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A Word Before You Begin



Welcome to The Dragons of Vacari series!

You’re in the right place if you love high-stakes adventure, legendary dragons, and a richly crafted world steeped in magic, mystery, and danger. The Dragons of Vacari is a sweeping fantasy saga filled with intense dragon battles, deep friendships, ancient secrets, and the ever-present struggle between light and darkness. Whether you’re here for the action, the emotional journeys, or the evolving lore, this world was built to draw you in—and keep you coming back for more.
Planned as a nine-book epic, The Dragons of Vacari will unfold gradually, with each volume expanding the world and deepening the story. While the series is connected, every installment can be enjoyed as a stand-alone adventure. For those who read or listen in order, however, you’ll uncover layered mysteries, character arcs, and long-building revelations that reward the journey book by book.
From noble dragonriders and treacherous alliances to awakening powers and ancient threats rising from the shadows, this is a tale meant to challenge heroes—and readers alike.
While you await the next release, you can explore more of Vacari through exclusive content on my YouTube channel. Just search for “Theresa McEvoy” for behind-the-scenes lore, worldbuilding, and character insights. You can also find me on TikTok under T.A. McEvoy.
🔗 https://www.youtube.com/@theresamcevoy612


Your patience and support mean the world to me as I bring each chapter of this story to life. Thank you for joining me on this adventure—I hope you enjoy the twists, turns, and surprises that await!

— T.A. McEvoy
















  
  A Note from the Keeper of Dragons


The Living Dragons of Vacari


I have always loved dragons.
In the world of Vacari, they are far more than beasts or background legends. Here, dragons are living, thinking, feeling beings with their own choices to make, burdens to bear, and destinies to forge.
My dragons are characters, with voices, emotions, and personalities as complex as any hero or villain. Some are fierce protectors, others cunning schemers—and a few… well, a few might just surprise you along the way.
I know this approach may not resonate with every reader. But for me, it is part of what makes Vacari truly alive.
Dragons are not merely part of the world—they *are* the world, woven into its very breath and heartbeat.
Thank you for stepping into their story.
I hope you enjoy meeting the dragons of *Vacari* as much as I have loved bringing them to life.
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World Map






[image: Across the vast expanse of Vacari, light and shadow weave in eternal balance. To the west rise the frozen peaks of Firornak, where the Abyss]
Vacari – The Living Realm
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To One Who Walks Among the Stars






Robert Otto

Beloved husband of my cherished friend, Caroline.

Your spirit ascends beyond mortal shores,

woven now among the constellations,

a sentinel of light and memory.

Your laughter, bright as dawn,

and the warmth of your humor

echo in every heart you touched 

treasures the eternal cannot take.

Though you walk the halls of the eternal,

your legacy endures 

a star that shall never fall.

(April 26, 2025)
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Dedication




Tom Vick

To my wonderful boyfriend, Tom—

thank you for reading every draft of this book, even when they were barely stitched together.

Since we met, my life has grown brighter in more ways than I can express.

Your steady encouragement, fierce loyalty, and endless belief in me mean more than words can say.

Special thanks, too, for fending off the marketers—though I think you scared them off for good!

You are my anchor, my champion, and the reason I keep moving forward.
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Roots of an ancient tree




Thomas E. Vick, Sr.

Beloved father of Tom Vick

Like the roots of an ancient tree,
your presence anchored generations.
Though the branches now stretch without you,
they carry your strength,
your laughter,
your love.
Your legacy stands unbroken—
a shelter for all who follow.

(August 19, 2025)
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Prologue

Shadows in Lyra’el


The chamber was silent, lit only by the slow pulse of violet flame each hiss a secret breathed into the dark. At its heart, Rhys stood before the brazier that never needed tending. The air around him shimmered, thin as breath yet heavy as judgment. Blackened stone walls, seared by ancient magic, drank the firelight instead of reflecting it, their runes buried beneath layers of soot. 
From the shadows came a voice that was smooth, ageless, and calm. It carried no gender, no origin, only a weight too deliberate to be anything but power.
“You know what you must do.”
The violet glow painted Rhys’s skin like war paint. His eyes burned like molten lava beneath the hood of his shadow-dark hair. He inclined his head, graceful, precise.
“Of course,” he said, voice a low thrum of restrained might. “The Order will follow me. They already whisper.”
The shadows shifted not with movement, but with intent.
“And if Radiantus returns?”
The air contracted, colder, as though the name itself were a wound reopened. It was not merely spoken; it was invoked, carrying the chill of prophecy and the sting of unfinished war.
Rhys did not blink.
“Then I will be ready. I will know the instant the Platinum Dragon sets foot in Lyra’el. And if others come…” A shard of crimson flared in his gaze. “I will know their names before they draw breath in this realm.”
He did not voice the rest, though the thought lingered like ash in the air. If she came, the one whose light had fractured the Abyss and shattered Vuarus’s final gambit, he would be ready for her as well. Her survival had cost them both Vuarus and Phoenix everything. It had denied him not only victory, but destiny itself.
“You will not act unless commanded.”
“Understood.” Rhys placed a hand over his chest. It was not loyalty, but strategy. “Your faith honors me. I will not fail.”
The silence that followed pressed close, heavy as a vow sealed in fire. The violet glow dimmed. The voice withdrew. The presence was gone.
Rhys did not move. His face betrayed nothing, yet within, his mind sharpened like a blade drawn across stone. Every promise he had spoken was another step toward something greater. The Order was only a piece of the game. He aimed for the board itself.
Deep inside him, ambition stirred cold, patient, ravenous. Part of him almost wished for Radiantus return. It would make the victory sweeter.
For now, he would obey.
But when the moment came, it would not be obedience that decided Lyra’el’s fate.
It would be him.
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Chapter 1

