

The seventeen-year-old sat on the edge of a rooftop overlooking the marketplace, balancing effortlessly above a three-story drop.

A cold wind tugged at his dark hair.

His stomach growled.

Again.

He ignored it.

Hunger had become an old companion.

The kind that never truly left.

Below him, a baker arranged fresh loaves outside his shop.

Golden crusts.

Still steaming.

The smell drifted upward.

Kael swallowed.

His stomach twisted painfully.

He hadn't eaten since yesterday morning.

Beside him, a small girl peeked over the edge of the roof.

"You promised not to steal today."

Kael sighed.

The girl folded her arms.

Lina was twelve years old and possessed the irritating habit of sounding wiser than adults.

"That's because I intended not to steal today."

"You say that every day."

"I mean it every day."

"You never succeed."

Kael smiled despite himself.

"Then perhaps my intentions deserve more appreciation."

She rolled her eyes.

"You're impossible."

Lina had lived with him for almost three years.

Not officially.

No papers.

No adoption.

No family.

One rainy night he had found her crying beneath a bridge after her parents died during a plague outbreak.

She had nowhere to go.

Neither did he.

So they stayed together.

In Blackwater, that counted as family.

Lina stared longingly at the bread.

"Maybe we could ask?"

Kael laughed softly.

"Ask?"

"Yes."

"They'll say no."

"You don't know that."

"I know people."

He glanced across the marketplace.

People hurried past one another without looking.

Without caring.

Without noticing.

Everyone carried invisible burdens.

Everyone fought their own battles.

And in cities like Blackwater, kindness was often a luxury.

The baker's assistant emerged carrying another tray.

Kael stood.

Decision made.

Lina groaned.

"Kael."

"What?"

"You have that look."

"What look?"

"The stupid one."

He grinned.

Then jumped.

The fall should have broken his legs.

Instead, he landed gracefully atop a merchant cart, rolled forward, and disappeared into the crowd.

Years of surviving on the streets had made him quick.

Almost impossibly quick.

The marketplace became a blur.

Voices.

Colors.

Movement.

Opportunity.

Kael slipped between people like water flowing through cracks.

The baker never saw him coming.

One moment the loaf sat on display.

The next it vanished.

Kael was already gone.

The theft lasted less than two seconds.

A masterpiece.

Unfortunately, masterpieces often ended badly.

"THIEF!"

Kael winced.

The baker had noticed faster than expected.

The chase began immediately.

Shouts erupted behind him.

Several guards joined in.

Wonderful.

Just wonderful.

Kael sprinted through the market.

Laughter escaped him despite the danger.

This was familiar.

Predictable.

Safe.

A strange thought.

Running for his life felt safer than wondering what the future held.

He vaulted over barrels.

Slid beneath a wagon.

Turned sharply into a narrow alley.

Footsteps thundered behind him.

"Stop!"

"No," Kael called cheerfully.

The guard cursed.

Kael grinned.

For a few brief moments, he forgot about hunger.

Forgot about uncertainty.

Forgot about the empty feeling that lingered inside him every night before sleep.

Then something happened.

Something impossible.

A sharp pain exploded across his chest.

Kael stumbled.

The loaf fell from his hands.

His vision blurred.

Heat surged through his body.

Not normal heat.

Not fever.

Not sickness.

This felt alive.

The pain intensified.

Every nerve screamed.

He crashed against a wall.

The guards stopped.

Confused.

Kael gasped.

His heart hammered violently.

Something burned beneath his skin.

He looked down.

And froze.

Golden light shone through his shirt.

The guards stared.

One crossed himself nervously.

"What in the gods' names..."

Kael could barely hear him.

The light grew brighter.

Stronger.

His chest felt as though molten metal flowed through his veins.

He tore open the collar of his shirt.

A mark blazed across his skin.

A dragon.

Intricate.

Ancient.

Beautiful.

Its wings stretched across his chest.

Its eyes glowed like liquid gold.

The alley fell silent.

Even the city noise seemed distant.

The dragon mark pulsed once.

Twice.

Three times.

Then a voice echoed inside his mind.

Not heard.

Felt.

Deep within his soul.

HEIR FOUND.

Kael's blood turned cold.

The voice was vast.

Ancient.

Older than mountains.

Older than kingdoms.

Older than time itself.

