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Prologue


The Whispering Flame
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Before the kingdoms, before the Veil was sealed and the gods turned to stone, the dragons ruled the skies—not as beasts, but as immortals of breath and memory.

Among them, one bore the spark of the First Flame.

Kylissa, Queen of the Veil.

Crowned in silence. Cloaked in fire. Bound to a prophecy older than names.

The prophecy told of a dragon born hidden in flesh, one whose awakening would reshape the realms. He would come to her not as a beast, but as a man—blind to his blood, yet drawn to her soul.

Their bond would either seal the world’s salvation...

Or ignite its ruin.

And far beneath the surface of stone and smoke, something darker waited. Watching.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Bonded and the Broken

[image: ]


POV: Caelan

Dawn cracked over the horizon like a warning.

Caelan stood barefoot in frost-laced grass, shirtless, the air cool against his skin. But steam rose from his shoulders—not from cold, but from the slow-blooming fire that no longer slept within him.

Around him, the ruins of the ancient temple still breathed. Crumbled pillars loomed like broken teeth, and the valley below lay smothered in gold and ash. This place had once been sacred to dragons. Now, it was only haunted.

Behind him, Kylissa lay on the remnants of a silk blanket, draped in sunlight and half-shadow, her silver hair tangled from sleep and something more primal. The Flameborne bond still hummed between them, but something had shifted. Deepened—or fractured.

He placed a hand to his ribs.

The scar there—the mark—was no longer just a reminder. It pulsed.

Not only when she was near.

Now, it pulsed with warning.

“Something’s coming,” he whispered to the wind.

The trees did not answer. But the prophecy did, as it always had:

One will burn. One will break. And the bond shall become the blade.

He didn’t know if it meant her—or him.

A hawk screamed overhead. The sound made his muscles coil, instinctive. Too fast. Too loud.

Everything lately felt louder. Sharper. His senses had grown in ways he didn’t understand, and each time she kissed him, it felt less like love and more like ignition.

He closed his eyes. And saw flame.

Not from the night before. But older—hotter.

A vision?

Or a memory?

He turned as she stirred.

“You’re brooding again,” Kylissa said. Her voice still held the rasp of sleep—soft, smoky.

She rose to join him, draping a shawl across her bare shoulders. Her feet were bare. Her gaze, sharp.

They stood in silence, side by side. The world below looked deceptively still.

“I dreamt of fire,” he said. “But it wasn’t ours.”

She didn’t answer immediately. Only followed his gaze to the horizon, where the mountain peaks smoldered like the backs of sleeping beasts.

“We should move soon,” she murmured. “There are places even I can’t protect you if the Hollow wakes.”

He turned to her, heat rising behind his eyes. “You said the bond was ancient—older than the Court, older than the first dragons. Why does it feel like it’s rewriting me?”

She hesitated.

“Because it is.”

His jaw tightened. “You knew this would happen.”

“I suspected,” she admitted. “But suspicion is not prophecy. And prophecy is not truth.”

“Then what is?”

Her silence was answer enough.

Later, she found him again just before the sun rose higher.

Caelan sat with his back against a crumbled wall, knees bent, arms resting loosely. The valley sprawled golden below, but he wasn’t looking at it. His gaze was inward. Fractured.

She approached without speaking, letting her presence settle beside him.

“You ever feel like the world’s pulling at your bones?” he asked.

Kylissa sat next to him, close but not touching. “Yes. Every day.”

He exhaled through his nose. “It’s stronger now. Like... like it’s trying to wake something in me.”

“Or in both of us,” she murmured.

They were silent a long time.

Then he asked, “Would you still have come to me if you knew what I was?”

She met his gaze—fiercely soft. “Would you still love me if I burn down everything to protect you?”

He didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

She reached for his hand. He let her take it.

And in the quiet, something shifted in the bond—not in power, but in fear.

They were no longer alone in the world.

And something was watching.
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CHAPTER TWO


The Watcher in the Wind
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POV: Kylissa

She had felt it in the kiss.

The change. The pull. The beginning of something neither of them fully understood.

Each time Caelan touched her, it was as if the stars realigned. But this morning, as she watched him from the crumbling arch of the ruined tower, the bond shimmered—off-kilter. Unmoored. Not broken, but bending toward something else.

The Hollow One stirred. She knew it. Felt it like rot beneath gold.

Kylissa stood half in shadow, cloaked in a glamour of mist and light, watching the way sunlight tangled in his hair, the way his shoulders tensed before he turned—never quite toward her, but close. He moved like someone who had started to hear a melody no one else could.

He senses everything, she thought. Even what he does not yet understand.

The mark on her wrist pulsed in rhythm with his. The Flameborne bond had fused them on a plane deeper than flesh, older than language. It was not just magic.

It was memory incarnate.