The Echoes of Chains


The grove lay silent, the air steeped in ash and dew. 
To Valeon, it was too quiet, unnaturally so, as though even the grove itself held its breath after the storm.
Sunlight filtered through the canopy in fractured golden strands, but even that radiance seemed hesitant. Emberwings drifted like wandering memories, small guardians of fire and remembrance. Their wings shimmered with cinders that glowed but did not burn, each spark no more than the flicker of a candle at a grave.
Beneath the scorched branches of an ancient flame tree, its bark blackened by spells and steel, yet stubbornly clinging to life, Valeon stood before the brazier that never needed tending. The air around him wavered, thin as breath, heavy as judgment. Gnarled roots curled through the earth like veins that refused to wither. The tree endured. He was less sure of himself. His own resolve felt brittle, threatening to break beneath the weight of truths left unspoken.
He fixed his gaze on the sky, where the first stars pierced the veil of dusk. He did not look at the city below. He could not.
Aurelia lay silent, still mending. Keisha moved with a new stiffness, graceful, yet a shadow clung to every step. Both had suffered because of him. Because of what he had not said. Because of what he could not.
The words had never belonged to him.
The lie had never been his to speak.
His jaw tightened.
Why, Father? Why did you bind us to Maelgrim?
Memory pressed in like cold iron. His father’s voice, calm and assured, had spoken of legacy and loyalty in the same breath as sacrifice. Promises made in desperation, bartered with a figure Valeon had known only by whispers and dread: Maelgrim Shadowwalker.
A pact. Sealed in shadow.
Whatever power, protection, or favor it had once granted had died with his father.
All that remained was the chain.
He had not agreed to it.
He had not even known.
But that did not matter. Not to Maelgrim. Not to fate.
The burden had passed to him, silent and inescapable.
“I didn’t choose this,” he whispered, voice brittle. “I never chose any of it.”
An Emberwing drifted down, its light falling like a benediction. It perched on a blackened root, wings flickering gold, its glow steady and unjudging.
“I never wanted to deceive them,” he said, still staring at the horizon. “I only wanted to protect them. But it wasn’t my truth to speak only the weight I carried in silence.”
The Emberwing gave no answer. It only lingered, a fragile ember in a grove steeped in regret.
But something deeper stirred.
A spark of defiance.
Small. Fierce.
Unextinguished.
He exhaled sharply.
Gailen.
The memory rasped with shadow-magic, cold and hungry: The prince could be eliminated before his training begins. One less variable. One less threat.
And his answer, trembling yet unyielding: No.
That had been the first choice he had made for himself, the one line he refused to cross. If nothing else, he could hold onto that.
Had he faltered, Gailen might never have lived to ride a dragon. Never discovered who he truly was. Never stood as a beacon of hope for a realm on the edge of ruin.
Valeon closed his eyes.
I saved him.
And yet… was it enough?
The question coiled in his chest, corrosive, unresolved.
Would it have been better to confess then, before the bloodshed, before the revelations, before bonds were tested and broken? Had his silence ever protected them… or only delayed the inevitable?
“I should have told them when this began,” he murmured. “Told Gailen. Told Keisha. Warned them before the cracks spread.”
But fear had sealed his lips. Shame had nailed them shut.
His father had welcomed Maelgrim’s shadow into their bloodline, reaped its power, and left only ashes for the rest.
None of us gained anything, Valeon thought bitterly. Only Father.
If not for his mother’s desperate courage, he might have been consumed by that legacy before he had the chance to resist. He remembered her trembling hands pressing a flame-carved pendant into his palm.
So, you remember your fire, she had whispered, even if the world tries to bury it.
The Emberwing circled once around his shoulders, scattering sparks, before retreating to the branch. Its glow flared, brighter than before, as though it had heard him.
Valeon lifted his gaze again to the stars. This time, he did not look away. Fear pressed at his ribs, but shame no longer held him.
If they hated him for what he had hidden, so be it.
He would carry that weight.
But he would no longer carry the lie.
They deserved more.
His shoulders squared. He stepped toward the waiting city, Crystal Vale’s lanterns flickering in the twilight, its spires veiled in fading smoke.
This was not a rebellion.
This was reclamation.
He aimed not for a piece of the game.
He aimed for the board itself.
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Chapter 2