THE THRONE AWAITS.

Images flooded his mind.

Twelve crystal thrones.

Towering dragons.

A sky torn open by darkness.

Burning cities.

Screaming armies.

Stars falling from the heavens.

A black abyss consuming entire worlds.

Then—

A pair of enormous golden eyes.

Watching him.

Waiting.

Knowing him.

Kael cried out.

The vision vanished.

The light disappeared.

Silence returned.

His knees hit the ground.

Sweat soaked his clothes.

His entire body trembled.

The guards stared as though he had transformed into a monster.

One slowly stepped backward.

Fear filled his face.

Raw fear.

Not of a thief.

Of something unknown.

Something dangerous.

Something ancient.

Kael looked down at the dragon mark.

It remained.

Faint now.

But real.

Terrifyingly real.

"What...?"

His voice cracked.

"What is happening to me?"

No one answered.

The guards exchanged nervous glances.

Then one turned and ran.

The others followed.

Within seconds the alley was empty.

Kael sat alone.

Breathing heavily.

Trying to understand.

Trying to convince himself he had imagined everything.

But he knew he hadn't.

The mark remained.

The memory remained.

And deep inside his chest, something had awakened.

Something that had slept his entire life.

A shadow crossed the alley entrance.

Kael immediately rose.

A hooded figure stood there.

Motionless.

Watching.

The stranger's face remained hidden.

Yet Kael felt danger instantly.

The kind that made instincts scream.

"Who are you?" he asked.

The figure stepped forward.

Slowly.

Calmly.

As if there was no need to hurry.

As if they already knew how this meeting would end.

"The prophecy has begun."

The voice belonged to an old man.

Quiet.

Measured.

Certain.

Kael's pulse quickened.

"What prophecy?"

"The one that will decide whether humanity survives."

Those words should have sounded ridiculous.

Instead they felt horribly real.

The old man looked directly at the dragon mark.

A strange sadness appeared in his eyes.

"You're younger than I expected."

Kael took a step backward.

"How do you know about this?"

"Because I've spent sixty years searching for you."

The answer sent a chill down his spine.

Before Kael could speak again, the old man reached into his cloak and withdrew a silver medallion.

A dragon was engraved upon its surface.

The exact same dragon burned into Kael's chest.

"The Twelve Thrones have awakened."

The old man's voice became grave.

"Which means the darkness is coming."

Kael remembered the vision.

The burning cities.

The falling stars.

The endless void.

Fear settled heavily inside him.

For the first time in years, he felt truly afraid.

Not of guards.

Not of hunger.

Not of death.

But of destiny.

Because somewhere deep inside his heart, he already knew the truth.

His life as a nameless thief had ended.

And something far greater had just begun.

Far above Blackwater, hidden beyond daylight itself, twelve ancient thrones stirred for the first time in three thousand years.

One of them was calling his name.
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Chapter Two: The Weight of a Name
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Kael did not sleep that night.

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the same thing.

The twelve crystal thrones.

The burning sky.

The endless darkness swallowing stars one by one.

And those golden eyes.

Watching him.

Waiting.

Judging.

He sat on the floor of the abandoned bell tower he called home, staring through a broken window at the city below.

Blackwater glittered beneath moonlight.

Lanterns swayed gently in the harbor.

Ships rocked against wooden docks.

Music drifted faintly from taverns.

People laughed somewhere in the distance.

The city looked peaceful.

Normal.

Yet everything felt different now.

As if he had spent his entire life looking at the world through fog and suddenly the mist had begun to clear.

Beside him, Lina slept beneath a patched blanket.

At least she had tried to sleep.

She had spent hours questioning him after he returned.

At first she thought he had been injured.

Then she saw the dragon mark.

The moment she touched it, the symbol glowed faintly.

Both of them nearly screamed.

After that, neither knew what to say.

Because there were no answers.

Only questions.

Far too many questions.

The old man sat quietly near the doorway.

Waiting.

Patient.

As though he had all the time in the world.

That bothered Kael more than anything.

People in Blackwater never waited patiently.

People always wanted something.

Money.

Food.

Information.

Power.

The old man wanted none of those things.

And somehow that made him more dangerous.

"You've been staring at me for hours," the old man finally said.

Kael folded his arms.

"You've been sitting there for hours."