She closed her eyes and reached through the current between realms, summoning not with sound, but with the thread of blood and will.

And something answered.

A flicker among the trees far below. A presence wrapped in shadow and steel. Azelian.

Her once-blade-bonded ward. Her exile. Her secret.

"Guard him," she whispered to the wind. "But do not let him know you serve me."

The command wove through the trees like a breath—silent and sharp.

Below, the watcher turned his head. Just slightly. Then vanished.

Kylissa stayed at the edge of the ruin, her hand braced against the cold stone. Her fingers trembled faintly. Not from fear—but from memory.

Azelian had been the first to bleed for her. And the first to betray her.

Yet here they were again. Bound by circumstance. And a boy with fire in his blood.

She glanced down at Caelan one last time. He moved like a man searching for a door he did not know he had already opened.

Don’t follow it too far, she thought. Don’t listen when the dark speaks sweetly.

The bond between them was changing.

And she would not lose him to it.

Not to the Seer.

Not to prophecy.

And not to the Hollow God.
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CHAPTER THREE


Temptations in the Veil
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POV: Caelan

The trees watched him. That was the only way he could describe it. The wind moved wrong—too still, then too sharp. The shadows lingered too long. And the feeling in his chest, the one that had pulsed faintly with the bond to Kylissa, now throbbed like a second heartbeat.

He gripped the edge of a basalt outcrop, knuckles white. Below, the mists of the valley coiled like smoke over a battlefield long buried. Every step he took away from the ruined tower felt... thinner. As if the world was pulling back its veil.

Something was watching him. He didn’t know that Azelian stood in the trees, cloaked in shadow. He didn’t know the Seer’s gaze sometimes passed through flame itself. But he felt them—like pressure just beyond understanding.

The earth trembled beneath his bare feet. A ripple, subtle. Then again. A pulse, rhythmic. “What the hell—” he muttered.

Then he saw it. Nestled in a cleft of stone, half-devoured by moss and bone, lay the remains of a forgotten altar. Glyphs—some broken, some still burning faintly—marked it. The air tasted of ash and blood and lightning. His pulse synced to the rhythm in the stone.

His legs moved on their own. Don’t touch it, something in him screamed. You already belong to another. But his fingers brushed the altar anyway.

The world broke open.

He was no longer standing. He was flying. Falling. Dreaming. The air was red with flame. The sky torn with wings. He saw a tower—a black spire wrapped in serpents—and a door that opened inward when he screamed. Inside was no room. Only a mouth.

A voice like smoke curled into his thoughts. “You were born of stronger blood than she ever knew.” Caelan’s body twisted in the vision—half in, half out of himself. “You were made for more than love, little ember. You were made to choose.” “Serve. Break. Or become.”

The serpent eyes opened in the dark. A thousand. A single one.

And then—

Caelan gasped, body slamming back into his own. The moss was damp. His back was wet with sweat. The sun had moved. Hours had passed. He stared at his hands. They glowed faintly with gold veins. His breath came in ragged fire.

From somewhere in the trees, a branch cracked. But no one appeared. And in the back of his mind... the voice remained. Serve. Break. Or become.

—-
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POV: THE SEER

The flame in the bowl flared green.

She didn’t move. Only smiled—slow and sharp—as the vision showed him writhing against moss, the gold in his veins blooming like a forbidden flower.

He touched it, she thought. Curious. Reckless. Just like her. Caelan. Even his name unsettled the old wards around her sanctum. The Hollow One whispered it with a curl of satisfaction each time.

She stood barefoot in a ring of salt and bone, the chamber carved from the ribcage of a dragon long dead and never mourned. Her gown clung to her skin like shadow. Smoke coiled around her throat like a living thing.

The Hollow One did not speak, but she felt its presence coil through her veins. It had approved of the boy.

“He burns wrong,” she murmured, trailing a finger through the scryflame. “Too much heart. Too much hope.” The fire hissed. “We’ll bleed that out of him, won’t we?”

She smiled.

Kylissa had bound herself to Caelan. Foolish. She should have broken him early—before the fire grew teeth. Now the boy stood at a cliff's edge, and the Hollow One had handed her the wind.

Soon, she would turn it against them both.

—-
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POV: KYLISSA

Kylissa gasped and staggered back from the edge of the ruined tower.

The bond burned—not with warmth, but with a cold flame that licked at her bones. He touched something. Not mine. Not safe.

The connection between her and Caelan fluttered, trembled, almost broke. A memory of another bond tried to claw its way forward—one she had severed, or thought she had. The Seer. No... she's watching him now.

Kylissa's hands trembled. Her magic surged in her veins, wild and defensive. The tower around her creaked. A ward flared red against the outer wall, just for a second, before extinguishing like a snuffed breath.

She looked to the trees where she had sent Azelian. “Do not fail me,” she whispered to the silence.

And silently, she wove
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