The Weight of Truth


The palace doors opened with a soft creak, golden light spilling across the polished floor like a path waiting to be followed. Yet the air beyond felt heavier than it should, as though the stone itself braced for what was coming. 
Valeon paused at the threshold. His heart beat too quickly, too loudly.
Guards dipped their heads. Servants bowed in passing. Their greetings blurred into a dull hum, drowned beneath the weight of the request he was about to make… and the consequences it might unleash.
At the antechamber to the throne hall, a scribe looked up from a scroll, eyes widening faintly.
“I would like to see King Manard,” Valeon said, his voice measured, almost quiet.
The scribe gave a crisp nod and slipped into the adjoining room. Moments later, the door opened, and King Manard emerged, his robes trailing like morning mist. The king’s watchful gaze warmed at the sight of his visitor.
“Valeon,” he greeted, smiling. “You need not stand on ceremony. You are always welcome here.”
Valeon bowed his head, though the gesture felt weighted, reluctant.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” His gaze lifted, faltered, then fell once more. “I… would ask something further of you.”
Manard stepped closer, his smile softening into concern. “Of course.”
Valeon drew in a steadying breath. Beneath his words, tension coiled tight. Memory intruded—his mother’s hurried whispers, her hands pressing him toward safety, away from promises he had never made. His father’s shadowed legacy pressed hard against his chest, but he forced the words free.
“Could you gather a few people for me? Prince Gailen, Thalorian, Kaelorn, Keisha… and Ong.” He hesitated. “And I would ask you to be there as well. In one of the private chambers, if possible.” His voice dropped lower. “There is something I must tell you all.”
The king’s brows lifted, but he did not question. His gaze sharpened instead, reading the tautness in Valeon’s shoulders, the flicker of doubt in his eyes, the fingers clenched against the stone.
“Of course,” Manard said softly. He gestured to a steward, who bowed and vanished without a word.
Valeon inclined his head again, the knot in his chest drawing tighter as he turned away. He followed the passage toward the conference rooms reserved for strategy and secrets. Tapestries lined the walls, councils of kings and dragons woven in threads of firelit gold, their ancient colors glowing in the hush of enchanted lanterns.
When he entered, the chamber was dim and still. A long table stretched the length of the room, flanked by high-backed chairs of dark wood. A wide window looked out upon the horizon, where twilight had deepened into full night.
He did not sit. Instead, he braced both hands on the stone sill, gazing down at Crystal Vale shimmering in the starlight.
Will they ask me to leave?
The thought cut deep.
Or worse?
His reflection stared back from the glass, haunted, uncertain, heavy with truths left unspoken.
Footsteps echoed down the corridor. Valeon knew their rhythm steady, certain.
King Manard entered first, with Gailen at his side.
“There you are,” Gailen said, grinning. “Stare out a window long enough and you’ll start to look like some brooding noble from a tragic play. Don’t tell me sulking has become a hobby?”
Valeon offered a faint smile, but no words.
The grin slipped from Gailen’s face. He studied his friend more closely the rigid set of shoulders, the restless hand, the unease buried behind his silence.
“You all right?” he asked.
Before Valeon could answer, Manard placed a steadying hand on his son’s shoulder and guided him farther inside. “Let’s wait until the others arrive.”
They moved toward the polished table beneath the lantern glow. The air itself seemed to hold its breath, weighted and expectant. Even the flames in their sconces bent low, as though wary of the tension that clung to Valeon.
The door creaked again. Thalorian entered, his stride measured, eyes narrowing as they flicked from Gailen to Valeon. His jaw tightened.
“Did I interrupt something?”
“Not yet,” Gailen said with a shrug.
Thalorian folded his arms and took up his place against the wall, silent, watchful.
A moment later, Keisha appeared, her step calm yet purposeful, Ong beside her like a shadow at her shoulder. Behind them came Kaelorn, relaxed in carriage but intent in his gaze, eyes lingering on Valeon as if reading the weight that pressed against him.
No one spoke.
The chamber, built for strategy and counsel, now brimmed with silence. Tension thickened like winter mist, curling in every corner.
Valeon stood at the window, hands braced on the cold stone sill. Torchlight flickered in the glass, gilding his reflection. Beyond, Crystal Vale shimmered beneath the stars.
His reflection stared back haunted, uncertain, burdened by truths unsaid.
King Manard’s voice finally broke the silence, warm yet edged with command.
“Valeon. Everyone is here, as you asked. What troubles you?”
Valeon turned slowly. His gaze swept the room: Gailen’s concern, Thalorian’s guarded stillness, Kaelorn’s quiet scrutiny, Keisha’s steady encouragement. Last, Ong, his eyes unreadable, his presence unshaken.
Valeon’s throat tightened. Words threatened, then died. He closed his eyes.
You can no longer run from this.
When he lifted his head again, his expression had changed. Still uncertain, yet no longer wavering.
I… I do not know where to begin,” he said, his voice rough. “But there is something I must tell you. All of you. And I do not know how you will take it.”
His gaze flicked to King Manard. “But I cannot keep it to myself any longer.”