The old man smiled faintly.

"Fair."

Silence returned.

The wind whistled through cracks in the stone walls.

Finally Kael stood.

"Enough."

The old man raised an eyebrow.

"Enough what?"

"Enough mysteries."

Kael pointed toward the dragon mark on his chest.

"Tell me what this is."

The old man studied him for several seconds.

Then he sighed.

Not heavily.

Not dramatically.

Like someone carrying a burden too old to remember life without it.

"My name is Arcturus."

"That's not what I asked."

"I know."

The old man rose slowly.

His joints cracked.

His gray beard reached almost to his chest.

Scars covered his weathered hands.

The kind earned through decades of hardship.

Not the kind people invented to impress others.

Real scars.

Painful scars.

The kind that stayed long after wounds healed.

Arcturus approached the window.

His eyes settled on the city below.

"For three thousand years, the Twelve Dragon Thrones have remained empty."

Kael listened despite himself.

"Most people believe the dragons abandoned the world."

"Didn't they?"

"No."

The answer came immediately.

Without hesitation.

Without doubt.

Arcturus turned toward him.

"They sacrificed themselves."

Something in his voice made Kael pay attention.

Not because of the words.

Because of the grief behind them.

The old man looked like someone remembering a funeral.

"The dragons discovered something beyond the stars," Arcturus continued.

"Something older than creation itself."

Kael remembered the darkness from his vision.

His stomach tightened.

"What was it?"

"We call it the Eternal Void."

The name alone sent chills across the room.

Even Lina stirred uneasily in her sleep.

Arcturus noticed.

His expression darkened.

"The Void consumes worlds."

"Consumes them how?"

"Completely."

The old man's voice grew quieter.

"Life."

"Magic."

"Souls."

"Everything."

The room became very still.

Kael wished he could laugh.

Wish it away.

Dismiss it as the ramblings of an old man.

But the mark on his chest refused to let him.

Deep down, he knew the old man spoke the truth.

Because part of him had seen it.

The Void.

The darkness.

The impossible hunger.

"The dragons stopped it?" Kael asked.

"For a time."

Arcturus nodded.

"They sealed it beyond reality."

"For three thousand years they held the prison together."

A terrible realization formed.

Slowly.

Reluctantly.

"And now the prison is breaking."

Arcturus looked away.

"Yes."

The single word felt heavier than stone.

Outside, dawn slowly approached.

The first traces of sunlight painted the horizon gold.

A beautiful morning.

Yet Kael suddenly felt as though darkness was closing around the world.

"Why me?"

The question escaped before he realized it.

His voice sounded younger.

Smaller.

More vulnerable.

Why him?

Why not a king?

A warrior?

A hero?

Why a thief who stole bread?

Arcturus studied him carefully.

"Because the throne chose you."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I have."

Kael laughed bitterly.

"Wonderful."

The old man surprised him by smiling.

"A hero's first response is almost never enthusiasm."

"I'm not a hero."

"No."

Arcturus nodded.

"That's what makes you interesting."

Kael wasn't sure whether to feel insulted.
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Several hours later, Lina finally woke.

She sat up slowly.

Her eyes immediately found Kael.

Then the dragon mark.

Reality returned.

"Oh."

That single word carried remarkable disappointment.

Kael snorted.

"Good morning to you too."

She rubbed her eyes.

"I hoped yesterday was a dream."

"Me too."

Arcturus chuckled.

Lina pointed at him.

"I'm still deciding whether I trust you."

"A wise approach."

"Good."

She stood.

Tiny compared to both men.

Yet somehow commanding the room.

"What happens now?"

Neither answered immediately.

Because the truth was obvious.

Everything was changing.

The question was how much.

Arcturus finally spoke.

"We leave tonight."

Lina blinked.

"What?"

Kael frowned.

"What?"

The old man sighed.

"The Citadel has awakened."

"The other heirs will be called there."

"The throne bearers must gather."

Kael felt something twist inside him.

Leave?

Leave Blackwater?

Leave the only place he had ever known?

The city was dirty.

Dangerous.

Cruel.

But it was home.

Every rooftop.

Every alley.

Every broken street.

It belonged to his memories.

The good ones and the bad.

Lina looked equally shocked.

"You mean forever?"

Arcturus hesitated.

The silence answered before he did.