Silence stretched a heartbeat too long.
Then Keisha stepped forward, her voice calm, gentle. “Take your time, Valeon.”
He looked at her, really looked, and found no judgment in her eyes. Only patience. Steadiness. As always.
He nodded once, drew a breath.
“Perhaps… it is best to start at the beginning.”
The hush deepened. Gailen straightened. Thalorian’s eyes narrowed. Even Pumpkin, resting near the door, lifted her head. The weight of his words cracked the stillness, just enough to let the storm seep in.
“I was born outside Fel Thalor,” Valeon said. “My mother sent me to Etharyon, seeking safety for me. But for the first twelve years of my life… my home was outside Fel Thalor.”
The ripple of surprise was subtle—no gasps, no outcry, only shifting posture: Thalorian’s brow lifting, Gailen leaning forward, Kaelorn’s fingers tightening against his arm.
I lived in Etharyon until I was old enough to train as a warrior,” Ong said, his frown softening. “My mother, Seraphina, sent me to Crystal Vale to study under King Manard…” He paused, the title catching in his throat before he corrected himself, softer but certain. “…my father.” His voice carried both hesitation and a quiet pride, the weight of truth still new upon him. “Leaving her behind was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Etharyon stood alone then, cut off after the attack on the king. For a time, we had to make do without aid from the rest of Vacari. Still… it always felt apart.”
Thalorian’s gaze cut toward him, precise and cold. “Etharyon was once veiled, hidden in distance and shadow. But those days are past. Trade now flows with Vacari’s cities, and Etharyon stands openly among them once more.”
Valeon lowered his gaze, fixing it on the far wall as if the memory had carved itself into the stone.
“My mother… she knew something was wrong. She never spoke it, but she knew what my father had done—what he had promised. What kind of legacy did he leave us?”
His hands flexed against the sill.
“She had little, barely enough to live. But she scraped together what she could and paid someone to smuggle me out. She said it was for my safety that if I stayed, I’d be dragged into something I could never escape.”
His voice dropped, weighted with memory. “She was not wrong.”
The lanterns crackled faintly. Outside, the wind pressed against the windows, reminding him that the world still turned while his truth unraveled here.
“She gave me her last coin,” he whispered. “Sent me to Etharyon. I knew no one. I barely understood their tongue at first.”
A faint smile tugged at his lips. “But I survived. Odd jobs, mostly… though I had a knack for mixing drinks. So, I worked the cantinas.”
He glanced at Gailen, touched with wistful humor.
“That’s where I was when we met.”
Gailen tilted his head, glancing at Ong before looking back. “So… that cantina where Thalorian, Kaelorn, and I found you was your place of work?”
Valeon nodded. For a moment, amusement cracked the tension.
“Yes. And the Druchii you saw? He accused me of cheating him over a rare vintage. I told him if he wanted to rob someone, he should at least learn what a clean glass looked like.”
A ghost of a smirk touched his mouth, quickly fading. A ripple of chuckles stirred the chamber, even coaxing a brief, sharp exhale from Thalorian that might have been a laugh.
But the mirth died as swiftly as it had come. Shadows reclaimed Valeon’s face as he turned back toward the window.
“That is not what I came to tell you.”
His voice was low now. Steady. Heavy.
You need to know… my father served Maelgrim Shadowwalker.”
The room shifted.
No one spoke. Yet the silence roared louder than any cry of shock.
Valeon kept his gaze on the night beyond the window.
“He was given power enough to sway courts, to bend men and lords to his will. But it was not free. In return, he pledged our family. Not just himself. All of us. Blood and name.”
His hand curled against the stone sill, its chill biting into his palm.
“My mother and I gained nothing from that bargain. No protection. No honor. Only scorn. Whispers. Trouble.”
He stopped.
Keisha’s gaze flicked toward Ong, who met it with narrowed eyes and a tense brow, but said nothing. Kaelorn stood with his arms crossed, his face unreadable in the lantern light. Thalorian straightened, his watchfulness sharpening into something more complex.
And Gailen… Gailen looked at Valeon as though he were hearing a story only to realize, too late, that he had been written into its final page.
At last, Valeon turned from the window. His eyes passed over each of them until they came to rest on Ong.
His voice was quieter now, no longer brittle, no longer trembling.
Only honest.
“I vowed never to return home.”
The words lingered in the air like smoke.
“But then I heard whispers. That a warrior had risen fierce, unstoppable. One who struck down Maelgrim’s son.”
He let the name hang there.
“Ong Swifthammer.”
His gaze locked on Ong’s. There was no challenge in his eyes, no plea. Only truth.
“So when Gailen spoke of returning to Crystal Vale, I thought… perhaps it was safe. Perhaps the shadow on my family had finally lifted.”
He shook his head slowly.
“I was wrong.”
Again, silence fell. The lanterns hissed in their sconces. Outside, the wind whispered against the glass.
Kaelorn broke the stillness, his voice low, cautious. “How were you wrong, Valeon? What happened?”
Valeon nodded once. “A few weeks after we reached Crystal Vale… I was summoned.”
The word seemed to darken the chamber.
“I did not wish to go. I fought it. But some power greater than my own will—dragged me under.”
His hand lifted, faltered, then dropped heavily to his side.
“I remember no path, only that I stood within Fel Thalor.”
The name rippled through the room. Even Thalorian’s expression shifted, his eyes sharpening like a blade unsheathed.
“I stood before a presence immense, ancient, cold. Familiar, yet veiled. I never saw their face. They never stepped into the light. But their power…” He shook his head. “It was stronger than anything I have ever felt.”
His voice caught.
Ong stirred, but Keisha’s hand came to rest on his shoulder—not to restrain, but to steady. Her gaze urged patience.
Ong nodded once, jaw tight, eyes fixed on Valeon.
The moment hung, charged like the hush before a storm.
Valeon looked at Ong the warrior who had unknowingly given him hope then at Gailen, then at King Manard.
This may be the end of everything. But they deserve the truth.
“The figure told me I was still bound by obligation,” he said, voice low but unwavering. “Even though the Shadowwalkers are gone, the pact holds.”
He did not look away.
“I argued. I told them I had never sworn it. That I had never received their gift. But…”
His eyes closed briefly.
“Their power was too great. It crushed the air around me. Burned through my mind.”
A breath, sharp and trembling.
“And at last reluctantly I yielded.”
The room shifted again. Still silent. Yet no longer still.
Valeon opened his eyes and fixed them on Gailen.
“The first command they gave me… was to kill you.”
The words dragged from his throat like stone tearing across flesh. He braced against the window, jaw set, gaze falling before he forced it upward again. Meeting his friend’s eyes cost him more than he cared to admit. Silence snapped into place, taut and cutting.
“They wanted me to stop you from bonding with Aurelia. To end your training. They spoke of the Crystal Dragon’s legacy—of the Crystalbow. They knew things… ancient things. But I did not care.”
He shook his head, slow and deliberate. “I refused.”
His voice steadied, no longer trembling, no longer hiding.
“They said if I disobeyed, they would kill me. And I told them…” He drew in a breath, eyes flicking between Gailen and Manard. “I told them to go ahead.”
Silence.
“And they did not,” he whispered. “They let me live. Instead… they changed the order. They commanded me to describe Gailen. Enough for them to send an Obsidian Dragon to strike at him in the first battle.”
He faltered, voice sinking into the hush. That was all.
He stood unmoving, breath shallow, awaiting judgment, fury, banishment, perhaps worse.
Gailen’s stare held steady, unreadable. But it was King Manard whose face shifted most. The warmth had gone from his eyes, replaced by something colder, heavier. His silence weighed more than condemnation.
Valeon’s shoulders drew taut. He lifted one hand slightly, his voice hoarse.
“Please… let me finish before you speak. Before you cast judgment. Or worse.”
Neither moved. The silence stretched, drawn tight as a bowstring.
“I was summoned again,” he said, forcing the words out. “Not just once. Several times.”
He glanced at Keisha, then at Ong, before letting his gaze pass over the others.
“I tried to twist their commands. To give them shadows instead of truths. But…” His voice broke to a rasp. “I failed. I revealed things I should never have spoken.”
Shame clung to him like frost.
“And the last time…” His breath caught.
“It was after you, Gailen, asked me to tend the wounded.”
His eyes lifted to his friend’s raw, unguarded.
“I was summoned again. They told me an attack was coming.”
The silence deepened, heavy as the air before a storm.
“I did not warn you.”
The final word tore from him.
“If I had… Aurelia would never have been wounded.”
He turned then, slowly, to Keisha.
“You would never have been wounded.”
His voice cracked. He bowed his head, shoulders collapsing under the weight of it. Not dramatized. Not a plea. Only the raw confession of a man who had hidden too long, now waiting for judgment to fall.
The lanterns flickered overhead. The chamber held its breath.
Valeon did not lift his head.
He waited.
The silence was shattered.
“You what?!”
Ong’s voice cracked through the chamber like a war hammer against stone. The lanterns flared, casting shadows that slashed across the walls. Kaelorn winced at the force. Thalorian’s head snapped toward him. Keisha flinched. Gailen stepped back, eyes wide.
Ong surged forward, fists clenched, fury rolling from him in waves.
“You knew they were going to attack and said nothing?” he roared. “Keisha nearly died! She could barely stand, and you” his voice broke, ragged with rage “you let it happen?!”
Valeon did not lift his head.
“If anything had happened to her, if she hadn’t pulled through—”
“Enough!”
King Manard’s voice thundered, cutting through the storm.
Ong froze, chest heaving, but his eyes still burned. The king stepped forward, regal composure stripped away, raw fury kindling in its place.
“You endangered my son,” Manard said, each word cold as steel. “You endangered my people my kingdom. Do you understand what you have done?”
Valeon flinched but did not answer.
“And worse,” Manard pressed, his voice rising, “you knew. You knew something would happen, and you let it unfold, like a coward watching from the shadows!”
“You lied to me!”
Gailen’s voice cracked like a whip, his fists clenched white.
Valeon finally lifted his head—and Gailen’s face, raw with betrayal, nearly undid him.
“You stood beside me. Fought with me. Ate with me. Laughed with me.” Gailen’s voice trembled. “And all the while, you gave them enough to strike? Aurelia was wounded because of you!”