A painful silence.

A devastating silence.

Forever.

Kael turned toward the window.

The harbor stretched across the distance.

He suddenly remembered being eight years old.

Cold.

Hungry.

Alone.

Watching ships sail away.

Back then he dreamed of escaping Blackwater.

Seeing distant kingdoms.

Finding adventure.

Finding purpose.

Now that the opportunity stood before him, all he felt was fear.

Funny how dreams changed once they became real.

Later that afternoon, Kael walked through the city alone.

One last time.

At least that was how it felt.

The marketplace bustled with life.

Nobody knew the world might be ending.

Nobody knew ancient thrones were awakening.

Nobody knew a cosmic darkness approached.

People argued over fish prices.

Children chased stray dogs.

Couples laughed together.

Life continued.

Ordinary.

Beautiful.

Fragile.

Kael watched them and felt something strange.

Protective.

He had never thought of himself as someone worth depending on.

Yet suddenly the possibility of losing all this hurt.

Not the buildings.

Not the streets.

The people.

Their lives.

Their hopes.

Their futures.

For the first time, the prophecy became real.

Not because of dragons.

Not because of destiny.

Because of what was at stake.

A little boy nearly collided with him.

"Sorry, mister!"

The child hurried away.

Kael smiled faintly.

Mister.

That was new.

He wasn't sure he liked it.

As evening arrived, dark clouds gathered above the city.

Thunder rolled across distant skies.

Kael returned to the bell tower.

Lina packed their few belongings into a small satchel.

Three shirts.

Two blankets.

A wooden carving Kael had made years ago.

Everything they owned.

Everything their lives amounted to.

The sight hurt more than it should have.

Arcturus stood by the doorway.

Waiting.

Always waiting.

Then suddenly his expression changed.

The old man became alert.

Focused.

Dangerous.

Kael noticed immediately.

"What is it?"

Arcturus looked toward the city.

"They found you."

Cold fear settled into Kael's chest.

"Who?"

The answer came before words.

A distant scream echoed through the streets.

Then another.

Then another.

The sky darkened unnaturally.

Clouds twisted.

Lightning flashed.

But the lightning wasn't white.

It was black.

Kael's blood froze.

The dragon mark burned.

Pain exploded across his chest.

Arcturus swore under his breath.

A very unwise word for someone who looked ancient.

"They're early."

"Who's early?" Kael demanded.

The old man's face had gone pale.

For the first time since meeting him, he looked afraid.

Truly afraid.

"The Void's servants."

A deafening roar echoed across Blackwater.

Not human.

Not animal.

Something far worse.

The bell tower trembled.

Dust fell from the ceiling.

Lina grabbed Kael's arm.

Fear filled her eyes.

Outside, people screamed.

The sound spread through the city like wildfire.

Kael rushed to the window.

His heart nearly stopped.

Something enormous moved between the rooftops.

A creature made of darkness and bone.

Its glowing eyes burned with violet fire.

And it was looking directly at him.

Not searching.

Not hunting.

Finding.

As though it had crossed the world for one purpose.

To claim the newly awakened heir.

The creature opened its mouth.

A roar shook the entire city.

And for the first time since the dragon mark appeared, Kael understood one terrifying truth.

Destiny was not waiting for him.

It was already here.

And it had brought monsters.
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Chapter Three: Fire in the Shadows
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For a single heartbeat, nobody moved.

Kael stood frozen at the shattered window of the bell tower.

Lina gripped his arm so tightly her fingers hurt.

Arcturus stared into the darkening city.

And below them, the creature lifted its skull-like head toward the sky.

The entire district seemed to hold its breath.

Then chaos erupted.

The monster lunged forward.

Stone exploded beneath its claws.

A rooftop collapsed.

People screamed.

The creature tore through buildings as if they were made of paper.

Its body looked wrong.

Unnatural.

As though darkness itself had grown bones.

Black mist poured from cracks between jagged plates covering its body.

Every step left scorched footprints upon the rooftops.

It moved with terrifying speed for something so enormous.

And it was coming directly toward them.

"Run."

Arcturus's voice was calm.

Far too calm.

Kael spun toward him.

"Run?"

The old man grabbed his staff.

"That's generally what people do when ancient horrors are trying to kill them."

The creature roared again.

The sound shattered nearby windows.