The air itself seemed to pulse with their anger.
Then Keisha stepped forward, her voice calm yet edged like tempered steel.
“If you three are finished shouting… may I ask something?”
The silence that followed was different. This one listened.
All eyes turned to her, Ong still seething, Gailen taut with betrayal, Manard cold with fury. No one spoke. They yielded the space to her.
Keisha faced Valeon, her expression composed, unreadable.
“While they are right to be angry,” she said steadily, “I have two questions.”
Valeon met her gaze, uncertain.
“First—why now? Why tell us this at all?”
He hesitated, then let the words fall, stripped of pretense.
“Because I could not live with the lie any longer. Not after everything. Not after… all of you.”
His gaze swept the room. “I knew you cared. And that made it worse. Every day I kept silent, it coiled tighter. I could not carry it anymore.”
Keisha inclined her head, her face shadowed with pain. Not forgiveness reckoning. Memory flickered in her eyes: dragonfire’s burn, the helplessness she had sworn never to feel again.
Her voice cut cleanly through the stillness.
“Second… how did this figure claim any right over you? Because from what I know, what my people have safeguarded, not even Maelgrim, not even Phoenix, could bind blood and legacy beyond death.”
She folded her arms, gaze unwavering. “I will confirm with my father. But that pact should have died with yours.”
Valeon’s brow furrowed. He stepped from the window, careful, deliberate.
“I do not know. They said the binding remained, that it lived in me. As if it were carved into my blood.”
His eyes searched hers. “What did you mean, that not even the Shadowwalkers could enforce it?”
Keisha’s gaze deepened, her silence weighted with knowledge not yet spoken.
“That,” she said, “is what I intend to discover.”
Kaelorn exhaled, the sound quiet but heavy. He glanced around the chamber: Gailen’s fists still clenched white, Ong’s fury simmering, Manard’s doubt flickering sharp across his face. Then he looked back at Valeon.
“I do not approve of what you did,” Kaelorn said evenly. “You should have told us sooner.”
Valeon’s shoulders tightened. He did not argue.
But…” Kaelorn said at last, “I have seen how power twists. How fear cages. I understand why you did not come to us when it began. That does not make it right.” He gave a faint shrug. “It only makes you human. Or whatever lofty word you’d choose while brooding into your books.”
A fragile attempt at levity, but it eased the weight, if only slightly.
Thalorian’s voice followed, cooler, yet not unkind.
“Valeon is no warrior. We all know it. He was not raised for battle, nor trained to withstand the kind of pressure he describes.” His gaze flicked to Gailen, then to Manard.
“That does not absolve him. But perhaps it means we do not hang him yet.”
Valeon bowed his head lower. Every word cut and yet, in its way, comforted.
Keisha straightened. This was more than betrayal. It was legacy oaths, bloodlines, and protections older than any crown. An ancient weight lent steel to her bearing.
She turned to King Manard, her tone calm but firm.
“Allow me to summon my father, Lord Karrenen. And ask him to bring Lysander, God of the Sea, and Kadona, Goddess of Light, defender of the Eladrin.”
The chamber stilled.
“If this binding is what I believe it to be,” she continued, “the gods will bring it before the Council. And the shadow will lose its hold on Valeon.”
Her gaze softened as it met his.
“After that… we will decide how to proceed.”
Manard gave a slow nod. “Do what you must. I trust your judgment.”
Valeon lifted his head enough to meet her eyes. “Thank you,” he whispered. Not relief, only the raw weight of a kindness he had not expected.
Keisha’s smile was faint, but knowing. She turned to Gailen and Ong.
“I think you two need a walk.”
Valeon blinked, her words falling like a gentle note after thunder. His chest rose in a slow, uneven breath. The knot behind his ribs loosened not absolution, but recognition. Mercy had come before judgment was finished.
He watched her with something close to awe. Or perhaps fear that he did not deserve it.
Ong’s fists were still clenched, his jaw grinding like steel on stone, but he did not argue. Gailen looked as though he might protest, yet Keisha’s lifted brow silenced him.
The silence between them stretched taut, betrayal straining against restraint.
“Go,” she said. “Walk off the fire.”
Then, softer: “Pumpkin.”
From the hallway, the sleek black panther padded forward, emerald eyes gleaming. She brushed against Ong’s leg before circling to Keisha.
Valeon watched her with quiet recognition. He had met her before, but now her presence felt different—as though she, too, had judged… and chosen not to turn away.
Keisha bent low, resting her brow to Pumpkin’s.
“Keep them out of trouble,” she whispered.
Pumpkin gave a low chuff, then padded after Gailen and Ong, her tail flicking once like punctuation.
As the door closed, Kaelorn exhaled and gestured to the table.
“Well. We may as well sit. No sense in pacing until the gods arrive.”
Thalorian inclined his head and lowered himself into a chair. Keisha followed after a moment’s pause.
Valeon lingered, uncertain. At last, he drew out a chair and sank into it, his fingers brushing the worn armrest. For a breath, he let himself feel the weight of the gesture being allowed to sit among them again.
Disbelief flickered through him. And with it, a quiet, aching hope he had not dared in years.
The storm had passed—
For now.
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Chapter 3

 Wings of Arrival


The trees of Emerald Woods swayed gently in the afternoon breeze, emerald leaves scattering light like jeweled canopies. A faint warmth lingered in the air, edged with the scent of lightning-kissed pine. Then the birds fell silent, and the wind shifted—carrying something more: a presence. 
Lord Karrenen paused at the clearing’s edge, his gaze lifting skyward.
Beside him, Lysander’s trident shimmered with a sea-blue glow, sensing the divine before sight confirmed it. Kadona’s golden cloak caught the wind as she tilted her head, already smiling faintly.
A vast shadow swept across the treetops.
Moments later, a dragon descended with majestic grace, wings folding like silken banners of starlight. Platinum scales gleamed like forged moonlight as his massive form touched down beyond the trees, the earth quivering softly beneath his weight.
Radiantus had returned.
Kadona drew a quiet breath, her eyes flicking to Lysander and Karrenen. Even for them, the moment held weight. Radiantus did not descend lightly.
“Well now,” she said with a warm laugh, stepping forward. “We do not often see you beyond the heavens.”
Radiantus inclined his head, voice resonant yet calm. “I arrived only recently. When I sensed your presence, yours, Lysander’s, and Lord Karrenen’s, I came to see why you traveled toward Crystal Vale.”
Karrenen bowed slightly. “My daughter, Keisha, sent for us. She says there is a matter requiring divine attention—something unusual. Possibly dangerous.”
Kadona’s gaze lingered on Radiantus, thoughtful. “Then perhaps you should join us. If Keisha calls upon the gods, you may well be needed.”
Radiantus studied her for a long moment, starlight flickering in his eyes. “I agree.” His wings lifted slightly, scattering platinum light. “If the matter is urgent, climb onto my back. I will carry us faster than magic or foot.”
Lysander arched a brow. “Then do not let us fall, Radiantus.”
A low rumble echoed from the dragon’s chest, a rare chuckle. “You have my word.”
One by one, the god, the goddess, and the elven lord climbed onto his back. With a single, mighty beat, Radiantus rose, Emerald Woods shrinking into a jeweled sea beneath them.
Far to the east, an emerald dragon tilted her head mid-flight. The light across the canopy shimmered strangely, and the wind carried something ancient. Then she saw him: a dragon, platinum as moonlit steel, soaring with three figures upon his back.
Verdantia’s eyes widened. Radiantus.
She veered south, green scales flashing as she raced toward the forest’s heart. He had once mentored her through her first flight into battle. Their bond was more than respect; it was a legacy. She had to tell the others.
High above Crystal Vale, Radiantus descended with reverence, wings folding as he touched down near the inner grove. The land still bore scars of battle—charred roots, torn soil, trees blackened by shadow. Kadona’s smile dimmed, resolve hardening. Renewal pulsed here, but so did loss.
Radiantus turned toward the grove where Aurelia lay.
Her crystalline body, once radiant with prismatic light, dimmed with exhaustion. Struggling, she tried to rise. Radiantus lowered his head, his voice warm, kind.
“No, Aurelia. Rest.”
Her eyes met his. She huffed softly, then eased back down.
He remembered her in war, shielding his flank at High Aramoor, her wings bearing the strike meant for him. Seeing her now stirred a vow deep within him: she would rise again. He would see to it.
The wind shifted once more.
Verdantia descended, regal and radiant, her emerald presence carrying the scent of renewal. She dipped her head.