Lina jumped.

Kael's pulse hammered.

The thing wasn't searching.

It wasn't wandering.

It knew exactly where he was.

"Why is it after me?" he demanded.

Arcturus's eyes remained fixed on the approaching monster.

"Because you awakened."

"That doesn't explain anything."

"It explains everything."

The old man turned sharply.

"Move."

Something in his voice left no room for argument.

They ran.

The stairs spiraled downward through the center of the bell tower.

Their footsteps echoed against ancient stone.

Dust filled the air.

Outside, screams continued.

The city sounded like it was dying.

Kael hated it.

Every cry felt like a knife twisting inside him.

Those were his people.

His city.

The streets that had raised him.

The market vendors who sometimes slipped him scraps.

The fishermen who cursed him whenever he stole bait.

The children he played cards with behind warehouses.

Blackwater wasn't perfect.

It wasn't kind.

But it was home.

And now a nightmare had come for it because of him.

The thought settled heavily inside his chest.

"What if we leave?" Kael asked suddenly.

Arcturus didn't slow.

"What?"

"What if I leave the city? Maybe it'll follow me."

The old man glanced back.

For a moment something softened in his eyes.

Understanding.

Respect.

"You care."

Kael frowned.

"Of course I care."

Many people would have laughed at that statement.

A thief caring about others.

A street rat worried about strangers.

But survival had taught Kael something important.

Everyone mattered.

Because nobody survived alone.

Nobody.

Arcturus's expression darkened.

"It won't matter."

"What do you mean?"

"The creature won't stop."

A terrible realization followed.

"If it can't reach you..."

The old man's voice became grim.

"It will kill everyone else."

Silence.

Lina stumbled slightly.

Kael felt sick.

The creature wasn't hunting him.

It was forcing him to choose.

Come willingly.

Or watch innocent people die.

The cruelty of it made his stomach turn.

They burst into the alley behind the tower.

Rain began falling immediately.

Heavy.

Cold.

Violent.

Thunder growled across the sky.

Black clouds swirled unnaturally overhead.

Kael looked upward.

The storm seemed centered directly above the city.

As though darkness itself had descended from the heavens.

People ran through the streets.

Panicked.

Terrified.

A woman carried two children.

An old man limped desperately toward safety.

Merchants abandoned their stalls.

Guards shouted orders.

Nobody listened.

Fear was winning.

Kael understood why.

Because deep down, everyone recognized the truth.

This wasn't something human beings were meant to fight.

Another roar shook the city.

Closer this time.

Much closer.

The creature crashed through a building several streets away.

Stone and timber exploded outward.

The monster emerged from the debris unharmed.

Its violet eyes glowed brighter.

Searching.

Hunting.

Finding.

Then those eyes locked onto Kael.

Even from that distance, he felt it.

A connection.

A terrible certainty.

The creature knew him.

The dragon mark suddenly burned.

Kael cried out.

Pain surged through his chest.

The symbol blazed beneath his shirt.

Golden light spilled between his fingers.

"What is happening?" Lina shouted.

Kael dropped to one knee.

Every nerve felt on fire.

The mark pulsed.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Then the voice returned.

The same ancient voice from before.

The one that sounded older than the world.

DANGER DETECTED.

The words echoed inside his mind.

Not spoken.

Felt.

AWAKENING SEQUENCE INITIATED.

Kael nearly choked.

"What awakening?"

Arcturus immediately knelt beside him.

"What did you hear?"

The old man's face had gone pale.

Kael repeated the words.

For the first time since meeting him, Arcturus looked genuinely alarmed.

"No."

"What?"

"No, no, no."

The old man stood abruptly.

"It's too early."

The dragon mark burned brighter.

Golden light spread across Kael's skin.

His veins began glowing beneath the surface.

Lina stared.

Terrified.

"Kael..."

He looked at her.

And saw fear.

Not fear of the monster.

Fear for him.

That hurt more than anything.

Because for the first time, he was afraid too.

The creature arrived moments later.

The street exploded.

People screamed and fled.

The monster landed less than fifty feet away.

Its claws gouged trenches into stone.

Its enormous body towered above them.

Rain hissed against its dark armor.

The thing looked like a dragon's corpse wrapped in living shadows.

Its violet eyes fixed on Kael.

Hungry.

Patient.