“Welcome home, Radiantus. Vacari is brighter for your return.”
Radiantus bowed, solemn. “I have been gone too long.”
Karrenen knelt beside Aurelia, pressing a hand to her scales. Gentle light pulsed from his palm. “She is healing. The wounds no longer worsen. But no battles. No flights. The damage runs deep.”
Aurelia blinked slowly in gratitude.
Radiantus turned to the others. “Do you know what Keisha asks of us?”
“No,” Aurelia murmured, her voice faint as crystal chimes.
“She sent only urgency,” Verdantia added.
Radiantus inclined his head. “Then rest, Aurelia. You have given enough.”
Verdantia spread her wings. “I must return to Emerald Woods. Call if danger rises.” She lifted skyward, vanishing in emerald light.
Kadona turned to Radiantus with a sly smile. “If you walk with us through the city, perhaps appear smaller unless you wish to clear rooftops as you go.”
Radiantus laughed, a deep, thunderous sound. “Very well.”
He hesitated, reverent, then closed his eyes. Light shimmered, scales dissolving into threads of brilliance, until a tall figure stood where the dragon had been a man of sun-warmed bronze, robed in silver, his hair gleaming platinum, his eyes ageless with starlight.
“Would this be better?”
Kadona laughed. Lysander clapped his shoulder. Even Karrenen’s lips twitched.
“Well,” Lysander said, “you will turn heads, certainly.”
And turn heads he did.
As the divine quartet entered Crystal Vale, whispers spread like wildfire. Work stilled. People bowed. Eyes widened as Radiantus walked among them in mortal guise, flanked by gods and an elven lord.
The gods had come.
And with them, change walked beside the wind.
Radiantus glanced skyward, as though reading a name written in fate. The winds of destiny had stirred before—but now, they carried choices. Consequences.
He walked on, knowing the next storm would not wait long.
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Chapter 4

An Unexpected Arrival


The palace gates loomed ahead, gold and emerald carvings flashing beneath the midday sun. Etched with the crests of Vacari’s noble houses and the ancient sigils of Elvenkind, they stood as much a symbol of power as of protection. 
The guards posted there were usually unshakable and trained to recognize kings, nobles, and dignitaries from across the realms.
But today?
Today they stared.
Hands hovered near hilts, posture stiffening at the sight of the approaching company: two gods, a high elven lord… and a stranger whose very presence thrummed with contained power.
Radiantus, veiled in his human form, walked with effortless grace beside Kadona and Lysander. His hair shimmered like molten platinum beneath the sun, starlight threading through his aura as though a dream had taken flesh.
The guards exchanged uneasy glances. One shifted his stance, caught between duty and awe. Another opened his mouth, faltered, then quickly bowed as his eyes moved from Karrenen’s serene composure to the overwhelming weight of Radiantus’s presence.
Kadona stepped forward, her voice cutting through the hesitation like sunlight through mist.
“We have been summoned by Lady Keisha and by King Manard himself.”
At the king’s name, the guards straightened at once.
“Of course!” one stammered, bowing low. “This way, my lady, my lords ah… sir.”
Flustered by the unfamiliar figure, he stumbled over the title. Radiantus only offered a faint, knowing smile, a kindness wrapped in mystery.
As they were escorted through the gates, Lysander
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