Certain.

The creature didn't roar.

Didn't attack immediately.

Instead it simply stared.

As though studying him.

Judging him.

Then a voice emerged from its mouth.

A voice made from whispers.

Thousands of whispers.

All speaking together.

"HEIR."

The word echoed unnaturally.

People nearby collapsed from terror.

Lina covered her ears.

Kael's blood froze.

The creature took one step forward.

"THE VOID CALLS."

Another step.

"COME."

Arcturus planted his staff firmly against the ground.

"No."

The monster's gaze shifted.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

Toward the old man.

For the first time, emotion appeared in its eyes.

Hatred.

Pure hatred.

"KEEPER."

Arcturus straightened.

"You remember me."

The creature growled.

Darkness spilled from its jaws.

"You FAILED."

Something flickered across the old man's face.

Pain.

Deep pain.

The kind carried for decades.

Kael suddenly realized there were stories here.

Old stories.

Dangerous stories.

Histories neither wished to remember.

The monster crouched.

Preparing to strike.

Arcturus whispered something in an ancient language.

The silver medallion around his neck began glowing.

Blue light erupted around him.

Symbols appeared in the air.

Ancient runes.

Beautiful and terrifying.

The creature lunged.

The world exploded.

Blue and black energy collided.

A shockwave ripped through the street.

Buildings shattered.

Windows burst.

Kael grabbed Lina and threw both of them behind a stone fountain.

The impact rattled his bones.

People screamed.

The creature roared.

Arcturus stood at the center of the destruction.

Light surrounded him.

Not bright.

Not warm.

Ancient.

Powerful.

For a brief moment, the old man looked nothing like a wandering traveler.

He looked like a warrior from legend.

The monster attacked again.

Its claws crashed downward.

Arcturus raised one hand.

Golden symbols appeared.

The attack stopped inches from his face.

The ground beneath him cracked.

But he held.

For several seconds.

Then blood trickled from his nose.

Kael saw it immediately.

The old man was losing.

The realization struck hard.

Arcturus wasn't winning.

He was surviving.

Barely.

The creature knew it too.

It smiled.

The expression was horrifying.

"WEAK."

Arcturus laughed bitterly.

"Age does that."

Then the monster struck again.

Harder.

This time Arcturus flew backward.

His body crashed through a wall.

Stone collapsed around him.

Lina screamed.

"Arcturus!"

The creature turned.

Toward Kael.

Nothing stood between them now.

Nothing.

The violet eyes locked onto him.

And suddenly he understood.

This was the moment.

The moment everything changed.

Run.

Fight.

Hide.

Choose.

His entire life had been about survival.

Running when necessary.

Disappearing when danger appeared.

Living to see another day.

But if he ran now, people would die.

Lina would die.

Arcturus would die.

Blackwater would burn.

Fear flooded him.

Overwhelming.

Paralyzing.

Real.

Yet beneath the fear, something else stirred.

Anger.

Not at the monster.

Not at destiny.

At the idea that his life belonged to something else.

At the idea that fate had already decided who he was.

The dragon mark exploded with light.

Golden fire raced across his skin.

The creature hesitated.

For the first time.

Hesitated.

Kael rose slowly.

His legs trembled.

His heart pounded.

His entire body screamed at him to run.

Instead, he took one step forward.

Then another.

Rain poured around him.

Thunder shook the sky.

The mark burned brighter.

Brighter.

Brighter.

Until he looked like a living star amid the darkness.

The creature growled.

Uncertain now.

The ancient voice returned inside Kael's mind.

Louder than ever before.

HEIR OF THE FIRST THRONE.

The world seemed to stop.

DO YOU ACCEPT THE CALL?

Kael looked around.

At the terrified people.

At Lina.

At the wounded old man struggling to rise.

At the city that had been his entire world.

Then he looked directly at the monster.

Fear remained.

But courage wasn't the absence of fear.

It was choosing despite it.

Slowly, Kael clenched his fists.

"I don't know who you think I am."

Golden light erupted around him.

The street shook violently.

The creature stepped backward.

For the first time.

The monster stepped backward.

Kael's eyes blazed with gold.

And somewhere far beyond the world, one of the Twelve Dragon Thrones awakened completely.

"I accept."

The heavens answered.

And the dragon inside him opened its eyes.
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